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a simple thing

    by iridan

      Summary

      Boba Fett likes to be in control. Din Djarin feels more out of control with every passing day. Giving control over to Boba would make both of them happy. Din just doesn't understand why that has to be so complicated. 
 
(Or, rebuilding an entire culture is hard. Boba helps, more or less.)



      Notes

        Me, an idiot: I want to write a fic about Din rebuilding Mandalore!
Also me, just, incomparably stupid: Okay, but only in the context of a long-term, slowburn BDSM relationship with Boba Fett. 
What can I say. The manspreading on Jabba's throne really, uh. Awakened something in me. 
This fic is not going to be half as short as it should be. Sorry. Tags will be updated as we go!
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    Chapter Summary

    Din's looking for a quiet place to lie down and lick his wounds following the chaos on the light cruiser. Boba's got a spare bed or two.



    Chapter Notes

      Me, an idiot: I want to write a fic about Din rebuilding Mandalore!
Also me, just, incomparably stupid: Okay, but only in the context of a long-term, slowburn BDSM relationship with Boba Fett.
What can I say. The manspreading on Jabba's throne really, uh. Awakened something in me.
This fic is not going to be half as short as it should be. Sorry. Tags will be updated as we go!
EDIT 11/09/2021: WOW, this project has grown! Just updating the front end here with some notes;
1) Not everything that happens in this fic is tagged. Part of this is personal preference and part of this is because AO3 has now limited the number of tags allowed per fic. I put chapter-specific content warnings, including kink stuff, anything I think might be triggering and/or anything I'm asked to add to the content warnings. In general this fic deals with a lot of kink, a lot of cultural and religious trauma and a lot of difficult concepts. If you would like something added to a chapter's content warnings, please let me know!
2) You have my blanket permission to translate this fic, podfic it, make art for it, et cetera. Please do not post this fic, including any translations, to another site. It's on AO3 for a reason. Art outside the site is fine. If you make art or anything and want to share, let me know! I try to link art and things in the relevant chapters!
3) This statement is blanket permission to print and bind this fic! If you'd like to make yourself or a friend a physical copy of a simple thing, you are more than welcome to! Please remember that you CANNOT sell or buy physical copies of this fic. If you do finish a fan binding project, I would love to see the end result!
EDIT 01/12/2022: This fic is canon-compliant through the end of The Mandalorian Season Two! It is not compliant with The Book of Boba Fett, as the majority of it was written and planned out before BoBF started airing!
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  a simple thing
 
 
rang.
 
“Ugh,” said the Duros piloting the battered freighter Din had chartered off Nar Shaddaa. “You sure this is where you wanna stop, Mando? Nothin’ much on Tatooine these days, not since old Jabba died.” 
Din said nothing. The shuttle rattled unhappily as it slid down through Tatooine’s atmosphere. The vibration echoed through Din’s beskar and made his teeth ache. He ignored it and focused on the sea of sand growing in the viewport, pulling himself out of his cloudy thoughts with some effort. 
The Duros waited another few seconds for a response, then grunted. “Have it your way,” he said, fiddling with the controls. He should've been used to Din's silence by now, anyway. The jump between Tatooine and Nar Shaddaa was not short.
The freighter moaned again, heat shields flaring, and the shapeless sea of sand underneath the ship began to resolve itself from broad swathes of colors into rolling red dunes and high plateaus scored with cool, dark canyons like the view through a scope coming into focus. 
Din had always liked Tatooine, despite what the rest of the galaxy said about it. Granted, the rest of the galaxy didn’t have climate controls wired underneath their beskar, but Din had liked Tatooine even before he’d earned a full  beskar’gam. Tatooine was an honest place. Wild, vicious and packed to its moons with criminals of every shape and size, but honest. 
After the places Din had been the last few cycles, he’d appreciate some honesty. At least on Tatooine he could expect that someone always had a blaster aimed at his back. On the light cruiser it was sometimes hard to tell. Kryze traded verbal barbs like a Devaronian traded punches. Din would prefer to trade punches with a Devaronian, actually – at least in a fistfight Din could hit back. He could never seem to manage a conversation with Kryze. Talking to her usually just left Din off-balance and half-convinced Kryze would try to space him in his sleep. Din could never say the right thing around her, and she had a short temper.  
The Duros pilot continued to ramble as the freighter made its final approach. Round, snubby white buildings rose out of the sand like blunted bones. Din had wanted to charter straight to Mos Pelgo, which was both out of the way and deep in Tusken territory, safe behind the sand peoples' fearsome reputation, but Mos Pelgo didn’t have a spaceport so once again Din watched as the grimy, crooked shape of Mos Eisley clawed its way out of Tatooine’s dust, looking just a little bit grimier and a little bit more crooked than it had a few months back. 
A pang that had nothing to do with the freighter rattling and bouncing around went through Din’s chest, aching like a bruise. He pulled his mind away from it. The pilot didn’t pick Pelli’s bay, anyway – the Duros had no way of knowing that Din had been here before, would prefer a private bay and a private way out of the city. The Duros picked a public bay and settled down beside a battered  Outrider-class shuttle and an G9 Rigger that looked like it hadn’t flown since the Clone Wars. Din sighed. He’d draw attention to himself anyway. Silver beskar usually did. 
“Keep the change,” Din said, climbing out of his seat before the shuttle’s engines had stopped their groaning, tossing the Duros his payment. Nar Shaddaa hadn’t had much by way of employment, not even for someone with Din’s particular skill set, but Gideon’s light cruiser had been well-stocked with everything from Imperial credits to Calamari flan, so Din at least wouldn’t need to work for a while. He'd stashed away enough credits to outfit himself with a ship, at least, and maybe even a bed in Mos Pelgo without any sand mites.  
 I won't need to work ever again, if Kryze gets her way. Bo-Katan wanted to rebuild Mandalore. She'd made it her Quest. And there was little room in her idea of what Mandalore should be for a bounty hunter like Din. She wanted Din to be her sworn warrior, like Koska Reeves and Axe Woves. She wouldn't hear of anything else.   
The darksaber, hidden underneath the folds of Din’s cloak, was heavy on his hip. The pilot hadn’t seen it, nor had anyone on Nar Shaddaa. Din hadn’t been careful enough in hiding it the first few times he’d ventured outside of the light cruiser and even though the blade was black and hummed like struck beskar, it was apparently recognizable the galaxy over as a Jedi weapon. Din'd been jumped twice by bounty hunters who'd seen it on his hip and thought him a Jedi. He still had bruises from the second, a big Lasat who’d done his level best to put Din through a wall. His ribs had twinged and ached for days every time Din took a deep breath, but by now they’d healed enough to be irritating instead of grounding or useful. 
Din was more careful with the darksaber now. He would have just left it behind on the light cruiser, but Koska had told him to keep it with him. 
“I don’t want it,” Din had told her for the thousandth time since he’d picked the damn thing up off the floor to keep it away from Gideon. “It’s useless to me. Just extra weight.” The only close-quarters fighting Din’d ever trained in had been staves and knives. The beskar spear had adapted well to what Din remembered with a stave, but the darksaber wasn’t the right size for either style. Din had no interest in holding onto the thing long enough to learn how to use it. He preferred the spear and also having all of his limbs attached to his body; he'd seen the darksaber cut through tempered durasteel without any effort. Din was fully armored, but even his armor had its joints and gaps. He didn't need to trip while trying to wave the darksaber around and cut through an elbow or a wrist. 
“I don’t care,” Koska’d told him, bluntly. “You can’t leave it here. It’ll drive Bo mad, and it’s yours by right anyway.” 
So Din, tired of losing the same argument, had resentfully clipped the darksaber to his belt, hidden it under his cloak and gone off to Tatooine. As long as he made it to safe ground without anyone seeing it, he ought to be alright. Din was sorely tempted to bury the blade in the sand and forget about it, but then Kryze  would kill him and Din had promised to help her in her Quest, since she had helped him in his. That made them allies. Murder among allies was bad for morale. 
Still, it  was tempting. Din let himself imagine it for a minute, the darksaber's hilt disappearing into the sands, out of mind and out of memory, then shook his head and made himself focus again. He had an appointment to make.   
Din stepped out into the open air, moving quickly, head up, searching for white helmets and black blasters. The Imperial Remnants had heard about Gideon’s defeat by now, but the last intel Cara’d sent Din’s way had said that the Remnants were all fleeing the ‘rims, retreating deeper and deeper into Wild Space, harried by the New Republic and its patchwork band of allies. Tatooine was wild enough to host any number of Din's enemies but it had as little love for the Empire as most places; Din didn't see any stormtroopers or Moffs in faded greens. There was no Empire here, not anymore.
No one else would bother tracking Din to Tatooine. The New Republic had forgotten about Tatooine entirely, and between Karga’s grip on the Guild and the wider chaos in the rest of the galaxy, Din’s enemies were thin enough on the ground.
For now, anyway, he thought. Din was sure that he'd collect more sooner or later. Satisfied that he wasn't about to get jumped by a stormtrooper looking for a promotion, Din set those thoughts aside too. 
Mos Pelgo was a desert away, and Din had no transport. He was better off renting a speeder and going straight to Jabba's palace – he could figure out how to get to Mos Pelgo later. 
The Duros spluttered a thanks behind Din as he left the freighter, shouting at his back, but Din didn’t turn around. He had no intention of chartering a flight off Tatooine; when he left he’d do it in his own ship. 
 Vanth might have one for me,  Din reasoned, shoving down another rib-deep pang. He had refused all of the shuttles on the light cruiser, missing the  Crest  fiercely and hating the stark lines of Imperial Omicron-class hunter-killers, but sentiment wouldn’t get Din very far. It was time to find another transport of his own.  And if he doesn’t, Fett will.   
Fett was the one who’d called Din to Tatooine. Fett and Fennec had stuck around for a little while after Gideon’s defeat – Din determinedly thought of the events on the light cruiser only as  Gideon’s defeat and nothing else – mostly, as far as Din could tell, to keep an eye on Din himself. Din didn’t know what else the pair could have been doing. Din’d spent most of Fett’s time about the light cruiser unconscious and in bacta, which has been a new and embarrassing experience. 
Apparently as soon as the Jedi had closed the bridge doors and vanished from view, taking the kid with him, Din had folded up like a piece of wet flimsi and crumpled senseless to the floor. He’d woken up three days later suspended in bacta, staring at an irritated med droid, his  beskar’gam in a tidy pile in the corner of the med bay. 
Fett had stuck around long enough for Din to come out of bacta – and later surgery, once the med droid had determined that the bones in Din’s right arm were too brittle from a lifetime of breaks to ever heal properly and needed plates screwed in – and start wobbling around the cruiser like a baby nerf figuring out its legs for the first time, then he’d slapped Din across the shoulder, traded a few incomprehensible barbed comments with Kryze, grabbed Fennec and hit the black. Din hadn’t heard from him in weeks. He hadn’t really expected to hear from Fett again, actually, until the cruiser’s comms had gone off and Fett’s rough voice had filled the bridge. Fett had ignored the other Mandalorians – Kryze and Koska and Woves – and had invited Din to Tatooine, claiming that he had something for Din to look at. 
 I should’ve known he’d come back here, Din thought, weaving his way through the familiar, sand-blasted streets of Mos Eisley. The crowds parted for him easily, shifting out of his way like minnows clearing the water for a colo claw fish. Mos Eisley was used to bounty hunters, even Mandalorian ones, and nobody paid Din much mind once they'd sized him up. He drew stares like he always did, but none that cut or caught on him. 
Tatooine had its own strange kind of gravity, especially for people like Fett. Din’d felt the pull of it too from time to time. He’d first come to the planet as a newly-minted warrior of his tribe, stubborn and proud and eager to win clink and glory to bring back to the covert, but he still remembered those first few nights out in the Great Dune Sea, the cold of the desert and the clarity of the stars. 
 Maybe we should try and build Mandalore here, Din thought, imagining Kryze’s reaction to the suggestion. He smiled grimly under his helmet. He hadn’t been able to goad Kryze into punching him yet, but he’d find her limits eventually. 
 Just have to get her away from Reeves and Woves. The other Mandalorians, Koska and Axe Woves – a steady, morose sort of man who had been happy to trade a few spars with Din despite the Din's medical restriction and had rejoined their little band in the days after Gideon’s defeat – very rarely let Kryze out of their sight and never let Kryze and Din spend any time in a room alone together. 
Din had the vague suspicion that their behavior was more for Din’s protection than Kryze’s, but thinking about it for too long made Din’s beskar tight and heavy, his breath short, so he tried not to think about it at all. He’d left all three behind, anyway, and wouldn’t have to think about them at all until his business on Tatooine was done. 
 Speaking of business… 
Din hadn’t exactly been surprised to hear that Fett had gone back to Tatooine, but there was a difference between coming back to Tatooine to find work – there was always, always bounty hunter work on Tatooine – and coming back to take over a slice of the Hutt Cartel. 
From what Din could see, it didn’t look like the Hutts had tried to take the planet back yet. Jabba the Hutt’s palace loomed whole and ominous in the distance, set far enough away from Mos Eisley that it shimmered in and out of view in the ever-present desert haze. Every twist of the wind shifted the palace’s shape, domes and spires wavering in the sun. A trickle of speeders and transports moved between the city and the palace. 

   Should be easy to get out there, then.  

Despite the change in leadership, Mos Eisley was just as rowdy as it always was. Music spilled out of cantina doors and Jawas worked the crowds. The rich scent of spiced bantha meat hung in the air, strong enough that Din could smell it even through his helmet. 
His mouth watered. The light cruiser had been stocked with nothing but Imperial rations. Din hadn’t had anything as good as chuba stew since before Tython – he’d made  tiingilar  and  uj  cake in the  Crest’s  battered kitchen on the trip over, laughing when the kid got his first noseful of the  tiingilar’s spices.
 I can eat at the palace,  Din told himself, wrenching his thoughts away from memories of the kid before his chest could start to hurt. He repeated the words his teachers had pounded into his head.  Focus, Mandalorian. If Fett didn’t have anything to eat, Mos Pelgo would. Tatooinians had almost as good a tolerance for spice as Mandalorians. 
Din stopped in a grimy cantina long enough to rent a speeder, conscious of the eyes on his beskar, on his spear, and hit the desert road, following the snaking line of speeder dust towards the looming palace. 
The speeder moved fast enough to whisk away Tatooine’s oppressive heat and Din’s increasingly circular thoughts, its engines growling as they echoed off the ridges and rocks. The palace reared up ahead of Din within a few minutes, enormous and squat and ugly, though the usual battalion of Gamorrean guards was gone.
Din didn’t know how Fett had cracked the Hutt’s palace but however he’d done it, he’d done it without wrecking the place. The doors, as Din pulled up and left the rented speeder under the watchful eye of a shaggy-faced Bothan, were solid and set well on their hinges. The palace walls were scored with carbon marks and dents but none looked particularly fresh, and most of the holes in the wall had been repaired with fresh plaster and left to cure under the suns. 
The Bothan made no move to stop Din or even to check his weapons, only grunting as Din parked the speeder and tapping away at a datapad. Din ignored the Bothan and moved on, picking his way around other speeders towards the palace's great doors.
“I’m here to see Fett,” Din told the guard at the door. This one was human, dark-skinned and clean-shaven, a gnarled scar twisting the left side of his mouth. A pulse rifle was strapped to his back, but in his hands he carried a short, solid-looking wooden club. 
 Traditional, Din thought. 
The human looked Din up and down. “You Mando?” he said. 
Din raised his eyebrows underneath his helmet.  Is Fett getting a lot of Mandalorian visitors? “Yes,” he said. 
The human nodded. “Boss’s waitin’,” he said. “Throne room. Up the stairs, take a right, down the stairs, you’re there.” He made no move to check Din for weapons, nor did he say anything about the beskar spear or the blaster on Din’s hip.  Jabba had made a show of checking all his guests but if Fett was worried about assassination, his people certainly weren’t. 
“Thanks,” said Din. He’d been to the throne room – he’d done a few jobs for Jabba back in the day, though he’d quit coming out this way once the covert had moved to the other side of the Outer Rim – but it had been years, and the palace had changed hands a few times since then. Din couldn’t remember who’d taken the throne after Jabba had died. Some Twi’Lek, he thought, but he’d never paid enough attention to politics to care. 
The human let Din pass through the doors and into the cool, dark palace. 
 Maybe not as dark as I remember, Din thought. 
In Jabba’s day, the palace had been close and dank and filthy. The only lights had been bantha-fat lanterns and sunlight through grimy windows. The halls had been filled with Gamorreans and slaves and slimy, oozing sycophants, all of them caught in Jabba’s orbit like flies in a web or planets in a black hole's gravity, trapped with little hope of escape.  
Jabba had paid well and had always had work for a bounty hunter, but Din had hated coming here. When the covert had moved a few more parsecs over, well outside Tatooine’s orbit, he’d been a little relieved. Tatooine had been too far to make a regular trip and Din'd been able to justify cutting ties with the Hutts, even if he liked the rest of the planet well enough. 
Under Fett, though, the halls were different. The stinking bantha-fat lanterns had been replaced by softly-glowing light cells. The Gamorreans were gone. The odd droid or two still moved from room to room, laden with cleaning supplies, but Din didn’t see any slaves either. The hall had been swept recently and the air smelled faintly of incense or spice. Someone had even cleaned the windows, letting sunlight spill in across the sandstone floors. 
Din kept his pace even, unhurried. He could hear music drifting up from the throne room and he hesitated at the top of the steps, oddly nervous. 
 Why did Fett call for me? He wondered. He hadn’t asked himself that question when Fett’s transmission had come through, desperate to get off the light cruiser and away from Bo-Katan Kryze and her machinations, but now that he was here, about to step into Boba Fett’s throne room, it struck him that maybe Din should have asked. 
 He is my ally,  Din told himself, trying to shake off his sudden prickle of apprehension. Fett had helped Din find the kid. He'd kept his word, even when Din had considered the score between them settled. Fett had even stuck around while Din had recovered from his bout with the darktrooper.
Fett hadn’t said much in his message, just that he’d had something for Din to look at, but he probably just had a job. He’d been  beroya too – he probably just wanted Din’s help for a hunt. 
 Focus,  Din thought again, shaking his head a little. The motion did nothing to clear the dull ache that had lurked behind Din’s eyes since he’d woken up in bacta. He gritted his teeth and pushed his tension aside, struggling to bring his singing nerves back under control.  Twenty years a hunter,  he thought, a little bitterly. And it’s only now that I’m slipping.  
Din made his way down the stairs, hands curled tight. He didn’t reach for the spear or the blaster or even the darksaber, but he thought about it. 
 Fett is my ally,  he told himself.  My ally. He’s not trying to trap me.  

   ...But I’ll steer clear of the rancor pit, just in case.

The throne room was also different than Din remembered. He reached the last step and paused, surprised. What had once been a hot, fetid room full of bodies and chains and garish trophies had been cleared out almost entirely. Gone were the stands where musicians had played, the platforms where slaves had danced, the animal heads bolted to the walls. Fett had kept the bar and a small band of Rodians played strange-looking pipes in one corner, but the rest of the throne room had been converted into a cavernous, open space, all of it viewable from the throne. 
Jabba’s lounge was gone too, his couch and his pillows and the little mud wallow he’d sometimes rolled in while taking visitors. The throne Fett had replaced all of that with was simple. It stood up on a dais to give Fett the best view of the room and was made of solid, dark wood, carved with runes. Fett himself was sprawled in the throne lazily, his beskar still painted green, one leg cocked off the edge of the throne. Fennec stood at Fett’s back, her hip cocked against the chair, a pulse rifle strapped to her shoulders. 
She saw Din first. She nudged Fett’s shoulder and raised a hand, offering Din a smile that flashed like a vibroblade. 
Din inclined his helmet. 
Silence fell over the room. Fett didn’t keep a packed audience like Jabba had, or he hadn't had the chance to build up quite as much business. There were a few handfuls of people scattered here and there; a knot of Weequay pirates by the bar, a blue-skinned Twi’Lek serving drinks, a black-furred Wookiee grumbling to a droid, some humans who wore Tatooine-style loose tunics and were eyeing a pair of Tuskens mistrustfully. 
 The Wookiee’s a hunter,  Din thought, cataloging the room and its inhabitants, the familiar process settling his nerves.  The Weequay'll be smugglers. The humans are locals, probably. And the Tuskens... Fett knows how to use that gaderffii of his. I should've guessed that he had a friend or two among the tuskra. 
“Mando,” Fett called, his voice deepened by his vocoder. “You made good time. We weren’t expecting you for another few rotations.” 
Din stopped before just the throne, at the edge of the rancor’s grate, tilted his head and shrugged. “I wasn’t too far out, when your message came through,” he said. “I took a shuttle off Nar Shaddaa.” 
Fett whistled. “Nar Shaddaa? What were you doing there?” 
Din shrugged again. “Passing through,” he said. His nerves twitched, unsteady. He frowned at himself underneath his helmet.  Don’t lose it, he thought. 
Fett waved a hand and the Twi’Lek serving drinks behind the bar came over, her movements long and graceful. She wasn’t a slave, that much Din could tell – she had no chains on, and she was wearing actual clothes instead of the rags Jabba forced his slaves into – and she cast Din an appraising look underneath her eyelashes. Her skin was a pale, fine shade of blue. Her lekku were banded with intricate tattoos, a spiral of geometric shapes locked together. Din didn’t move. 
“A drink for my friend here,” said Fett.
“I’m fine.” 
“You sure?” Fett said, cocking his head. “Not even  tihaar?” 
Din blinked. “...Where’d you get  tihaar?” Based on Kryze’s virulent dislike of Fett – Din still didn’t really understand that, either, the way Kryze seemed to hate him – he was surprised that other Mandalorians would trade with Fett. But his heart lifted, a little. If Fett had  tihaar, he might know where to find other Mandalorians. 
 Mandalorians like me, Din thought, though he felt a stab of guilt as soon as he thought it. His covert wouldn’t take Din back, not after he’d removed his helmet. Din wasn't a Mandalorian anymore. But Kryze and her kind were strange and confusing, and Fett even more so. Din missed the solidity of his own tribe. He missed knowing where his place in the galaxy was. 
Fett huffed, sounding amused. “I made it, Mando. Old family recipe. Well, sort of – had to make this batch with  meza  instead of  psid’ik, since nothing else grows on this dustball. It’ll put the shine on your helmet.” 
Din hadn’t had  tihaar  in years. His covert hadn’t ever had enough fresh fruit to distill it and their  alor  had looked down on imbibing anyway. Still, his mouth watered. Before Din had been his covert’s hunter, the older warriors had brought some back for the younger ones a few times. It had felt like a great secret, sneaking drinks while their  alor had been hosting another covert’s leader, laughing as the play fights between warriors grew sloppier and sloppier. 
Din pushed those memories aside too. “I’m fine,” Din repeated, with some effort. He couldn’t afford to get drunk here in Jabba's old palace, in Fett’s kingdom. At least not without knowing what Fett wanted, and if he could be trusted or not. 
 Not that I’ve been the best judge of that, lately.  
“If you’re sure,” Fett hummed, and waved the Twi’Lek off. He tilted his head and Fennec leaned down. Din’s auditory sensors were good but not good enough; the noise in the throne room had tentatively picked back up again, and Fett spoke quietly. 
Din waited. 
After a moment, Fennec slid off the throne and padded towards the bar, graceful as a vine tiger. Din looked at Fett, confused. 
“I’ve got business,” Fett said, tone apologetic underneath his vocoder’s modulation. “Like I said, we didn’t expect you for a few rotations yet. But Shand’ll see you fed and watered, if you’re hungry, and then you and I can get to our business.” 
“We have business?” Din asked, trying to parse Fett’s words out. He relaxed a fraction. If he and Fett had business Fett wouldn’t try to kill him, at least not until their business had come closer to a conclusion. Besides, Fett was Mandalorian. Stabbing Din in the back while hunting together wouldn’t be his way. 
Fett laughed. Din’s confused frown deepened. He wasn’t sure what was funny. But Fett only nodded, the red stripes on his helmet bright and freshly painted, and waved Din off in Fennec’s direction. “Sure,” he said. “We’ve got business.” 
Din nodded too, satisfied, and uncurled his hands. Business was good. Business would give Din something to think about other than Kryze and the darksaber and Moff Gideon, than the darktroopers and their inexorable strength, than those doors closing on the Jedi and the kid. Business would give Din something to  do.  
He made his way over to the bar, taking note of the sentients he passed. The Wookiee was definitely a hunter. Din gave him a wide berth. The humans had finally left off glaring at the Tuskens, who were having an entirely-silent conversation with their hands about water rights, and the Twi’Lek was nodding along as Fennec outlined something for her. 
When Din finally made it to the bar, Fennec cocked her head at him and smiled. 
“You look better,” she said. 
Din grunted. The last time Fennec had seen him, Din’d been fresh out of bacta, half-concussed and incredibly confused by the whole experience. It would be hard to look much worse. 
“How’s the head?” 
“Attached,” Din said, shortly. That was about all that could be said for it. Din’s beskar had held up against the darktrooper as it had done its best to punch him through the walls of the light cruiser, but Din’s head hadn’t held up against the beskar. Din’s ears still hadn’t stopped ringing. 
On the light cruiser the med droid had been giving Din regular injections of bacta to help with the swelling and the pain, but Din hated how strange he felt afterwards, off-balance and cut to pieces by the slightest shaft of light, so he tried to avoid them when he could. He'd very purposefully left the cruiser before the droid could find him and force another round of injections on him.  
Fennec made a sympathetic sound. “I hate bacta,” she said. “Everything tastes blue afterwards. You hungry? We can set you up in one of the conference rooms. Water?” 
Din hesitated. “I am hungry,” he admitted. He was relieved by Fennec’s offer to let him eat in private. She’d seen his face already – by Creed, Din wasn’t supposed to have put his helmet back on. But the visor filtered out the worst of the light, blocked the smells that made him sick to his stomach and muffled the noises that made black spots flash in front of his eyes, and the helmet hid how confused he was, how out of his depth he felt. He’d put it back on after the bacta and had only taken it off in front of Kryze twice, both times quick and furtive, more for show than anything. 
Fennec smirked. “Our cook’s Tusken,” she said. “You up for some spice?”
Din brightened at that. “I lived with Tuskens for a while,” he said. Most other sentients didn’t care for Tusken food, but it wasn’t that bad, really. A little heavy on womp rat for Din’s usual preference, but there wasn’t much else to eat out in the Dune Sea.  
“You’ll fit right in, then.” Fennec rolled her eyes and came up off her elbows, nodding at the Twi’Lek before beckoning for Din to follow her. “Which tribe did you live with?” 
Din named the tribe with his hands, White Bantha, first putting his right hand to his chest and drawing it away, pulling his fingers together, then cupping each side of his forehead with his palms before turning his hands away in fists to mimic a bantha’s horns. If Fennec didn’t understand she didn’t show it – Tusken words didn’t translate well into Basic, and if Fett had lived with Tuskens for a time he would’ve told her that. Someone out in the desert had to have healed Fennec up, anyway. Tuskens didn’t have bacta but they were more than capable of rigging up prosthetics when they had to. 
“How long did you live with them?” Fennec asked, curiously. 
Din shrugged. “A while,” he said. Tracking the passage of years on Tatooine was difficult. Din had lived among the White Bantha for more than a standard year, but less than two. It had been a strange time, though Din had learned a lot.  
Fennec huffed. “You’re worse than Boba,” she said, but she said it without any bite. 
She led Din to a small, neatly-kept room just off the main throne room. Whatever the room had been used for in Jabba’s day it was just a simple meeting space now, stocked with a sturdy table, a few chairs and a cabinet full of bottles in one corner. To Din’s surprise there was already food waiting for him, an enormous plate of Tusken curry, a platter of japoor bread, a bowl of dried  tamur  and even a glass of water. 
Fennec smiled. “Noora’s got a comm directly into the kitchen,” she explained. Noora must have been the Twi’Lek at the bar. “And the kitchen’s got the whole palace rigged out; they can get food just about anywhere faster than you can draw that blaster.” 
Din eyed the unassuming little room again, a bit suspicious now. 
“Relax,” Fennec said, gesturing at the table. “I’ll keep watch. Enjoy – Ushib’s curry’s hotter than the suns.” 
She skirted Din and slipped back out into the hall, where she closed the door behind her. Din waited for a few moments, tense and frozen, before he heard the unmistakable, if faint, sound of a body leaning back against the door. 
 She’ll keep watch, he thought, a little dazed. 
Mostly he was touched. Fennec wouldn’t let anyone come in while he ate. He’d still have to worry about someone popping up through whatever system of pulleys and tubes the kitchens had, but surely that system couldn’t be very large. And it didn't matter if anyone saw his face, anyway. The eyes of a servant in Fett's palace were the same as the eyes of an enemy under the Creed.
Din was safe.  You can eat,  he told himself, curling his fingers around the edges of his helmet.  Fennec will keep watch, and she’s my ally. I have business with Boba Fett. It’ll be fine.  
He struggled with himself for a moment, paranoia clawing at his ribs, but hunger won out. He released the seal on his helmet before he could let his instincts win and tugged the helmet up, the beskar digging into his fingers. 
The warm, inviting smell of the Tusken curry, made of spiced, stewed bantha meat, nearly knocked him over. Din was at the table, grabbing a piece of flat japoor bread and inhaling curry, before he fully realized what was happening, his helmet abandoned and teetering precariously on the table’s edge. 
Din paused long enough to rescue the helmet – Din had dishonored his people but that didn’t mean he needed to dishonor the beskar itself – then resumed bolting down as much curry as he could stomach. 
It  was  spicy, the heat warming and clarifying at the same time. It wasn’t  tiingilar – nothing but tiingilar was exactly the right kind of spicy to measure up – but it was close. Din managed about half the plate, sopping up stray bits of sauce with  japoor  bread and cutting some of the spice with bites of  tamur, before he managed to slow down enough to drink some water. 
He hadn’t been eating well, on the light cruiser. Between the lights and the noise and the sickening, sterile smell of the whole ship – what parts of it weren’t charred and blaster-burned, anyway – even forcing down tasteless Imperial rations had been nearly insurmountable. 
Once, Din’s self-control had been unshakeable. He’d been able to make himself do, or not do, anything he’d needed to. 
 I’ve gone soft, Din thought, shamed. Breaking the Creed had broken Din, like durasteel that had been allowed to gather rust. Beskar never shattered but durasteel could, and Din wasn’t made of beskar. 
He pushed the thought away as hard as he could, though the shame lingered like it always did. There was nothing to be done for it now. An action done couldn’t be undone. New actions could be taken, but nothing Din could ever do could – could  fix a broken Creed. There was no atonement.  

   This is the Way.  

The Tusken curry sat hot and heavy in Din’s belly, like a molten stone. His mouth and his chest were full of ash. He pushed the plate away. 
His helmet stared at him from the end of the table, smooth and unblemished. Din had scrubbed all of the carbon burns out, had wiped his blood from the inside of the helmet until his fingers ached. It looked as new as it had the day it had been forged. 
The helmet was as inscrutable as always. The visor gleamed. 
Din swallowed, wiped his mouth, smoothed down the stray edges of his beard and tugged the helmet back on roughly. His  alor didn’t burst from the shadows and crack his head open, so Din figured he’d be safe to wear the helmet for another day. 
 Tomorrow,  he told himself.  Tomorrow, I’ll take it off for good. 
He’d told himself that every day since Gideon’s defeat. He hadn’t managed to keep his word yet.  Another failure.  
Before Din could get too twisted up in his thoughts, there was a soft knock at the door and Fennec’s voice floated through it. 
“Mando?” she said. “Finished?” 
“Come in,” said Din, gruffly. The seal reengaged, closing Din off from the world, and he tugged his gloves back on. 
“So?” Fennec said, opening the door. She saw Din’s half-eaten plate and smiled. “What do you think? Hot enough for you?” 
Din made a rough, noncommittal noise. He got up to follow Fennec, ready to face whatever business Fett had for him.
“I’ll tell Ushib that you weren’t impressed.” Instead of leading Din back to the throne room, Fennec took him the other way, down the hall and past more doors that opened up into similar meeting rooms. Most of them were empty. Most of the palace was empty, in fact; there were a few sentients lounging here and there, lurking in the shadows or enjoying the late afternoon Tatooine sun, but for such a large place there were shockingly few people actually  in it. 
“Where is everyone?” Din finally asked, as Fennec led him deeper and deeper into the palace. 
“What do you mean?”
Din took a second to order his thoughts, reaching for careful words. He didn’t want to offend Fennec, or Fett, by accident. “Last time I was here,” he began, “it was… very loud. Packed. Its own little city.” 
“That was back in Jabba’s day," Fennec said. She rounded a corner and Din followed, tracking their route through the palace. “He died right around the time the Empire fell. I wasn’t in this part of the galaxy then, but I heard about it; I guess this whole hemisphere nearly tore itself apart filling the vacuum. Somehow Bib Fortuna – you ever meet him? Pale Twi’Lek, always hanging off Jabba’s every word?”
Din grunted. He had met Bib Fortuna, if the Twi’Lek he was thinking of was the right one. 
“Somehow  he ended up in Jabba’s chair,” Fennec continued. “Ran the whole operation nearly into the ground. There’s no one here because there haven't been any credits to be made here in years.” 
“Why’d you and Fett come in and take over, then?” Din asked curiously.
Fennec only shrugged. “I get bored easily,” she said. “And Boba’s pretty sure he can turn Fortuna’s operation back around. He can hardly make it worse, at least.”
Din supposed that was fair. He didn’t know Fett very well, but Fett's help in saving the kid had been invaluable. Din wouldn’t have found Gideon’s cruiser, wouldn’t have found the kid, without Fett. 
“Here,” Fennec said, gesturing down the hallway, which ended in a sturdy-looking door. “Boba will be in there.” 
“Thank you,” Din said, nodding at her. Fennec smiled. 
“I’ll tell Ushib to turn up the heat, if you’re sticking around for a few days,” she said. 
She left him at the end of the hall. Din eyed the door. 
 Fett will have work, he told himself. At this point, Din would be happy to muck out a rancor’s cage if it meant time away from the light cruiser and its occupants, their expectations. Mind decided, he swiped a hand over the door lock, which beeped once and let the door slide open. 
Fett was standing, bent over a holotable, his dented green helmet perched on the edge. He looked up when the door opened. When he caught sight of Din, he didn’t smile, exactly, but his expression lightened. His armor had picked up a few more scratches since Din had seen him last. His gauntlets had been raked by something with claws, the green paint peeled away to reveal shining beskar, and there was a carbon burn inches from Fett’s heart. 
“Mando,” he greeted. “Fennec take care of you?”
“She introduced me to Ushib’s cooking,” Din said. 
Fett hummed. “Ushib’s tribe found me,” he explained. “They got me back on my feet, after…” he ran a hand over his scarred head. Din understood. “Took care of Fennec, too.” 
Din nodded. The sand people, in his experience, were hard and brutal and capable of a viciousness unmatched in the galaxy. But their hospitality too was unmatched, if one managed to earn it. Din didn’t know what exactly Fett had done to win the care of a Tusken tribe, but based on his own experiences whatever Fett had done had been impressive. 
“You called me here,” Din said, pulling his thoughts out of the desert sands. “What do you need?” 
“Ah.” Fett flicked off the display on the holotable – a long string of numbers and letters that made no sense to Din – and grabbed his helmet, buffing it with one arm before fixing it back over his head. “Yeah. Been digging around down here when I can. Found something you might be interested in. C’mere. Follow me.” 
“You found something?” Din hadn’t expected that, but he was curious now, curious enough to follow Fett through another door, this one leading into a curved, tunnel-like hallway. There were no windows and the darkness made Din’s nerves tighten, his hand reaching for his blaster. 
“Careful in here,” said Fett. “‘S a tight fit. I don’t know how the old worm managed it.” 
“Where are we going?” Din picked his way into the tunnel after Fett, doing his best to ignore his prickling neck. 
“Jabba was worse than a krayt dragon, when it came to hoarding things,” Fett explained. Once they were properly in the tunnel, Din could see several other tunnels branching off every six or seven feet. The depths of the palace reminded Din of the mudhorn's nest on Arvala-7. His fingers twitched, aching for a weapon. “He kept all kinds of shiny bits down here. Fortuna – did Fennec tell you about Fortuna? – had no idea about it all, otherwise he’d’ve spent it on imported fruit and Twi’Lek whores.” 
“I don’t have much interest in treasure,” Din said.
“You’ll be interested in this,” Fett said. 
As they went, Din’s curiosity grew, edging out his gnawing anxiety. The tunnels he could see led to wide, high rooms and the things held in those rooms were strange and varied. One room held piles and piles of fine Mirialan silk. Another held nothing but small golden orbs. A third was full of tanks of clear, greenish fluid, alien shapes floating lifelessly in the gloom, and a fourth was packed with skeletons in every shape and size. Their empty eyes raised all the hair on the back of Din’s neck, made him glad he’d come down here armed. 
 So did Fett, he thought.
Fett was bristling with weapons. Blasters at his hips, the rocket launcher on his back, a set of vibroblades Din could barely see tucked flush against his wrists. The hilt of an old-fashioned  verd  knife jutted up from one of his boots. 
“Kryze try to kill you yet?” Fett asked, sharing the hall so Din could match his pace. 
Din snorted. “No,” he said. “Koska won’t let her.”
“That the little one?” 
Compared to Fett, who was built like a gundark even if he wasn’t especially tall, most people were little. Din smiled to himself. 
“Yes,” he said. “She’s… I didn’t recognize the word she used to describe herself, but she’s Kryze’s second. Her… right hand. Sworn to guard Kryze’s honor, or something.” Koska had given Din a word in Mandalorian, tal’vod, but it hadn’t been one of the handfuls of words Din recognized. He hadn’t had much time in the Fighting Corps to learn Mandalorian, and his covert didn’t use the language. 
 A dead language from a dead planet,  his teachers had always said.  A language that could get us all killed. Din hadn’t wanted to show Koska just how little Mandalorian he actually knew, so he’d only nodded and stored the word away in his memory. 
Fett snorted. “Sounds like a thankless job, if you ask me.” Din hadn’t, but Fett had a point. Din had never heard of an honor-guard. His covert didn’t keep them; a warrior’s honor was their own, and only they could safeguard it for themselves. Reeves and Woves went around like they were responsible for Kryze's honor, not Kryze herself. 
“We haven’t cleared it all the way out yet,” Fett said, stopping before a tunnel’s mouth. His broad body blocked Din from seeing what was inside. “Hutts live a long karking time and Jabba had the whole palace riddled with hideaways like these. But when I found all this, I thought I should give you a call.” 
Fett stepped back. Din’s thoughts stuttered to a halt.  
The room was full of beskar. Piles and piles of it, grey and gleaming, arranged into stacks and piled as high as Din’s chest. 
He’d never seen so much beskar. All of it was melted down and packed into tidy ingots, stamped with the strange, spiky  symbol of the Hutt Cartel instead of the Empire’s mark. Fett plucked an ingot off the stack and offered it to Din, who accepted it with numb fingers. 
He held it in his hand. The weight was right, the waves in the steel. He was no armorer but he’d been highly-ranked enough in his covert to watch the armorer work. He knew what beskar looked like. 
Din tapped the ingot against his gauntlet anyway, just to hear the pure note of it rise into the air. The ingot sang and his armor echoed back.  Beskar.  
“Jabba had all this?” Din asked, hoarsely. There was enough beskar here to armor his entire covert. Fifteen, twenty camtonos at least. A planet's ransom.  
“Yeah,” said Fett. “Dunno where he got it from, but it’s been here a while. Knowing the old worm he probably paid somebody to snap up an Imperial shipment back during the days of the Purge. He did that from time to time when he wanted to make a point, and then something new would catch his eye and he’d go off after that instead. There’s rooms and rooms just like this down here, though this is the only one I’ve found with any beskar.” 
Din’s grip on the beskar ingot tightened. He swallowed. All of this had been sitting here for over a decade, untouched. Unforged. Din’s covert had spent years on the brink of starvation, living hand to mouth, even their best warriors forced to wear durasteel, and all of this had been locked away down here to gather dust. 
Din made himself put down the ingot before he could get too angry. His fingers were trembling faintly. His jaw ached. 
“You can’t let Kryze know you have this,” Din said, training his eyes on the space just behind Fett’s head so that he wouldn’t punch the man in the throat and make off down the hallway with as much beskar as he could carry in his hands. Fett was reasonable. Din could work something out. He could hunt for Fett in exchange for a little beskar at a time. It’d take years to earn it all, but Din would do it. “She will kill you, and Koska won’t hold her back.” 
Fett snorted. “I don’t want it,” he said. He waved a careless hand. “Take it with you. Give it to Kryze if you want or drop it off with your own people, I don’t care. Put it to good use.” 
Din stared at him. “It’s yours,” he said, slowly. 
“I’ve already got my  beskar’gam.” Fett’s voice was firm. He rapped his knuckles against his chestplate. His father’s armor, Din remembered. “The kark do I need all this for?”
“You don’t – what about your tribe?” Din didn’t understand. This much beskar would let Fett build a true fighting band. With how fortified the palace was, Fett’s tribe wouldn’t even have to hide. They’d be able to live as they wanted, armored and strong.
Fett laughed. “I have no tribe,” he said. “Just me. I’ve had enough of brothers. Well, there’s Fennec, I suppose, but she doesn’t want any beskar. Take it,  mand’alor.  It’s yours.” 
Din’s mouth was dry. His heart pounded. “What do you want in return?” Din was sharing a Quest with Bo-Katan Kryze. Krzye was Fett’s enemy. Armoring an enemy was dangerous. Fett’s gift wouldn’t come cheaply, but Din didn’t care. 
Fett was silent. “Mando,” he finally said, slowly, “it’s a gift. I don’t want anything.” 
“No,” Din said, slashing a hand through the air before he could stop himself. “This is – you can’t give this away. The debt – ”
“Mando,” Fett said. His expression was impossible to read, but his tone was heavy, concerned. “There is no debt.”     
“There  is.” Din wanted to tear his helmet off and tug his hair in frustration. Fett had already seen his face. Din put the beskar ingot down like it had burned him, afraid to dishonor it with his own shame. “I’ll – I’ll work for it. You have enemies – you have to have enemies. The Hutts, people Bib Fortuna was paying off, the Empire. I don’t care. I’ll hunt them for you, in exchange for the beskar.” 
Fett huffed. “I don’t need a hunter,” he said. 
“Every syndicate needs a hunter,” Din countered. That was a fundamental truth of their part of the galaxy. Bounty hunters and assassins were essential. They were as integral to a criminal operation as bolts were to a ship. “Who do you have hunting for you? That Wookiee?” 
“Careful, Mandalorian,” Fett said, though this time his tone was round with amusement. “Kasyyk’s a fierce fighter.” 
“I can outfight him.” Din had no idea if that was true or not but if he had to fight a Wookiee to earn all of this beskar, he’d do it with his bare hands.
“I believe you,” Fett said, and he sounded so absolutely sincere that Din paused, confused again. 
Fett sighed and rubbed the dent in him helmet. “I… have enemies,” he admitted. “But you’re not… you’re an ally. You don’t have to  earn anything. I’ll give it to you. All of it.” 
“This is not the Way,” said Din. He set his jaw, ready to argue further. Beskar couldn’t be given. Beskar was  earned, through blood and sweat and glory and pain.
Fett sighed again. “If you’re sure,” he said. “Yeah, I’ve got enemies.” 
“I’ll do it,” Din said immediately. He didn’t care if Fett wanted him to hunt down the ghost of the Emperor himself. A hunt was good. A hunt was  work. It’d keep Din off the light cruiser and give him a way to honor the beskar.
 I can do it, Din told himself, curling his hands tightly. 
Fett shook his head. When his voice came through the vocoder again, it was smooth. “Alright,” he said. He regarded Din from behind his visor, the plates just as unreadable and distant as Din’s own. 
“Fine,” Fett said. His tone sent a shiver down Din’s spine. “Welcome to the outfit, Mandalorian.”
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Din followed Fett back up to the throne room in a daze. Leaving all that beskar behind felt like leaving one of his own limbs, but Din managed it. Fett was a solid, steady presence just ahead of him, their business now formalized, so Din at least knew that Fett’s palace was safe ground.
Fett stayed silent. He evidently knew the palace well, moving through the halls with an unerring sense of direction. Din tracked doors and twists and turns by habit, but his attention kept sliding to the planes of Fett’s back, the crisp edges of his beskar.
 He doesn’t have a full beskar’gam, Din thought absently, in between noting what looked like a pair of false doors seamed into the wall and a long, dark hallway that must have been a servants’ passage. Fett had a cuirass and gauntlets, had the helmet and a jetpack and plates to protect his knees, but not much else. Compared to Din, who wore almost a complete set of hunter's plate, Fett was only half-armored. He’d said that the armor had been his father’s, and his father had been a foundling. 
 Did his father’s tribe not have much beskar? Fett himself was big enough to make good use of a full set of heavy plate, if he wanted. 

   Why doesn’t he want any of that beskar to finish his armor?  

Din didn’t understand. Granted, there was a lot that Din didn’t understand these days. Ever since he’d taken that first job from the Imp on Nevarro, Din had found himself in a galaxy that didn’t make any sense. 
He’d come up in a practical covert. Their concerns had been over food and armor and a safe place to sleep. Some of the older warriors had known the ancient songs and legends from the days before the Purge, but there hadn’t been much use for stories or myths and their  alor had discouraged dreaming of Mandalore’s glory days. 
“Our children can’t eat songs,” she had said. “We are hunters, not storytellers.” 
Life had been straightforward. Simple. Din had hunted and brought back his earnings to split among the covert. The Guild'd paid well enough. The foundlings had been able to eat and the injured had been cared for and the  Razor Crest had always had enough fuel to make it to the next job. 
But then Din had found the kid, and it was as if picking up the kid had shifted Din into an entirely different universe, one that was full of laser swords and strange powers and Mandalorians who showed their faces.
Fett’s refusal to take more beskar for himself wasn’t that odd, compared to the rest of it. 
 At least Fett doesn’t have a laser sword. That was something Din could hold on to with both hands. Fett didn’t have a laser sword – a lightsaber, Ahsoka Tano had called them, an odd counterpoint to the darksaber Din'd found himself stuck with after fighting Gideon on the cruiser – and he didn’t want to reclaim a destroyed planet. Fett was, aside from the thing with the beskar, about as normal as Din could hope for. 
 He won’t be hard to work with, Din reassured himself. Certainly not the most difficult employer Din had ever had. He’d taken a few Black Sun contracts over the years, when Guild pucks had been too infrequent or low-paying. Black Sun had loved to underpay or undercut its hunters, at least until Din had gotten tired of being underpaid and set his Black Sun contact a little bit on fire once. After that they’d paid up on time, though Din had still avoided them when he could. 
Fett led Din back to the throne room and muttered a gruff, “Wait here,” pulling Din out of his thoughts. Fett strode into the room, leaving Din to wait awkwardly in the hall, still half-building a map of the palace in his head, though he didn’t leave Din to wait for long. 
Without Fett in it to hold court, the throne room had mostly emptied out. The suns were starting to set outside, orange light slashing through the windows, and the only ones left in the throne room were the Tuskens, the Twi’Lek bartender and Fennec. 
Fett went straight for Fennec, who rolled up from her slouch over the bar without complaint and followed Fett back to Din. When she got close enough, she cocked an eyebrow Din’s way. 
“I told him you wouldn’t just take it,” Fennec said. The fact that she’d seen all of the beskar beneath the palace too made Din’s mouth thin. His temples throbbed. 
“This is not the Way,” he repeated, firmly. 
Fennec didn’t roll her eyes, exactly, but she somehow managed to convey the feeling of rolling her eyes without actually doing it. “What  is the Way?” she asked. 
Din stared at her, caught off guard. He’d never been asked that by an  aruetii – an outsider – before. 
“Fennec,” Boba said, sounding long-suffering. “Leave it. Mando’s going to be working with us for a while. Be nice.”
“I am being nice,” Fennec muttered, but she subsided, slipping around Boba to head off down the hall in a different direction. Fett tilted his helmet after her. 
“C’mon,” he said. “We’ll talk business upstairs. There’s too many ears down here.” 
“...Alright.” Din didn’t know who Fett could be worried about overhearing, but he didn’t care where they spoke. It didn’t matter if Fett gave Din a job in the throne room or a palace spire or the depths of Jabba’s old treasure rooms. What mattered is that Din would have something to  do. He’d have something to focus on, and some way to earn the beskar. 
He let Fett lead again, this time down another hall that sloped gently upwards until it came to a round lift. The lift went up six floors – Din counted them to stave off the sudden rush of nausea in his gut and spike of pain in his head – and opened in a long, spare hall that was mostly just windows. 
This part of Jabba’s palace, like the rest of Tatooine, didn’t have windows covered with glass or plexiplate. The windows up here were really just little more than holes in the wall, carved out and worn smooth to let heat escape and wind lick through the palace’s halls, to keep the worst of Tatooine’s oppressive warmth out of the building. This high up not even the sand was too bad, though sturdy durasteel shutters had been fixed outside each window and could be lowered whenever a sandstorm came through. 
Din paused to look out over the sands. They were a good ways off the ground, not that heights usually bothered Din, and were crossing a walkway between two of the palace’s round towers.
“Jabba’s personal rooms are one floor up,” Fett explained, jerking a thumb over his shoulder to indicate the lift they'd just come out of. His helmet didn’t turn, but Din could feel Fett watching him. He straightened under the attention, determined to hide his discomfort. 
 Pain is good,  Din told himself firmly, trying to talk himself out of resenting his headache.  Pain is a focus.  
"But when we moved in and took over, I couldn’t get the smell out,” Fett continued, “so I’m still in my old set of rooms, at the top of this tower here.” He gestured down to the end of the walkway where another lift, this one a bit smaller, waited for them. “Fennec takes the stairs. Not sure why, but with some things it's better to let her do what she wants.” 
“Oh,” Din said, not sure what else he could add. He searched for some words and came up with, “You had rooms here?” 
“The old worm was a regular employer of mine.” Fett’s voice had gone toneless. “He was the highest-paying employer in this sector, and in five others.”
Din nodded. “I contracted here for a few cycles, before I won a place in the Guild,” he said. “I was never offered any rooms, though.” Din had bedded down with the White Bantha in the desert until he'd earned enough credits to buy his way off-planet. The White Bantha's traditional lands weren't exactly close to the palace, but they'd come close enough for a season to give Din the time he'd needed to make enough clink. 
Fett made a strange sound that might have been a laugh. “You weren’t missing out on much. When did you run with the Hutts? I would’ve remembered you.” 
Din and Fett would have fought over the highest-paying jobs like massifs over a bone. They would have despised each other. Din was still getting to know Fett, had really only spent a few hours with him, but Din knew that much at least. Din smiled. 
“I was young,” he said, reaching back through his memories. “It was back during the Empire days. I was maybe… twenty standard? Twenty-one?” Things had been looser back then. More than one hunter had gone out of the covert at a time because the Empire’s attention had been on breaking places like Onderon, Kashyyyk and Lasan. They hadn't been terribly interested in cracking open coverts, not back then. It had been safe enough to let the young warriors out and about, to let them stretch their legs and gain experience outside of a training ring, so long as they all worked different systems. Din’d come to Tatooine looking to make a reputation for himself and had ended up stranded for a while instead, trapped working for whoever'd pay until he’d been able to buy the  Crest and track down the covert. 
“You have a full  beskar’gam?” 
Din shook his head. He’d had no status then. “Just this.” He rapped his knuckles against his helmet gently. The metal vibrated, which did nothing for his headache, but Din ignored it. “The rest was all scrap I salvaged in the Dune Sea. Durasteel and corundum, mostly.” 
Fett grunted. “Tusken scrap,” he said.
Din nodded. When he’d finally earned enough money to get off Tatooine and track down the covert, Din’s  alor had taken one look at his piecemeal armor and ordered him into the forge. He’d managed to earn her respect by staying alive on Tatooine, by keeping the Creed despite all his time away, but she hadn’t been very impressed with his ability to armor himself. 
They reached the second lift and Fett ushered Din inside, swiping a palm over the keypad. The doors groaned and slid closed and the lift began to climb. Din’s stomach didn’t twist this time. 
“Door’s set to my scans,” Fett explained, when he noticed Din watching him curiously. “The Hutt Cartel’s been ripping itself apart for years, fighting over Jabba’s old empire across half a dozen planets, but they’ll hear about me eventually and come around. Me and Fennec can get up here, but that’s it. We’ll get you added to the scans, if you’re sticking around.” 
“Are you going to join them? The Hutts?” Din didn’t think that the Hutts would allow a non-Hutt to run a piece of their empire, but stranger things had happened, especially on Tatooine. Bib Fortuna hadn’t been a Hutt, but he’d apparently been left to his own devices until Fett and Fennec had intervened. 
Fett snorted. “No,” he said. 
“That’ll be a fight,” Din observed. 
“We’re ready for a fight,” said Fett, and his voice took on an edge. “Besides, we’ve got you now, don’t we? You can just bring that light cruiser of yours around and send the Hutts running.” 
“It’s not my light cruiser.” Kryze had pretty thoroughly taken over the ship. She and her companions had settled into the bridge like a pack of nesting mynocks. They'd hunted down the ship’s remaining Imperials while Din had been in bacta. Din'd spent most of his time on the light cruiser skulking around in the lower decks, avoiding both Kryze and the med droid. 
Fett made a noncommittal noise. He sounded amused. Din eyed him warily, once again on the back foot, not sure what Fett meant or was thinking. 
“Pity,” was all Fett said. “We could’ve used the firepower.” 
The lift shuddered to a stop and opened again with another swipe of Fett’s hand over the keypad. Din drew back, surprised. 
Fett’s rooms, situated at the top of a tower, were open and airy. The roof was domed and supported by a round, broad pillar in the middle of the room, which housed the lift they had taken, and the room was open on all sides to the air. There were no walls separating Fett’s quarters from the high desert, only long, translucent curtains that caught and billowed in the breeze. Fett’s bed was round and half-recessed into the room’s central pillar. Other furniture – a dark wooden table, a desk, a stack of metal crates, a workbench – was scattered around the space. A datapad and an earthen mug were perched on the table. A few sturdy-looking metal beams rose up here and there, forming loose separations between Fett’s work and sleeping spaces and further supporting the ceiling. 
Fett took off his helmet. “Well?” he said, watching Din. “C’mon, Mandalorian, you won’t fall off the edge.” 
Din left the lift cautiously, still staring. He hid a wince at the title. Mandalorian.  
“Is this… safe?” he asked, looking around. Anybody with a jetpack – or even a decent set of climbing gear – could make it up here without any trouble. 
Fett waved a careless hand. “There’s blast doors in the ceiling and sensors all around,” he said. “I can close them if there’s a sandstorm, and if anything bigger than a junda bird comes within a klick the blast doors trigger and seal up. Had ‘em installed myself. Cost me two years’ pay, but it’s safe enough.” 
“...Why?” Din had to admit that the view was good. The white bones of Mos Eisley could be seen from one side of the room, far enough away that the city looked quaint and homey instead of dingy and wild. The desert lay all around the palace in shades of yellow and orange and red. The first edges of the Jundland Wastes lay off to the east, a high, flat plateau scored with canyons and cliffs. The Dune Sea rolled away on three sides, north and west and east, endless and quiet. Din was sure that the nights up here were radiant, the breeze cool. 
A nice view wasn’t worth getting killed over, though, and Din said so. 
Fett only smiled and ran a hand over his head, skimming his scars. “Spent a lot of time in dark, cramped places,” he said. “You know how it is. The  Crest  wasn’t much bigger than my Firespray.” 
That was fair. Din’s entire life had been spent aboard ships or underground, aside from a memorable few months his covert had spent in the abandoned treetop villages of Kashyyyk, his time on Tatooine and the months he’d spent on Sorgan with the kid.
“Believe me,” said Fennec, emerging from a small door behind them. The stairs ran up through the central pillar alongside the lift and she emerged as collected as always, unruffled by the several flights she must have climbed to get up here. 
 Those walls have to be thicker than a bantha, Din thought, impressed despite his confusion. 
“I’ve told him he’s being careless too,” Fennec continued. “Jabba’s rooms can lock down tighter than an Imperial comms hub.” 
“If I’d wanted to sleep in an Imperial comms hub, I would’ve stayed with the  Executor on Vader’s payroll,” said Fett mildly. 
“You said Vader couldn’t afford you.”
“He couldn’t,” Fett said. “And his hospitality wasn’t much better than the sarlacc’s. I like this better. Makes me feel like I’ve still got some  shereshoy.”
Din blinked.  Mandalorian,  he thought, catching the familiar contours of the word. He didn’t know what it meant – oy  was  oya, "hunt, alive," but the rest of the word was just syllables. Din committed it to memory anyway, saving the sounds, the hard  resh,  the lifting oy, to turn over later. 
Fennec snorted. “All it would take is one idiot with a pulse rifle and decent aim and you’re a smear on the floor,” she said. 
Fett just shrugged. “That’s why I gave you the biggest pulse rifle.” 
Din let them bicker, not sure he had the right to jump into their – mostly friendly, from what he could tell – argument. Instead of joining in, he padded across Fett’s floor to stand at the edge and peered down. 
It was a hell of a view. Vertigo roared in Din’s ears, twisted in his stomach, but he locked his knees and pushed past it. There was no room for weakness here – Din was on the job. 
 Focus, Mandalorian. Din swallowed around his nausea and scanned the rooftops for vantage points or weaknesses. Din spotted at least three points where an assassin could manage a direct shot into the room, but when he turned back around, he saw that none of the vantage points would give a clear shot at Fett’s bed. As long as Fett was at least decently alert from anywhere else in the room, it’d be hard to surprise him before he could bring the blast doors down.  
Risking another bout of vertigo, Din craned his head and looked further down. Din could see the palace’s landing bay. Fett’s ship, battered as ever, sat alone on a landing pad. Din wondered if any of the bays off the landing pad had any ships inside, or if Fett had cleared them all out when he’d taken over. 
“Mando,” Fett said, his voice cutting through Din’s thoughts. Din turned. Fett and Fennec had tabled their argument and were leaning over the workbench, where Fett had pulled up a holodisplay. “C’mere.”
Din obeyed. Fennec shuffled over to make room for Din at the bench and Din peered down at the display, blinking. 
Fett had brought up a map of the Jundland Wastes. When Din leaned over to get a better look, Fett focused the display, narrowing in on a web of canyons. 
“Who am I hunting?” Din asked, studying the map. He knew the canyons well enough. They were sacred to the Tuskens. No one tribe could claim them as their sole territory – all tribes were permitted to hunt there, for both food and settlers, and they were forbidden from hunting each other. 
“Right to the point, huh?” Fennec muttered, half-smiling. Din ignored her and focused on Fett, who was watching him with calm, dark eyes. Something about his gaze made Din want to stand very straight, like a warrior presenting himself to his clan-leader for inspection. He lifted his chin and hooked his hands into his belt self-consciously, not sure what else to do with them. 
Fett looked Din up and down. “You sure you’re up for a hunt?” he asked. “How’s the head? And the arm? That droid showed me your scans – you took some damage.” 
Din scowled. “I’m fine,” he said. His wrist ached sharply, but Din ignored it. The darktrooper had crushed his right arm, cracked three of Din’s ribs and done its best to smash his head in. The beskar had staved off the worst of the damage – Din had gone back to that hallway after he’d come out of bacta, had seen the hole he’d left in the wall. If he’d been in durasteel, he’d be dead. As it was his right hand was weaker now and hurt with the slightest change in the weather, but Fett didn’t need to know that. The beskar gauntlet kept his arm straight and his aim steady. That was what mattered.
Fett studied Din for a moment, unreadable. Then he nodded. 
“You’re after a  sleemo  named Zhalto,” Fett said, switching the display over to a hovering face. Din blinked and committed it to memory – Zhalto was a Zygerrian, middle-aged and sun-weathered, with angular features and flat, cold eyes. Din nodded to himself. He’d hunted Zygerrians before. As a rule they were slippery but overconfident. 
“Who’s he to you?” Din asked, though it didn’t really matter.
“A Hutt spy, we think.” Fett tilted his chin at Fennec, who said, “I’m pretty sure, anyway. Never saw him hanging around Bib Fortuna, but when Jabba was in power Zhalto’d come planetside every few months, bringing things from Zygerrian space. Gifts. Slaves, mostly, but information too. He gave Jabba the names of at least three contracts.” 
“Contracts?” Din asked. 
Fennec looked at him. “People Jabba had me kill,” she said. 
Din winced, grateful his helmet hid the motion. “Right.” 
It wasn’t that Din was uncomfortable with the idea of wetwork. He’d had to kill more than a few of his own targets over the years and if Cara hadn’t needed Gideon alive, Din would have killed him without a thought. Bounty hunters and assassins tended to circle in similar orbits – that was probably how Fennec and Fett knew each other, now that Din took a second to think about it – and while their work didn’t  overlap, exactly, hunting and contract killing were similar enough. 
 I’ve just never really done it, I guess.  Killing bounties who tried to run or tried to overpower Din’s ship was one thing. He’d had plenty of practice putting down mutinies. But he’d never taken a puck, looked at it and thought,  This one won’t come back alive.  
“He stuck his nose in here a few days ago,” Fett said, switching the holodisplay back to the map of the canyons. “Sniffing around, asking Noora and Ushib questions. Ushib caught him wandering around a part of the palace he shouldn’t’ve been in. She tried to hold him, but he stole a speeder and hit the sands.” 
“You think he’s going to report back to the Hutts what he’s seen here?” 
“I do,” said Fett. “He can’t get off-world through Mos Eisley – I’ve put his face out at all the ports.” 
“What if he tries to bribe his way off?” Mos Eisley’s portmasters were notoriously bribable.  
“I’ve promised to triple anything Zhalto offers to turn him away,” Fett said. “Fortuna was an idiot. He ran the business into the ground but didn’t bother poking around Jabba’s stores. There’s plenty of peggats lying around. Zhalto tried Mos Eisley two days ago and couldn’t get portage off-planet. Last any of my people saw of him, he was heading for the Wastes.”
“So where’s Zhalto going?” Din murmured, more to himself than anything. “If he’s going through the canyons he’ll be making for Mos Espa. Anchorhead doesn’t have a spaceport.” 
“I don’t have any boots on the ground in Mos Espa yet,” Fett said. “Fortuna didn’t have much here by way of useful employees. It was mostly just  sheb’urcyine.” 
Din smiled. He did know that word.
“Fortuna’s people more or less cleared out once we got here,” Fennec put in, propping herself up on her elbows. “The ones we didn’t shoot, anyway. A few hunters and guards we know from the old days have turned back up and are willing to work with us, but not enough to post outside the palace.” 
Din nodded. He turned the problem over in his hands. “Zhalto could disappear in Mos Espa,” he said. “But only if he makes it there. The canyons will be crawling with Tuskens. The bantha are moving and it’s Tusken hunting season.” 
“‘S why it’s best you go, instead of Fennec or me,” said Fett. “You’re less likely to get shot by some young fool trying to prove himself a blooded warrior.” 
“You’re a friend of the Tuskens too,” Din said, though privately he agreed with Fett. Din hadn't really had any fear of the Tuskens since his first visit to Tatooine.  
“I’m a friend of one tribe,” said Fett. He gestured at Din, at the beskar and the spear and the tattered cloak. “Tolerated, but still  ghuy’ra. You’re known to just about all of the tribes, now. Word of the Great Dragon’s spread.” 
Din inclined his head. That was fair. “I can get him,” he said. 
Fett’s dark eyes shone. Din stood even straighter, pleased. “Good. Take anything you want out of the armory. Not that you need much.” 
“You want him alive?” Din asked, testing the boundaries. He hadn’t put any limitations on his offer to work for Fett. Din would kill for that beskar, if he had to. It was the Way.
“Yeah, ‘s long as he doesn’t give you too much trouble. I want to know what he knows, and what the rest of the Cartel’s up to.”
Din nodded. He could manage that. The Jundland Wastes were fairly close, within a day's ride if Din moved quickly. “You got a speeder I can borrow? The one I brought isn't big enough for two.” 
“Take what you want,” said Fett, with a careless wave of his hand. “What’s mine is yours.” 
Expression safe underneath his helmet, Din let himself roll his eyes. That wasn’t true. Fett and Din were allies, but Din wasn’t of Fett’s tribe. Still, borrowing a speeder wouldn’t cost Din much. He still had credits in his pocket and if the cost of the speeder and the fuel was more than what Din had on him, Fett could take it out of his bounty. 
“Shouldn’t take more than a few days,” Din said, checking the position of the suns, now swung so low over Tatooine’s horizon that the whole desert had become a sea of fire. With a decent speeder Din could make it well into the canyons before the moons set in the morning. 
“We’ll look for you,” Fett said. “Good hunting, Mandalorian.”     
“Djarin,” Din said, before his mind could catch up with his tongue.  Mandalorian wasn’t right, not anymore. 
Fett, to his credit, only nodded, his expression opening for just a moment before it closed off again. “Djarin,” he said. Hearing his own name in Fett’s mouth made Din’s breath stutter. It had been a long time since an ally had said his name. “Oya, Djarin.” 
Din dipped his head, accepting the job, and made for the lift. Fett and Fennec went back to discussing their business. Din hoped to slip out down the lift and disappear, his head whirling between the beskar in the vaults and the job that lay before him, but when he got to the lift and swiped a hand over the keypad, the door wouldn’t open. 
Din closed his eyes briefly.  Right,  he thought.  The door’s coded to Fett, not me.  
That was fine. There were more ways out of this room than the elevator. Din craned around, saw that Fett and Fennec were still busy over the holodisplay and grinned to himself. He took four long strides to the edge of Fett’s room, the desert breeze stirring his cloak, and stepped out into empty air before his vertigo could catch up to him and throw him off balance. 
The heartbeat of suspended gravity just before a fall was Din’s favorite. He’d loved the feeling of momentary weightlessness, even as a child, and when the teachers in the Fighting Corps had brought out jetpacks and started to train the foundlings in the Way of the Rising Phoenix, Din had taken to it like a silik lizard to the sands. 
For a thin sliver of time he hung there off the edge of Fett’s palace, the whole of the desert spread out before him, and then gravity took over and Din dropped like a stone, wind rushing past him. An alert flashed across his visor. 
Fifteen years ago Din might have waited until the last possible moment to engage the jetpack, racing gravity to the ground. 
He was a bit too old to be playing games like that now, though, and the whiplash would likely make his back ache. He was on a job, anyway, and he probably didn’t have much time before the intermittent nausea kicked back in. 
Din engaged his jetpack at a responsible, reasonable height before the next roof could get too close. He regained height easily, rolling in the air to check behind him. The blast doors around Fett’s room had slammed shut, as Fett had said they would, and now Fett’s tower was indistinguishable from the rest. 

   Well, at least the security system works.  

Din spared a brief moment to wonder what Fett’s face looked like – if Fennec was laughing – before he focused again. 
Din dropped down between another pair of towers, aiming for the landing pad. The pad’s sole attendant, a dried-out, sour-looking Nuxan, didn’t so much as twitch as Din made his approach and landed solidly on the ground, sand swirling at his feet. 
The lack of guards and attendants made sense now. If Bib Fortuna had really been as bad at running Jabba’s business as Fett had claimed, most of Jabba’s more competent lackeys would have long since moved on. Criminal enterprises grew in the Outer Rim like kahel cave fungus grew in the dark. Any half-decent guard, pickpocket, slicer and thief could find their way into half a dozen other syndicates without any trouble. All Fett and Fennec had to work with now were the dregs who couldn’t make it with another crew and the few who were loyal enough to come back once they’d heard that Fortuna had died. 
 And me. Din wasn’t sure what that made him. A dreg or a loyal massif. He decided not to think about it too deeply. 
“Hey, Nuxan,” Din called gruffly, making sure to stay far enough back that his air filters wouldn’t pick up the Nuxan’s species-specific stench. “You have a speeder bike or a transport I could hire? Something big enough for at least two?” 
The Nuxan looked up, blinked a slow, double-lidded blink, and flopped a limp hand towards a bay around the starboard side of Fett's battered Firespray-class ship.  “Chess haku uba naga. Soong alla junkie.” 
Din sighed. “Of course it is. Thanks.” 
True to the Nuxan’s word all of the speeder bikes in storage were basically scrap, most of them older than the Empire and rusted through to bare wires. None of the land transports would engage, though there was a BARC two-seater that was decent enough tucked away in a corner. Din managed to get it to rumble to life after a few kicks and choice curses. The Nuxan didn’t look up as Din swung a leg over the speeder and eased it out into the sands. 
He was out in the desert before long, the palace shrinking in the distance, the shadows deepening as the suns vanished and took the last purple light of the day with them. 
Things had always made sense to Din in the desert. The suns disappeared and night fell over Tatooine like a hammer, the temperature plummeting so fast that the wiring inside Din’s beskar whined as it shifted from cooling to warming. 
Tatooine’s daylight creatures, bantha and dewbacks and broad-winged junda birds, vanished, retreating to their caves and burrows for the night. The nocturnal creatures began to move. Anooba yipped in the distance, their packs gathering together to begin the hunt. Bladebacks trundled along among the dunes. Canyon krayts, much smaller than the great dragon that had terrorized Mos Pelgo, yowled and shrieked. 
Din had always liked the order of the Great Dune Sea. Tatooine appeared wild and chaotic, a storm of criminal enterprises and desperate people and fearsome raiders, but really, once one made planetfall and stood in the sand, everything made  sense.  
Everything had its place. Predators hunted and prey was eaten. Bantha moved in herds to protect their young and anooba packs grew to meet the challenge. 
Even the Tuskens had their place. They were strong and brutal and Din had been very, very lucky to have been given  alain’ah  by the White Bantha all those years ago instead of a sharp whack in the head, but the Tuskens had their place too. Nothing in the Dune Sea was made to support a settled population. Only stubborn outlanders tried. Tuskens followed the law of the wind, moving from sand dune to sand dune, following water as it moved through its secret places underground and bantha as they wandered from scrub to scrub.
As the moons rose and his speeder skimmed across the desert, Din’s thoughts grew clearer and sharper. His body came alive, the persistent headache fading to a dull throb behind his ear, the weariness in his limbs receding. The stars lit up the desert as well as any sun and the wind died, the sand clearing and revealing the way.
Din’s visor picked up bantha tracks, deep impressions in the sand left by broad feet. A small herd had come through here, headed for the canyonlands. Din nodded to himself and angled his speeder after them. 
There were no roads in the Jundland Wastes. Roads didn’t last long on Tatooine. But the bantha knew the safe paths into the canyons, the route taught from mother to calf year after year, and Din knew that as long as he followed the bantha he’d make it to the canyons safely. 
Making it  out of the canyons would be a different challenge, but Din had a while yet before he had to worry about that. 
 Zhalto first,  he said to himself, skimming the sands.  Then an escape plan.  
It  was Tusken hunting season. Despite what he’d told Fett, Din planned to tread carefully. The White Bantha had taken him in and looked after him, adopted Din as one of their own, but Tuskens weren’t one unified people. The friendship of one tribe could very well have earned Din the enmity of another. The Sun Rock were his allies too, Din supposed – killing a greater krayt tended to band people together, Tusken, settler and Mandalorian all – but there were as many Tusken tribes in the desert as there were herds of bantha. 
 If I’m lucky, I should be fine. One lone man in beskar is not an appealing target. Din was only lucky sometimes, but he didn’t plan to spend long in the canyons. 
 Just need to find Zhalto and get out, Din thought. 
He followed the bantha tracks to the first towering jut of red rock. According to the Tuskens the canyons were as old as Tatooine itself, formed when the rivers had run above ground instead of underneath it. Din could believe the stories; despite their height the canyons were smooth and gentle, their walls worn down by water and wind, sinuous and flowing like a river. 
Din knocked his bike down to its lowest setting, sacrificing speed for silence. The old BARC rattled but the engine quieted, muffled by the high winds above. 
 Good, Din thought. As soon as he got through the mouth of the canyon, a complete and total darkness fell. The shape of the rock blocked out most of the stars and the moons. His visor adjusted automatically, filtering everything through night vision. 
Din found the bantha tracks again, the herd moving in single file now, and started off after them.
He was careful to scan the walls and cliffs every time he rounded a curve. Zhalto wouldn’t know to climb the canyon walls and take shelter in the kirik-fly caves pocked twenty or thirty feet up off the ground, but raiders would. 
Din stopped a few times to check for signs of Zhalto. He didn’t find any tracks but he did find fresh carbon burns on the canyon walls, a smear of speeder exhaust, a discarded canteen. 
 He’s armed,  Din thought to himself.  On a speeder and down at least one canteen of water.  The marks could have been made by another traveler through the canyons, but they were fresh and most locals knew to avoid the Wastes during hunting season. No one lived in the canyons, not even Tuskens. Years ago Din’d heard of a mad sorcerer who had made the canyons his home, but that was just a cantina tale. There wasn’t anything for most sentients to  eat  in the canyons, aside from migrating bantha, the odd bladeback and canyon krayts, all three of which tended to resent being hunted, and kirik-flies made the place unbearable for anyone without beskar and a thick  kute.  
 No, odds are this is my bounty,  Din thought, running his fingertips over the carbon marks.  What was he shooting at? There were no bodies, Tusken, animal or otherwise. No blood, either. It was as if Zhalto had come roaring through here shooting at empty air. 

   Strange.  

Din climbed back onto the BARC and followed the canyon as it wound and weft its way through the desert. Not much grew down here, just a few tufts of poonten grass and the stray, stubborn cedru tree. A canyon krayt’s haunting call rose up from somewhere off in the distance. 
Din paused to scan the rocks again, his thermal sensors flickering. Krayts were cold-blooded and hard to spot, especially if they held still, but Din was reasonably sure there weren’t any nearby. Canyon krayts were easier to handle than a great dragon, anyway. Din could kill one without getting swallowed.  
He checked the straps holding his spear to his back anyway, just to make sure that they’d release smoothly if he needed to grab the spear in a hurry. 
Din followed the marks on the canyon walls. He couldn’t figure out what Zhalto had been shooting at. The marks were regular and constant; there was a new burn scored into the canyons every fifty or sixty feet. 
 Was he trying to mark a path?  
The canyons did branch off now and then, opening into a maze of other gaps and crevices. Din had been taught to see which gaps were true paths and which were false trails that would dead-end suddenly, crevices that would narrow and narrow until an unwary traveler got trapped trying to claw their way out. 

   But does Zhalto know how to see?  

The Tuskens who’d rescued Din all those years ago had taught him to read the desert. Bantha wouldn’t move down crevices that were too narrow, and cedru trees only grew above pockets of water. Din could judge which passages would be safe to wander down by looking for bantha tracks and tree roots. But to an outlander, all of the rocks probably looked more or less the same.  
Now that Din knew what to look for, he saw Zhalto’s reasoning. He had been shooting the walls to map out the canyons. If he’d been in the canyons for a few days, Zhalto was likely starting to panic. He’d gotten turned around somehow, and instead of finding his way to Mos Espa he’d found himself trapped, so now he was scoring the walls to help himself see where he’d already been. 
Din snorted.  That’s not wise. Zhalto should’ve just shot flares into the sky or painted himself with bantha blood. Anything with eyes would be able to track him now. 
Still, Zhalto’s carelessness made Din’s job easier, so Din coaxed the speeder a bit faster, confident that he was now on Zhalto’s trail. 
The suns had fully risen again, thin shafts of light piercing the canyons, when Din found Zhalto’s speeder. 
Din was traveling slow enough that sharp turns didn’t pose much of a danger, but Zhalto had clearly been traveling too fast. He’d taken a turn too sharply, too quickly, and had found himself face to face with a cedru tree without any time to turn aside. 
Cedru trees were old, strong and made to withstand the extremities of Tatooine’s desert. Zhalto’s speeder hadn’t stood a chance. The front end of it was still  in  the tree, actually, buried in the cedru’s red trunk. The other half of the speeder was scattered across the canyon floor. The air was heavy with the smell of burnt metal and sap. Fuel had spilled, shiny and thick, and when Din hopped off his own speeder to take a closer look, he saw blood on the sand too. He stripped off a glove to touch a droplet. It was tacky. Zhalto wasn’t far. 
He scanned the whole scene, piecing it together. The Zygerrian had come around the corner too quickly, hit the tree and wrecked his speeder. Zhalto’d been flung from the wreckage – Din could see where his body had hit the sand. He’d been wounded. There was a trail of blood leading deeper into the canyon, into the shade. 
Din smiled, grimly.  Got you, he thought.      
Din racked the BARC down to its lowest setting and set off again, skimming a foot or so off the canyon floor so he didn’t lose the trail in the dust. He checked the positions of the suns. 
 Nearly noon. Din rounded a corner, speeder first, and his instincts flared. He ducked. A blaster bolt whizzed past his head. 
 Found you. Din, rather than slowing down and letting Zhalto get another shot off, accelerated. Blasters shot in straight lines; Din knew, more or less, where Zhalto would be. 
A reddish blur dove out of the way of Din’s speeder. Din killed the engine and leapt off before the BARC had stopped moving, drawing his own blaster. He hit the sand lightly, kicking up dust, and ducked again when another bolt of red light went whizzing past his face. 
Din took half a heartbeat to get the shape of the battlefield in his mind’s eye, and then Din moved. 
Zygerrians were taller than humans, usually, lean as vine tigers, and ones with combat training were fast, but Din was faster. He focused on the reddish shape and lunged; pound for pound he was heavier than the Zygerrian, bolstered by his armor, and Zhalto hadn’t been prepared to be tackled. 
Zhalto yelped and toppled backwards, flailing. He managed to hold onto his blaster but not his headcovering – a roll of cloth made to shield sensitive eyes from Tatooine’s harsh sunlight fell away, and Zhalto threw his other hand over his eyes with a yowl of pain. 
Din’s momentum carried them both into the sand. Zhalto got one of his pawed feet between himself and Din and kicked. Din’s cuirass took the blow and spread the force of it out across his chest, beskar ringing, but Din was still shoved away. He rolled with it, letting Zhalto’s energy save some of his own, and came up on one knee. 
Zhalto was staggering to his feet too, one hand still over his eyes, the other waving a blaster around. His fur was thick with sand. Din braced himself and aimed a gauntlet, ready to rope Zhalto down. 
The hairs on the back of Din’s neck stood up, and behind the Zygerrian, he saw a flash of silver. It was only a glimmer, a moment of reflected sunlight, but Din would know the shine of beskar anywhere. 
Din stared after it, surprised.  Beskar?  He thought, searching the shadows for another glimmer.  Here? But who – ? 
The half-second of distraction cost Din. Zhalto tore his hand away from his eyes, got a good look at Din and swung the end of his blaster down with all the force he could muster, aiming for the vulnerable gap between the end of Din’s gauntlet and the beskar plate that backed his glove. 
Zhalto’s aim was pretty accurate. 
Din’s mind went white with pain. He might have shouted but he didn’t hear it over the roar between his ears. Only instinct kept Din from rearing backwards and giving Zhalto the opening he needed to lunge for the idling BARC – Zhalto lunged straight into a faceful of beskar and Din lashed out with his other hand, catching Zhalto by the throat. 
Zhalto struggled, blaster falling as he brought his own hands up to claw at Din, who forced himself up on both feet, but Zhalto’s hands, ending in Zygerrian claws, only sparked as they scraped Din’s gauntlets. 
Din followed through like a Mandalorian. He brought his head back and snapped it forward, slamming the ridge of his helmet into Zhalto’s nose. Blood sprayed. Zhalto buckled, stunned. Din let him slump down into the sands. He tucked his injured arm close to his chest and gasped for breath, blinking furiously to clear his vision. 
“Dank  karking  ferrick, ” he hissed, once he could speak without screaming. 
 If he broke my arm again, I’m going to kill him.  Din had just gotten the med droid to leave off poking and prodding him. He didn’t want any more metal screwed into his arm, either – metal should be  outside the body, armoring and protecting it. 
Once his mind cleared a little, Din forced himself to uncurl and curl his fingers. Pain jolted through him, making nausea claw at the bottom of his ribs, but he  could move his fingers, which was good. He rotated his wrist and swore in Huttese, then in tuskra and Rodian for good measure. 

   Sprained, I think.  

Zhalto stirred weakly, coming to. Din scowled and kicked him. Zhalto stopped moving. 
 My own damn fault, Din thought. He checked the curve in the canyon again. Whatever he’d seen that had distracted him was gone. He should be kicking himself, not Zhalto. The desert often lied; the suns and the heat were tricksters, always up to mischief. A sprained wrist was the least that could have happened during a moment of inattention. 
Din gave himself another few seconds to feel sore and old and sorry for himself, then he shook off the pain and the frustration both and focused on the task at hand. 
Zhalto wouldn’t get the opportunity to strike at Din again. 
Din flipped the still-stunned Zygerrian over and bound his hands behind his back. Then he went through Zhalto’s pockets, discarding anything that could be used as a weapon. Zhalto didn’t have much. A busted commlink, a vibroknife in one boot, a mostly-empty canteen of water, a few peggats. Din kept the commlink for Fett, even if it was broken, drank the water and tossed the vibroknife away. It would make some Tusken happy, Din was sure. 
By the time Zhalto finally stirred again, moaning weakly, Din’s wrist throbbed but was manageable. He breathed through it until the pain had faded to an ever-present but steady hum, background noise instead of a red, raw alarm blaring through his nerves.
“Get up,” Din said, flatly. 
Zhalto moaned again. 
“Get. Up,” said Din. He cocked his blaster and leveled it at the Zygerrian. “I won’t ask a third time.” 
“I’ll pay triple what Fett is,” Zhalto said, rising to his knees. “Credits, spice, slaves, you name it, I’ll pay your price.”
Din shot him in the shoulder. 
He didn’t usually go out of his way to rough up his bounties. There was almost never any point. A bounty was a job, nothing more, and it was unseemly to harm those in his power. Dishonorable. 
But Din didn’t have any honor, not anymore, and his wrist hurt, and he didn’t like slavers. Zhalto’s scream was satisfying. 
“I can’t be bought,” Din said. He cocked his blaster again, the message clear. 
Zhalto staggered to his feet. His eyes were slitted like a loth-cat’s, wide with pain and fear. He didn’t offer Din any more credits.
“Get on the back of the speeder,” Din said. “If you try and run, I’ll shoot you in the knees next.” 
Zhalto didn’t argue. 
Something pricked at the edge of Din’s awareness, a warning. He stilled.  We’re being watched.  
“Don’t move,” he told Zhalto, and slowly turned around, flicking his visor to thermal imaging.  
High up on the ridge, outlined in the orange-red heat of a living body, stood a Tusken raider. 
Din switched his visor back to standard vision. The canyons were too shadowed and the suns too bright for Din to see anything that might have identified the raider as a friend or an enemy. Tusken robes were all more or less the same, but  gaderffii  were as unique to individual warriors as  beskar’gam  was to Mandalorians, and  gaderffii were just as often adorned with carvings or marks that showed a Tusken’s tribe and status.
“Stay behind me,” Din said, shifting so that Zhalto was protected by Din’s beskar. 
“They’ll kill you just as easily as they will me,” Zhalto hissed, but he did as he was told. Getting shot again was probably preferable to being dragged to a raider camp.  
The Tusken raider watched them impassively. 
“Don’t move,” Din repeated. He narrowed his eyes and picked out three more shadows against the rocks. “Tuskens hunt in groups.” 
Moving slowly, Din raised his hands so the Tusken could see them and made the sign for   tuskra. He winced behind his helmet as the motion jarred his wrist, but he was pretty sure, now, that his wrist wasn’t broken. 
The raider on the ridge watched for a moment, still as a statue. Din didn’t see any rifle or blaster on him, just the brutal point of a  gaderffii over the raider’s shoulder, but he wouldn’t be surprised if one of the shadows hiding among the rocks was a sniper. 
Finally, after a long, tense moment, the raider raised his own hands so Din could see them and made the broad, exaggerated signs for  Which tribe? 
 White Bantha,  Din replied. He hesitated, then added,  I am a friend to Sun Rock too. Din’s knowledge of the intercomplexities of Tusken tribal politics was about fifteen standard years out of date, but he hoped that White Bantha and Sun Rock had more allied tribes than enemy ones. 
The Tusken was still for another moment.  Tuskra, he signed back, accepting Din’s claim.
Din sighed in relief. “Get on the back of my speeder,” Din said to Zhalto. “Don’t try to run. If you do, you’ll be shot.” 
“That raider doesn’t have a blaster,” Zhalto said, some of his confidence returning now that he had realized that Din knew enough Tusken to negotiate for their safety.  
“No,” Din agreed, “but the snipers in the rocks behind him do, and you’ve trespassed. You’ve hurt one of their sacred trees. That raider on the ridge is a blooded warrior. His honor demands that he hunt you down for damaging a cedru tree.”
“So why’s he letting you walk out of here, then?” the Zygerrian challenged. 
Din looked at him. “Because I am a Tusken,” he said. It wasn’t true, not really, but it was worth it to see Zhalto blanch. 
“But – you’re Mandalorian,” Zhalto blustered. 
“There’s not as much of a difference as you think,” Din said, which was true. Din wasn’t a Mandalorian anymore either, but Zhalto wouldn’t understand what  dar’manda meant, and Din was tired of hearing Zhalto speak anyway.  “Now get on the speeder before I decide the Tuskens can have you.” 
The prospect of falling into Tusken hands shut Zhalto up. He climbed onto the back of the BARC without any more complaints. Din tore a few strips off Zhalto’s discarded headpiece and used them to tie Zhalto’s legs to the speeder, to make sure he wouldn’t try and jump off on the ride back to Fett’s. Bounty secured, Din turned his attention back to the raider, who still stood watching from the ridge.  
“They’ve been on your trail for a while,” Din said. He kept watching the Tusken as he slowly climbed into the pilot’s seat. “If Fett decides to let you go, leave Tatooine and don't ever come back. Tuskens don’t forget.” 
Zhalto was silent. They both knew that Fett probably wasn’t going to let him go.  
Din started the speeder and eased it back the way he’d come. The raider watched them go, still as stone, until the canyon turned and he was lost from sight. 
Din felt Zhalto shift behind him, moving his legs to test the strength of the ties.
“Don’t even think about it,” Din said. “They’ll follow us out of the canyons. If you try and run for it, they will shoot you, and I’ll leave you to them.” 
“Fett wants my information,” Zhalto argued. 
Din shrugged. “He wants to make sure you’re not a problem. If I leave you with the Tuskens I know you won’t be a problem ever again.”
Zhalto shut up again and didn’t give Din any more trouble as they left the Jundland Wastes. The trip went faster now that Din wasn’t scouring the dust for tracks. No other raiders popped up on Din’s visor and they made it back out into the open desert without further trouble, Fett’s palace wavering in the distance like a mirage. 
Din picked up speed. He was eager to turn Zhalto over and be done with the whole day. His arm hurt. 
The same Nuxan was on duty at the landing pad when Din finally brought the speeder in, the suns beginning to set, and Din allowed himself to feel a flash of pride. 
 One day, he thought. He’d worked faster than he’d initially thought. 
Din didn’t bother to check in with the Nuxan. He parked the speeder where he’d found it, noting the fuel gauge, and swung down, getting a good grip on the back of Zhalto’s neck as he did. He cut the ties and hauled the Zygerrian to his feet. Zhalto was stiff underneath Din’s hand, shoulders up, but he was past fighting. Fett’s palace closed around both of them like a vise. 
Din kept a hand on Zhalto as he steered the Zygerrian through the palace. Zhalto became tenser and tenser, every step stiff and jerky, but there wasn’t anything he could do, not even as Din shoved him down the wide, flat steps and into the throne room. 
Instead of Fett sprawled across the throne, Fennec was waiting, perched on one of the throne’s arms like she owned it, a blaster in pieces in her lap. She looked up when Din entered and smiled like a nexu catching sight of its favorite meal. 
“That was fast,” she said. 
There were more people in the throne room this time. A band played quietly in a corner, the tune a little brighter than it had been when Fett had held court, and there were more sentients gathered around the bar than there had been yesterday, when Din had first come to the palace. Conversation quieted as Din walked in. 
Din gave Zhalto another shove, sending the Zygerrian stumbling up to the throne. 
Fennec turned her attention to Zhalto. “Welcome back,” she said. “He give you any trouble, Djarin?” 
“Some,” Din admitted, wishing that Fennec hadn’t said his name. His wrist still ached where Zhalto’d brought his blaster down on it.  I’ll have to get used to it. They can’t call me Mando anymore. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”
“Our employer’s done with business for today,” Fennec told Zhalto, putting her blaster back together without needing to look as she did it. Every piece made a satisfying  click as it snapped together. “So you’ll just have to make do with our hospitality for the night. Ay-Two, Zero, why don’t you escort our guest to his rooms?”
A massive, bare-chested human man and a narrow, spindly-looking droid peeled away from the bar and nodded at Fennec. The man hooked a hand under Zhalto’s arm and the pair hauled him out of the throne room, down a small, dark hallway that, if Din’s memory held, led down into Jabba’s old dungeons. 
Fennec cocked an eyebrow at Din. “That  was fast,” she said. “How hard did he fight?”
“Hard enough, until some raiders showed up,” Din said. “Then he came quietly.”
“Did the raiders give you any trouble?”  
Din shook his head. 
“You need med bay?”
He shook his head again, irritation flickering in his chest. 
Fennec finished cleaning her blaster. “How about dinner?” she said. “I’ll tell Boba you’re back while you’re eating.”
“Dinner’s fine,” Din allowed. He hadn’t eaten on the job, and he relaxed at the mention of Fett. Fett would hear that Din had done what he’d been told and would bring a few beskar ingots as payment. 
Din didn’t know what he’d do from there – push Fett to give him another job? Go out to Mos Pelgo and see if Vanth had any spacecraft? Bring the beskar back to Kryze and the light cruiser, to stockpile for whenever they found other Mandalorians? – but food was a good first step. 
 Then sleep, maybe. Din could probably force himself to sleep here in the palace. It would be safer than renting a room somewhere in Mos Eisley, anyway. He needed to look after his injuries, and he only wanted to do that in private. 
Fennec nodded. “Noora’s got a menu,” she said, gesturing at the Twi’Lek managing the bar. “She’ll set you up. You can eat in the same room as last time. Want me to watch the door?”
“No,” Din said, shaking his head. “You’ve – you’re busy.” 
Fennec rolled her eyes, but didn’t push him on it. Her attention was stolen away by the human and the droid – Ay-Two and Zero, though Din wasn’t sure which was which – returning from the dungeons. 
Din made his way over to the bar. The others gathered around it cleared out of his way instinctively, though their chatter didn’t stop. Noora, the Twi’Lek from yesterday with the light blue skin and long, tattooed lekku, smiled at Din. “What’ll it be?” she asked. 
“Food,” Din said. 
Noora laughed. “We have that. What do you want?” 
“Whatever’s still warm is fine,” Din said. He reached into his kute for some credits, but Noora shook her head. 
“You don’t pay,” she explained. “The boss explained it. You want to eat in private?”
Din nodded. Tension spiked in his belly. “I can pay,” he tried, but Noora shook her head again.
“The boss was clear,” she said. “And he’s scarier than you, sweetheart.” 
Din twitched. He didn’t think he’d ever been called  sweetheart before, and he didn’t think he liked it, either. But he didn’t want to get Noora in trouble with Fett, if Fett had ordered her not to take payment from Din, so Din only held his hands up and left, making his way for the little conference room off to the side where he’d eaten last time. 
The room was empty. Din closed the door behind him, wishing despite what he’d told Fennec that it had a lock, and waited. 
After a few moments, there was a soft  chime  noise, and a panel set into the wall sprang open. The panel was maybe the size of a spanner. Waiting inside it was a plate of chuba stew, rich and steaming, alongside fluffy glass rice and another cup of water. 
Din took the food carefully and waited until the panel closed before he took off his helmet. He ate less ravenously this time. Chuba stew wasn’t as spicy as Tusken food, let along  tiingilar, but it was filling, the kind of food a solider would eat to keep his strength up, and the taste was mild enough that Din could stomach it. 
He forced himself to clear his plate. His body needed the nutrients, if he was going to get back into fighting strength and keep working for Fett. 
Din finally pushed the empty plate away, drained his cup of water, and reached for his helmet again, intending to rejoin Fennec in the throne room and get a better read on Fett’s court, when he was stopped by a faint sound. 
Din frowned. 
His hearing wasn’t the best anymore. Too many years of getting knocked around – and caught in explosions – had left him with a faint, near-constant ringing in his ears. The auditory sensors in his helmet helped filter that out and pick up ambient noise, but without his helmet on the low, constant whine in his ears tended to drown out anything too quiet. 
But he listened harder, tilting his head a bit and pressing a hand over one ear to muffle the buzz, and heard the sound again. It  was  faint, but Din had heard it. A muffled, fleshy  thump, the unmistakable sound of someone being struck, followed by a cry of pain. 
Din’s heart rate spiked, his weariness vanishing. 
 Someone is being hurt,  he thought.  Is it Fett? Fennec was, as far as Din could tell, in charge of the palace’s guards. She’d been sitting in the throne like nothing was wrong, but if there weren’t enough guards to cover the palace, would she even know if an assassin or a Hutt enforcer had snuck in? 
Jabba had ruled this palace longer than Fett had been alive. His people would know ways in and out of the palace that Fett just didn’t. 
Din tugged his helmet back on, plate forgotten, and tuned his auditory sensors to their highest setting. When he heard the sound of something flat and heavy striking flesh again, it was clearer.
Din followed it without thinking. He switched the safety on his blaster off. The sounds were regular, almost rhythmic, punctuated by human cries of pain. Din picked up the pace, loping down the hall, until he reached the last door, which was closed. 
Din paused and listened hard; there was a  crack, sharp and heavy, and another muffled sound of pain. He didn’t know how many people were in the room, what their positions were or what they wanted from Fett, but Din was still in his beskar. He was fairly confident that he could handle it. 
He opened the door, and then Din froze like he’d been cast in carbonite. 
He didn’t understand what he was seeing. The picture was clear enough – there was Fett, out of beskar and wearing his usual black, Tusken-style robes, and there was another man standing upright, palms pressed flat against the wall, stripped to the waist. The shirtless man’s back was red and striped, just beginning to bruise around his shoulders, and as Din watched he saw why. Fett, his attention entirely focused on the second man, drew his arm back, a long, wide-tailed whip trailing in his grip, and struck. The whip cracked against man’s back and a new red line bloomed a moment later. The man moaned. 
It was the moan that made Din realize he shouldn’t be watching. It wasn’t a moan of pain, or it was but it was more than pain. Whatever this was, whatever the shirtless man had done to get Fett to hit him, it was personal.
Din tore his eyes away like he’d been burned, blushing underneath his helmet. He must have made some sort of sound of his own, a hiss of surprise or shock, because the shirtless man didn’t look up, but Fett did. 
Fett’s eyes were as black as the night sky. His expression opened, confusion and surprise flickering across his face, but Din didn’t wait to see if his expression would shift to outrage. 
He uprooted himself from the floor and fled. 
Din was halfway down the hall before he could force himself to slow down. A tactical retreat was one thing but he didn’t want to run like a coward, even if he didn’t understand what he’d seen. 
His mind raced. Those marks on the kneeling man’s back would bruise. Din knew it instinctively. They’d deepen, turn blue and purple and black, and the man would be able to feel them every time he moved, every time he stretched his back or rolled his shoulders. If he wore any kind of armor at all, he’d feel it every time the armor pressed against his back. He’d only have to move a little, shift a bit, to remember everything –
 No,  Din told himself, dragging his mind away.  No, that’s – that’s not why Fett was doing that.  
Pain, Din had always been taught, was a focus. It informed the warrior of how he’d failed and instructed him in how he could fight better next time. Pain was a tool, but it wasn’t a tool to be intentionally sought out. It was a punishment, not a reward. An aid, not a need. 
If Din couldn’t focus  without  pain, it was because he was weak. A warrior didn’t seek out ways to impair their ability to fight. He could  use  pain, yes, that was allowed, but he wasn’t allowed to  want it.
The sound of the whip cracking across bare skin echoed in his ears. 
Din bit his lip just to flood his mouth with salt. The sting was sharp and immediate, bright enough that it chased away most of the lingering ache in his arm and his head. He was tempted to do it again, to worry the tiny wound until it bloomed, but that wasn’t allowed either. 
Din made it down the hall and around the corner, half-blind with confusion and mortification and  desire. He skirted the throne room entirely. He didn’t want to be around anyone. He didn’t want anyone to see. 
Memory and instinct carried Din down another hall, this one lined with little sleeping chambers. Guest rooms, most of them given over to dust. 
 Rooms that have locks on the doors, Din told himself. He found the last room at the end of the hall and pushed himself through it, his hands twitching as he engaged the lock. His pulse thundered in his ears. 
As soon as the door engaged, he tore his helmet off, his gauntlets, fumbled with the seals on his cuirass and his pauldrons. The beskar sang as it clattered to the ground. When he’d stripped down to his  kute Din let himself collapse back onto the bed, scattering dust.
He stared at the door. The red light blinked at him, calm and soothing. He was safe. 
 What,  he thought, wondering what he’d just seen, and why it had made his heart race,  the kark was that?  
 
  





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some notes: 
-My interpretation of Tusken culture comes from a) the EU, now sadly relegated to the Legends label (A'Sharad Hett was a boss, okay) and b) intricate headcanons. Sorry that the line is blurry and ever-shifting.
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sha'kajir.
 
Din stayed in the dusty, forgotten room for hours, tense as a terazod waiting to get snatched up from beneath the sands. 
No one came to bash the door down, though. No one even came down the hall – Din kept his auditory sensors tuned up to their highest setting, straining to hear a threat before it could jump down his throat, but no one came. 
After a tense hour or two, Din decided that Fett wasn’t going to bother, wasn’t sending his guards to throw Din out for interfering with Fett’s business, and Din forced himself to relax. He’d been on the hunt for a very long day and had been sleeping poorly for weeks before that. His body was exhausted. He hadn’t had a full night’s sleep since before Tython, unless Din counted being unconscious with a head injury in a tank full of bacta. 
 Fett is – Fett is going to do what he’s going to in the morning, Din thought to himself. He eyed the locked door. A lock probably meant nothing to the king of the palace – even if he didn't have the code to open it, Fett was solid enough to knock the door down – but it made Din feel a little more protected, so he left the lock engaged.
His wrist hurt. The food he’d forced down before stumbling across Fett sat heavy in his belly. The adrenaline that had crashed through him had burned out and left Din shaky and nervous in its wake. 
 Injury first, Din told himself. If he kept himself busy, he could stave off any further tension. Leaving a bruise or two to sit for a few days was one thing, but Din knew better than to leave a more serious injury unchecked. The quickest way to get an infection was to leave a wound untended underneath hot beskar. Tatooine was dry enough that most wounds wouldn't fester, but anything could happen.  
Din sighed and groped around in his utility belt. He’d gotten into the habit of carrying around a few bacta patches since he’d first picked up the kid. Despite the fact that Grogu had been about a foot tall and barely able to walk, he’d been able to get himself into a tremendous amount of trouble. Din had always been patching him up, treating scraped knees and banged chins. The patches in his belt were old and faded – Din had swiped them from a target’s nest back on Cato Neimoidia months ago, when he and the kid had been drifting from place to place trying to stay ahead of the Guild and the Empire – but they still worked, as far as Din knew. 
He fished a patch out and opened it, wincing at the astringent smell. Din eased his glove and gauntlet off his wrist, folding back the edge of his kute, and assessed the damage. 
The injury wasn’t as bad as Din had feared. His wrist was swollen and red, a deep bruise forming, but it wasn’t the deep, immediate color of a broken bone. At worst his wrist was probably sprained, made even more tender by the pins and plates now screwed in underneath Din's skin. Din flexed all of his fingers again to test their range of motion. Pain flared red and hot behind his eyes, but he could manage it. 
 Nothing to be done for it, I guess, Din thought wryly, slapping a patch over the worst of the swelling and pulling his kute back down. Despite its dubious age the bacta patch started to work almost immediately, a cool sensation breaking out along the back of Din’s hand. He flexed his fingers a few more times to move the sensation around and sighed. 
He ended up lifting his helmet up enough to stick another patch underneath it at the back of his neck in a probably-futile effort to stave off the worst of a headache that was building there, spurred by exhaustion and nerves. 
The familiar post-job rituals of tending to his injuries settled Din some. He’d done this a thousand times over the years. His body knew that if Din had time to care for it, the immediate danger had passed. 
 I want a sonic, Din thought, looking around. He was dusty, sand worked into the gaps in his armor and the stitches of his kute, and clammy at the same time. His hair was matted with sweat. A quick inspection showed that the little room Din'd chosen had its own ‘fresher, but not a sonic unit. Din took off his helmet long enough to splash water on his face and scrub sand off his neck, but it wasn’t the same. 
Din hesitated. He wanted to get clean – needed to get clean, to check himself over for any injuries he’d missed, to tend to his armor. The rituals after a hunt had been the same for as long as Din had been hunting. 
But he didn’t want to leave the safety, even imagined, of this room. 
The urge to stay won out. There was a bed, old and dusty, so Din resigned himself to spending the rest of the night catching field naps, jerking awake at the slightest sound. 
It turned out that he didn’t even have to worry about that. No matter how he tossed and turned Din couldn’t force himself to fall asleep. The bacta helped soothe his aches and pains but his mind kept turning over and over in circles, like a massif chasing fruitlessly the stump of its tail. 
He couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d seen. About Fett’s face, the intensity of his dark eyes. The other man, the sounds he had made. 
Din’s thoughts grew so circular that, after another hour or two of going around and around in his own head, Din got so restless he had to jump up to his feet. Before he could lose his nerve, he disengaged the door lock, slid the door open and crossed into the hall again, tugging his helmet back on over his untidy hair. 
He was not a coward. If Fett had a problem with what Din had seen, Din could figure out how to deal with it. He could meet it head on, like a Mandalorian, and work it out with Fett. 
 Could offer to take a paycut on Zhalto, maybe. Beskar was valuable enough. If Din gave up a portion of his fee, it might be enough to convince Fett that Din hadn’t meant to go snooping. That Fett's secrets were safe with Din.  
The palace was well and truly quiet now, in a way it had never been under Jabba. Under Jabba the palace had seethed with noise and life even through the dead of night, even on the nights when the moons were dark and the rest of Tatooine was still and quiet. Everyone, from palace guards to slaves to musicians to visiting sycophants, had worked around the rotation to keep Jabba entertained.
All of that effort, that noise and color and energy, was gone now. Everyone really had left, when Jabba had died. Fortuna must have been a karking idiot. Half of Jabba’s empire had been in protection money and hyperlane tolls – maintaining that sort of income shouldn’t have been hard. But the palace was so desolate that Fortuna must have run the whole enterprise right into the sands. 
Din took advantage of the palace's stillness and poked around a little, though he was careful not to open any other doors. He had no intention of surprising Fett twice in one night. 
Din had made his way down into one of the lower levels, sticking his head into dusty storage rooms and forgotten service bays and anything else that had an open door, when he found the training room. 
The room was low-ceilinged but wide, easily a few hundred feet across and divided into several raised rings. A rack of dusty melee weapons – clubs and spears and even a  gaderffii  or two – leaned against one wall and the opposite had rough, tiered seating. It wasn’t a formal fighting pit, not like some of the set-ups Din had seen on places like Canto Bight and Nar Shaddaa, where bidding on blood matches was common, but judging by a few of the discolorations on the floor, this room had seen its fair share of bloodshed. 
Din climbed up into one of the rings and looked around.  
 A Tusken made this. Round rings were common among the tribes. Very few Tuskens bothered to stay in one place long enough to build something permanent, so when it was time to train or spar or thin out the number of warriors clamoring for a spot on a raiding party, the chieftain would draw a circle in the sands and his warriors would fight until all but one of the warriors was disarmed, or all but one of the warriors had been forced out of the circle. There were sacred places in the Jundland Wastes where more permanent rings had been carved out of red rock, but Din had never seen one. He imagined that they looked something like this; plain but functional, easy to clean off once the match had been won.
“I thought I might find you down here,” said Fett from behind Din, his voice echoing in its vocorder. Din spun around, reaching for his blaster. He was surprised – not many beings could manage to sneak up on Din. 
Fett held up his hands, which were empty. “Relax,” he said. “You’re safe here.” 
Din eyed him. “Fett,” he began, searching Fett for weapons. He was armed, a blaster at his hip,  gaderffii across his back, knives in his boots, but that was standard. None of his weapons were bared, which Din took as a tentatively positive sign. Maybe Fett just wanted to warn Din to be silent. 
Fett watched him for a moment, then shook his head. “You’re back early,” he observed. “Wasn’t expecting you for another cycle, maybe two. Fennec said you brought Zhalto in alright.” 
Din shrugged. “He didn’t fight too hard,” he said, still wary. 
Fett made a noncommittal noise and climbed up into the ring with Din, looking around. His eyes fell on Din’s hip, where his blaster own rested, and then Fett’s eyes found the hilt of the darksaber where it was half-hidden among the folds of Din’s cloak. His expression shifted. 
Fett looked at the darksaber like Kryze had looked at it, whenever she'd caught sight of it on Din's hip. Like it meant something to him that Din couldn't possibly understand. Din resisted the urge to tug the folds of his cloak back over the hilt of the blade. 
“Still carrying that thing, huh?” 
“Yeah,” Din said. Din tried not to tense. He hated being reminded that he carried it. He wasn’t sure why Fett was skirting around the issue, but he didn’t want to push and force a confrontation if Fett wasn’t interested in pursuing one. Every warlord and crime boss operated differently.
“You ever train in  par’kad?” Fett asked. 
“No,” Din said, reaching back through his memory for the words his first teachers had used to describe the various forms taught to foundlings in the Fighting Corps. “By the time I was old enough to touch a weapon, there wasn’t enough beskar to go around for swords. We were all taught knives instead, and I learned  par’bevii later.” 
Fett nodded, cutting his gaze towards Din’s spear. “Not much different from usul'gad, yeah?”
Din thought for a moment. "There’s less bludgeoning involved, usually,” he said, a touch dry. Fett snorted. “But not much different, no.” Din had learned a little  usul’gad  during his time with the White Bantha, but he hadn’t taken a  gaderffii  with him when he’d left Tatooine to rejoin the covert so he hadn’t kept up with the style. Wielding a spear wasn’t too much different, though; Din’s beskar spear was much lighter than any  gaderffii, free of the heavy club or cudgel at one end, but much of the motion was the same. Spears could cut in ways that gaderffii couldn't, but still had a sharp end and a blunt end, still had a strong shaft for blocking.  
Fett hummed. “You up for a good old-fashioned  aza’gad?” 
“Only if you don’t mind getting hit with a spear,” Din said, surprised. He’d rather fight than talk – maybe he could throw the spar and tell Fett that Din wasn’t going to use anything he’d learned against him. 
That made Fett laugh. “No, I don’t mind,” he said. “There’s a good stock of bacta down below. ‘S long as we don’t break any bones Ushib won’t scold much.” 
“She’s your cook and your medic?” Din asked, resolving to meet this Ushib sooner rather than later. She sounded like the sort of person Din ought to get to know, if he was going to stick around. The cook was the heart of any covert.
The thought of sticking around longer made Din’s stomach twist. He told himself it was just another bout of nausea and pushed it aside. He wanted to stay, if only to continue avoiding Kryze and her expectations and to earn more of Fett’s beskar, but he also wanted to grab his jetpack and bolt into the sky. 
 A fight will help settle my nerves, Din told himself. 
“Full besk?” Fett asked. 
Din nodded. He wasn't twenty any more – he didn’t want to get whacked with a  gaderffii out of armor. 
“Rules?”
“This is your ring,” said Din. “Your rules.” 
Fett made a little pleased sound at that, like Din’s deference made him happy. Din didn’t know how to feel about that, so instead he unhooked his spear from his back and tugged the heavy folds of his cloak off over his head to free his movement. 
“Full contact, blunt ends only,” Fett said, pulling his  gaderffii over his shoulder to match Din’s ready stance. “No punctures, no cuts, no broken bones if we can help it. Your wrist gonna hold up?”
“Yes.” Din scowled under his helmet, irritated that Fett had noticed. He flexed his fingers and only felt a little pain. The bacta patch, expired or not, had done its job. Spearfighting was mostly two-handed, anyway, so Din’s good hand could support his bad. 
Fett shrugged. “If you’re sure,” he said. “Traditional  aza’gad  rules – first one disarmed or pushed out of the ring loses.” 
Din nodded.
Fett paused, the direction of his helmet falling back on the darksaber. “You want to use that instead?”
“No.” The blade would cut through Fett’s  gaderffii  and Din didn’t know how to use it anyway, aside from the general idea. Din unclipped it, the shape of the hilt awkward and unfamiliar in his hand, and offered it to Fett. “You want to try it? It won’t cut through my spear or my armor. Gideon tried.” 
Fett looked at the darksaber, very quiet. His silence made Din’s neck prickle. Fett said, “You mind?” 
Din shook his head. Fett took the thing carefully, stepping forward to take it from Din and then back to give himself room to ignite the blade. The darksaber sprang to life in his hands. It hummed. Fett took a few experimental slashes. He’d clearly done some bladework before, falling into a pattern of movement Din half-remembered from his earliest days in the Fighting Corps. Par'kad, sword-form, clean and effecient. The darksaber hissed as it cut through the air. 
“Strange,” Fett grunted. “Never used a  jetii’kad  before. Feels different than a beskar blade.” He deactivated the blade and offered it back to Din, who thought for a moment about telling him to just keep it before taking it back and dropping it into the folds of his discarded cloak. Somehow, despite the way Fett had looked at the darksaber, Din got the impression that Fett wanted as little to do with the darksaber as Din himself did. 
“It  can cut through just about anything,” Din said, rolling his shoulders to loosen them up. Anticipation was beginning to build in his belly. He’d tried the darksaber out a bit back on the light cruiser once it had become apparent that he was stuck with it, at least for now. The darksaber had slashed through just about everything Din had thought to pit it against, and what it couldn’t cut through right away it could eventually melt. “I met a Jedi on Calodan. Her lightsabers were the same, but also… made differently.” 
Fett cocked his head. “You met a Jedi? In this era?” 
Din nodded. “Or someone who used to be a Jedi. She said she wasn’t one anymore.” Ahsoka Tano’s lightsabers had been less like blades and more like extensions of her hands. The darksaber was built like a traditional  kad, from what Din had seen and could remember of the ancient swords; a narrow hilt, an offset guard, a thin, tapering blade. Tano’s lightsabers had been cylindrical, made to fit easily in the hand, and they hadn’t had any guard to speak of. The lit blades had been as white as sunlight.  
“You should find her again, if she’s one of the friendly ones,” said Fett. “She might be able to teach you how to use that thing.”
 There’s unfriendly Jedi?  Din supposed that his  alor had said that Jedi were Mandalore’s ancient enemies, but the two Din had met had seemed reasonable enough. They, or at least Tano, had been people that Din could strike a contract with, and Cara had assured him that the Jedi who had taken the kid for training, this Luke Skywalker, was a hero of the Rebellion. A good man. 
“I don’t want to know how to use it,” Din said, flatly. He slid into the first stance of the  par’bevii, the clash of spears. Point down, both hands on the shaft, shoulders loose, chest open. He kept all of his tension held in his hips and his legs, ready to move as soon as he needed to. Din breathed, and the familiarity of it settled him. 
Fett mirrored Din, readying himself, spinning his  gaderffii  in his hand. Unlike  par’bevii, Tusken fighting styles had no resting starts or stillness. The desert, after all, wasn’t ever still; there was always something moving, a krayt, a bladeback, the wind, the sand. The Tuskens had taught themselves to fight by watching the world around them.  
 Doesn’t matter,  Din thought, refusing to give in to Fett’s restless energy and start pacing himself.  I can be patient.  
“C’mon,” Fett goaded, circling Din like a canyon kraft ready to go for the first flash of unprotected throat. “Hit me, Mandalorian.” Fett was leaving his left side open, a clear invitation, but Din wasn’t about to take the bait. He settled deeper into his own stance and waited. 
Fett huffed. Din couldn’t tell if it was amusement or annoyance, but he didn’t have time to try and parse it out. Fett got tired of waiting for Din to strike so he struck first, lashing out with the club end of his  gaderffii. The movement was fast but dodgeable, and the opening it left in Fett's guard was a trap. 
Din avoided the blow easily and didn’t take Fett’s bait this time, either. Fett was shorter than Din, his reach not quite as long, but he was as strong as a bladeback and Din had seen him fight. If Din got caught in the circle of Fett’s arms he wouldn’t get out again.
Instead of lunging for the exposed line of Fett’s thigh, Din swept high with the beskar spear. Fett’s  gaderffii caught it, wood ringing against metal, and pushed Din back. Din turned Fett’s energy into his own, going sideways, and he swept the blunt end of the spear down and jammed it underneath the bottom edge of Fett’s cuirass as hard as he could. 
Din's aim was good. Fett’s breath went out of him in a crackly  whoosh.  
“Ouch,” Fett growled. His hand flashed, fast as a stinging kirik-fly, and caught the blunt end of Din’s spear before Din could pull it out of his reach. Din tugged experimentally. The spear didn’t budge. Fett was  strong.  
“You fight like a Corellian scrumrat,” Fett said, once he’d gotten his breath back under control. Fett shifted his grip on his  gaderffii.  Din eyed it and loosened his own grip, relaxing just enough that Fett, mirroring Din consciously or unconsciously, did the same. “Do all your  vode fight so dirty?” 
“I was smaller than most of the other kids in the Corps,” Din said, still eyeing that  gaderffii.  He had a decent idea of what Fett would try to do with it; the end was hooked and if Fett got it underneath one of Din’s feet, he could pull Din over. He still wasn’t letting go of the spear, pulling it closer, reeling Din in like a gored snapfish. Fett was giving Din two choices; he could either hang onto the spear and get within range of the  gaderffii,  which would no doubt make a tremendous sound when it met the side of Din’s head, or he could let go of his spear and lose the  aza’gad before it had even really started. 
 Kark that. Din put all his weight on the balls of his feet. “I had to figure out how to win my spars somehow,” he continued.  
Fett snorted. His grip on the beskar spear tightened. Leather creaked. “You win a lot of spars?” 
“Not at first,” Din admitted, because it was true. His first few years in the covert had been a disaster. Din had been small and half a decade behind the other kids in forms and strength training. Din hadn’t won a spar for his first two standard years. Fett tilted his head, considering something, and Din moved. 
Instead of trying to yank his spear out of Fett’s grip and stumble backwards, which would give Fett an opening with that wicked hook, Din went  forward; he punched the blunt end of his spear through Fett’s grip. His aim was off so he missed that soft, vulnerable spot just underneath Fett’s cuirass – probably for the best, since Din didn’t  really want to hurt him – and glanced off Fett’s armor instead. 
It didn’t matter. A hit was a hit and Fett was shoved back by the force of the blow, beskar ringing. Din’s spear sang in his hands, the resonance strong enough to feel even through his gloves. He grinned underneath his helmet. Fett swiped at him with his  gaderffii but Din was already out of range. 
“Once I figured out that I could cheat, I won a lot,” Din said. 
Fett  laughed. His vocorder made the sound rusty, but underneath that his laughter was deep and rich. A curl of pride licked against Din’s ribs. “You must’ve been a terror,” Fett said, and when he said it it sounded like a compliment. 
Before Din could think of a way to respond to that, Fett moved. He dropped a shoulder and darted forward, faster than someone his size had a right to be, and when Din moved to duck the  gaderffii, Fett punched Din in the side of the head. 
Din’s helmet spluttered, internal controls whining. His right ear rang. Din rolled with the blow, used to it – everyone always went for the helmet – and used the sharp end of his spear to clear some space between them. 
It worked. Fett skipped back, wary of the spear’s edge, and Din shook his head like an anooba shaking off sand. 
“Ouch,” Din repeated dryly. 
Fett chuckled. “Should’ve been faster.” 
Din snorted and flicked his spear out again, testing how fast Fett could move to avoid it. Fett sidestepped it neatly and responded with some testing of his own, swiping and dodging with a dangerous grace.
Their bodies fell into a familiar rhythm. The particulars of each fighting style varied from covert to covert but the core of Mandalorian training was the same everywhere, and Fett and Din had both been well-trained. Din used his feet more and Fett used his own body like a battering ram but they were both well-matched, solid in the foundations of their forms and experienced besides. 
If Fett’s father had been a foundling, Fett must have come up training. Most Mandalorian children started basic footwork and strikes at four or five standard. Fett certainly moved like he’d been training that long. He cut a particularly vicious strike towards Din’s head that had Din breaking form to scramble away, though Din recovered quickly and retaliated by scoring another hit under the edge of Fett’s cuirass. 
“You’re worse than a bloody massif,” Fett grunted, and he decided to turn the fight in his favor by dropping all pretense and charging forward, bringing his  gaderffii down in a brutal arc.
Din brought his leg up to stop the blow without thinking. The  gaderffii crashed into the plate covering his thigh, diffusing most of the force through his kute, but pain still shuddered up his hip and lodged itself in the base of his spine.
Din swore viciously and planted his spear into the floor, using it as leverage to kick Fett as hard as he could manage. He got Fett in the side of the knee. Fett didn't have any armor there. Fett swore too and crumpled, keeping himself upright by hanging onto his gaderffii. 
They stared at each other for a minute, panting, and then Fett laughed again. 
“Why don’t we call it a draw, this time?” he said. Din held onto his spear warily. “Before we start fighting any dirtier. Deal?” 
It went against Din’s nature to stop a spar without a clear winner emerging, but Fett was right – the longer they fought, the more likely it was that one of them would seriously hurt the other, which would break the rules of the  aza’gad anyway. 
“Deal,” Din agreed, reluctantly. His leg  did hurt, and he knew without having to peel his kute off and check that he’d have a bruise the size and shape of his thigh plate across his leg for days. 
Din tucked his spear back into its hook against his back, leaving his cloak where it lay at the edge of the ring. He scooped up the darksaber and clipped it back to his hip, then flexed his leg. A hot, dull pain throbbed through him from his hip to his knee, lodged into the muscles of his thigh. He blew out a breath. 
“You hit hard,” Din said, testing his weight. The pain intensified, the throb becoming a red buzz that cut through even the faint, ever-present ringing in Din’s ears, but the leg held. 
“So do you,” Fett said, rising up off his injured knee. He prodded a spot beneath his cuirass. “Thank you. Fennec won’t spar with me unless she gets to shoot at me during. It’s been a while since I’ve had someone put me through my paces.” 
“It’s been a while for me too,” Din admitted. He and Cara had wrestled around a bit, but that wasn’t the same as a formal spar. Woves had agreed to a few scuffles too, but even that had been perfunctory, more to keep Din in some kind of fighting shape than anything. Din hadn’t been able to spar with another Mandalorian like this, with blood and bruises on the line, in over a standard year, since before he’d found the kid. He'd missed it. Fett fought a bit like Paz, though he was smarter about it than Paz had ever managed to be. 
Fett stood up again, shaking himself off. His armor rattled. “You need to hit the infirmary?”
Din shook his head. He was sore and would likely be even more sore in the morning, but he still had a few bacta patches back in his room and he’d had spars with Paz that had ended worse. 
Fett looked Din up and down, expression unreadable behind his helmet. “You sure?” 
“I’m fine,” Din said, irritation flickering in his gut. He didn’t understand what Fett and Fennec’s fixation on his health was. Concern for an ally was one thing, but Din was a warrior. If he said that he was fine, he was fine. 
Fett finally let the matter drop. “C’mon, then,” he said. “Best way to end a spar’s with  tihaar and some Tusken curry.” 
Din’s stomach rumbled at the mention of food. He hadn’t been hungry until Fett had brought it up. He'd eaten earlier, after all, forced himself through that stew, and it had soured in his stomach overnight.
Curry's different, though. Curry had enough flavor that Din could probably push through his nausea. But as good as a plate of curry sounded, Din still hesitated.
Fett ignored Din’s spike of unease and turned to leave. Din trailed behind him, nerves rising. 
Fett had been honorable in the spar. He’d fought hard, but hadn’t turned a spar into a death-match. He'd stopped it before either of them had gotten competitive enough to hurt each other. He probably wasn’t going to drop Din down into a rancor pit or anything like that, even if Din had intruded on Fett’s private business. 
Din left his cloak off just in case, folding the fabric over in his arms, so that he had easy access to his spear and the darksaber if he needed either. 
Fett led him through the palace’s twisting, tunnel-like halls into an airy, earthen space. The Hutt’s palace had been built in the Hutt style but it was still a Tatooinian building – its heart was its kitchen. The rule held true for settler homes and slave quarters and Tusken camps alike. Din softened a little to see that the rule held true here too. 
The palace kitchens were enormous, built to feed hundreds at a time. Most of the stoves and roasting pits were cold and dark; only one Tusken-style oven, built of baked mud, and one enormous, battered curry pot, still glowed with heat. 
“Ushib’s off for the night,” Fett explained. “She goes back to her tribe every now and then, to make sure the men haven’t killed each other. She always leaves something for us, though.” 
“Why does she work for you?” Din asked curiously. He’d never heard of a Tusken leaving their tribe to work for a  ghuy’ra. Most Tuskens who left their tribes, either voluntarily or by force, wandered alone in the desert until they died. 
Fett was silent for a moment, leaning over the big curry pot to see what was inside. “Her tribe took me in,” he finally said. “Years ago. I was – injured, on a job. Should’ve died. The Tuskens took me in and let me get strong again. Ushib… she’s an old woman. Bloodmate’s dead, children dead. Her tribe was nearly wiped out in the Anchorhead retaliations. She took a liking to me, and when word started to spread that I’d come back here and intended to take over old Jabba’s operation, she came to make sure I wouldn’t starve.” 
Din winced. He’d been long gone by the time the people of Anchorhead and the surrounding settlements had taken to the sands to pay the Tuskens back for their attack on the town, but he knew that the Tuskens hadn’t come out very well. Some tribes had been wiped off the face of the planet. 
“Don’t tell her I told you that,” Fett warned. “Ushib’s private.” 
“Most Tuskens are private,” Din pointed out. Fett chuckled. 
“Fair point,” he said. “C’mon, sit, eat. At least drink with me, yeah?” Fett ducked behind a cabinet and came back out with a tall jar of clear liquid and two chipped earthenware cups. Fett used an arm to clear off some space on a counter, scattering japoor meal, and poured a few fingers of the clear liquid into each cup. There were two stools jammed underneath the counter, one on either side. 
Din, feeling a little trapped, went over to him and took one of the cups and a stool, though he didn’t drink. He couldn’t smell the alcohol underneath his helmet. He stared into the cup, unsure what to do with his body or his hands. Fett released the seal on his own helmet and took it off, setting down on the counter. He lifted his cup in Din’s direction, a strange, knowing sort of look on his face, and drained his cup in a single swallow. 
Din eyed him. Despite the fact that the kitchen was enormous, Fett stood close enough that Din felt his presence like a barrier. The way that they stood now, Fett was between Din and the door, unless there was another door farther back in the kitchen that Din couldn’t see. 
Din’s vision narrowed. He didn’t drink. 
Fett watched him for a minute, and then sighed. “I thought maybe food and drink would put you at ease,” he said. “I wanted to do this over a meal. But we can do this up in my rooms, if that’ll help.”
“Do what,” said Din, tone flat in alarm.
“Talk about what you walked in on,” Fett said. He poured himself another small measure of  tihaar.  
Din tensed. His kute creaked with the movement.
“I’m not Jabba, you know,” Fett said, still watching. “I’m not gonna have you dropped down into the rancor pit just because you walked in on me enjoying some of my… odder pastimes.” 
“Is that what it was?” Din asked, confused now. “I didn’t mean – how you punish your people isn’t any of my business. I just heard – through the door, I heard what sounded like someone in pain.”
Fett blinked. “Punishment?” he said. 
Din shrugged, uncomfortable.
“Theran and I have an arrangement,” Fett said, slowly. Theran must have been the name of the man he’d been hitting. Din’s shoulders pulled even tighter. “He knew me before, when all of this was Jabba’s. We… have compatible interests.” 
That made Din frown. “Compatible… interests?” He didn’t understand. 
“Ni gaa’tayl,” Fett muttered. His expression was pained. “Yeah, compatible interests. He likes – to give someone else control over his body,” Fett said. “He likes pain. He likes… someone to look after him, to decide what he feels and when he feels it.”
Din’s body, oddly enough, started to warm. “And you…” he said slowly, trying to understand. 
“Like to take control, yeah,” said Fett. He cocked his head to the side. “Like to cause pain too.” 
Din’s stomach twisted, and he didn’t understand why. “Oh,”  he said, still confused. His eyes widened underneath his helmet. He hadn’t walked in on Fett punishing a subordinate – he’d walked in on something much more intimate. An exchange – Theran gave Fett control, or Fett took control from Theran, and Theran  liked it. That was why his cries of pain had been headier, heavier. He had wanted the pain, and Fett had given it to him. 
Din very deliberately put the cup of  tihaar down so he didn’t crack it in his grip. 
Fett seemed to understand that Din had made the intuitive leap, because he relaxed a fraction and said, “‘S not as bad as you’re worried about, Djarin. Theran didn’t notice, and he doesn’t mind an audience anyway. It’s just – it’s a matter of discretion, yeah?” 
“I won’t tell anyone,” Din assured Fett, mortified. “I’m not – I don’t share other people’s secrets.” 
“No, you wouldn’t,” Fett said, and Din didn’t know how to interpret his tone either. “You’ve got your honor. But that’s not all I wanted to talk to you about.” 
Din froze again.
“Sometimes,” Fett started, “pain is good. For some it’s a focus, or a reminder, or a reason.”
“Is that why you were… was it to help Theran?” Din tried to imagine how taking a whipping could help Theran and then had to stop before his thoughts got too far out of his own control. His mouth was dry, his stomach tight. Heat simmered in Din’s blood. 
Fett shrugged. “That’s between me and Theran,” he said. 
Din knew better than to push. Fett’s tone was still friendly enough but there was a thread of steel underneath his words, harder than beskar. He wouldn’t be pushed any further. 
 Not that I would push. Din didn’t know Theran. He didn’t even know Fett, not really. What they did in Fett’s own palace was none of Din’s business. So he just nodded once, sharply, to show Fett that he understood and wouldn’t go chasing Theran down in the halls or spilling Fett’s secrets to the nearest paying customer, and picked up his cup again for want of something to do with his hands. 
Fett relaxed. He tilted his head to the side, considering something. His scrutiny made Din’s palms sweat, made him feel like Fett could see right through Din’s armor to his heart. Din resisted the urge to puff up like a spit adder. Fett studied him for another handful of moments and then nodded to himself, like he’d come to some sort of decision. 
“Your  buy’ce,” Fett said, drumming his fingers over the matte green metal of his own helmet still resting at his elbow. “Can you take it off?”
Din did puff up then, his back stiffening in instinctive alarm. He forced himself to lay his hands flat against the table, putting the cup down again so he didn’t spill it and betray his own nerves. 
 My ally,  he told himself firmly.  My ally, not my enemy. He forced himself to take a shallow breath and said, “Why?
“Because I want to ask you something,” Fett said, patiently. His dark eyes searched Din’s visor. “And I’d prefer to see your face while I did it. If that’s alright?” 
Din’s hands were frozen. His gaze flickered around the room, instinctively seeking an exit.  Door,  he thought, but Fett’s body was in the way.  Chute, but the chute was too narrow and Din didn’t know where it led. His heart kicked in his chest. 
Fett was silent for a moment, watching Din force himself to stay very, very still, and then Fett sighed and, to Din’s utter mortification, he moved, shifting to stand well away from the door, opening a safe path back into the hallway.
Din stared at him. 
Fett waited. Din was reminded of his own words to Zhalto out in the desert.  I won’t ask a third time.  
He swallowed. 
 It’s fine,  he told himself, pitting his will against whatever animal instinct kept his hands weighted down on the counter like stones.  It’s fine. I can do it. I  should  do it – I should take it off and never put it back on again. 
He knew he wouldn't be able to manage that, but he could at least listen. Din brought his hands up and curled his fingers around the edges of his helmet. Fett had seen his face before. Fett was a Mandalorian who showed his own face to everyone and somehow found the strength to put his beskar back on every time. He was Din’s ally. Hands jerky, Din flicked the seals and pulled his helmet off.
The air in this room was dry and cool. Din clutched his helmet and made himself look Fett in the eyes. He managed to hold Fett’s gaze for a handful of heartbeats before he couldn’t anymore and had to drop his eyes to Fett’s chin, which felt safer to look at. Quieter, somehow, and without any expectations.  
“Jate,” said Fett, his voice so warm that Din couldn’t help but look up and meet his eyes again before tearing his gaze away, this time settling on the scars around one of Fett’s ears. 
 Jate, Din thought, committing the word to memory. He didn’t have to speak Mandalorian to know that it was praise, and it curled through him like a cool wind, soothing some of his nerves. 
“You don’t show your face often, huh?” Fett asked. 
Din shrugged a little. There was no point in denying it. Din knew how he looked. Tired, unkempt, made pale by all his time shielded from the sun. Fett had some color to him underneath the white patchwork of his scars, brown skin coaxed out by time out of his armor, but Din never took his helmet off unless he was completely alone and even then only to eat or hop in the sonic or shave or sleep. He wasn’t exactly stepping out of his beskar to lounge around in the sun. 
He could still count on one hand the number of times he’d taken his helmet off around others. Once on Morak, once for Grogu, twice in front of Kyrze and her  tal’vode. And now once for Fett. 
Din’s fingers tightened on his helmet. He made himself meet Fett’s eyes again. Noise roared in his ears. “Well?” Din said. Fett blinked, as if the rough sound of Din’s voice outside of his vocorder was surprising to him. 
“Well,” Fett said, shaking his own head a little. He looked Din up and down, expression unreadable, then nodded to himself and said, “What’s your relationship with pain?” 
Din blinked, startled. “Uh,” he said, “what?” 
Fett cocked his head. “What’s your relationship with pain?” he repeated. “Good, bad, want it, don’t want it? Does it distract you, or does it help you focus?”
“Nobody  wants,” Din started, but then he stopped himself. That wasn’t true. There were obviously some beings out there that  did want pain – Fett’s friend Theran had, according to Fett, sought him out just so Fett would hurt him. And Fett liked giving pain. Knew that he liked giving pain. To know that about himself, Fett would’ve had to learn it somewhere.
Din heard the sound of that whip cracking again, saw the bright red marks across Theran’s back, and dug his fingers into his helmet so hard he felt the edges of it through his gloves. 
If Din had marks like that across his own back, he could roll his shoulders and snap to attention wherever he was, no matter what he was doing. The weight of his armor would remind him every time he took a step. Din’s gaze drifted to Fett’s arms, the solid strength in them. Din’s mouth was dry, so he licked his lips.
Din had always savored his bruises. Broken bones and deep cuts were something he always tried to heal, either with bacta or with whatever tools he had on hand, but he kept his bruises as long as he could. He always had. As a foundling they had been reminders, proof of his failure to stand on equal footing against the others. When he’d grown older they had been proof that Din had  made it. That he’d measured up, had earned his place, that he kept earning it every time he got up after taking a hit. 
Din’s gaze settled on the bridge of Fett’s nose, and Din thought about the deep bruise forming on his thigh. He thought about how much he liked it. 
Fett’s eyes saw too much. Din looked away again. 
“Have you ever thought about it?” Fett asked quietly. He’d made the connection without Din needing to say anything further – was Din really so obvious? He felt flayed open already, like all of his nerves were peeled back and on display. “About letting someone hurt you?” 
Din swallowed. “Letting someone – no,” he said. He couldn’t even say it, not all the way. Sure, he’d purposely stumbled during a spar a time or two, walked into a punch or a kick that left him with deep, satisfying bruises, and sometimes he’d pushed himself hard enough during training that he carried the strain burning deep in his muscles for days, but he didn’t go out of his way to get hurt and the idea of  asking someone to bruise him or mark him or even work him so hard that Din was left with lingering soreness was nauseating.
“Why?”
Din shook his head. He couldn’t answer. Fett wasn’t Din’s tribe – he didn’t understand what showing weakness, any weakness, meant for a hunter in the covert. If Din had gone around asking the other warriors to hit him or had purposely thrown fights in order to catch a beating, he would’ve lost his place as  beroya.  
The closest he’d ever gotten had been asking Paz to spar whenever Din had been in from a job. Paz fought hard and even though he hadn’t been able to win a fight against Din since they were kids, sparring with him had always left Din sore and limping for days afterwards, a fierce glow of pride kindling every time he stretched or a bit of his armor jostled a bruise.
“Why not?” Fett prompted. 
“I shouldn’t need it,” Din said, harshly. “The only things a warrior needs are his armor and his courage.”
Fett shrugged. “Those are important,” he agreed. “But a warrior can’t march on just courage, you know.”
“Why are you asking?” Din kept his gaze firmly on Fett’s chin. 
“You’re Mandalorian,” Fett said, oblivious to the way the word made Din’s skin crawl. “A warrior. Warriors have… an interesting relationship with pain. The good ones, anyway. Not just anyone can push themselves through training. Some warriors… they get through it because they have to, but others get through it because they like it. Pain helps them focus, helps them center themselves.” 
Din tensed. 
“I think it might help you,” Fett continued. He looked pointedly at Din’s leg, like he could see the bruise forming there. “And I think that you want it, though it’s hard to tell when you’ve got your armor on.” 
Din clutched his helmet and thought about slamming it back over his head. He didn’t, because he wasn’t a panicked animal no matter how much this conversation made him feel like one, but he thought about it. 
Din swallowed. “Just because I want something doesn’t mean that I need it,” he said. He’d learned that early. 
Fett’s eyes softened. “No,” he agreed. “But it doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t have it, either.” 
Din snorted. This entire conversation felt like a trap, and Din was determined not to walk into it. “I’ve lived this long without it,” Din challenged. “I’m not – I’m an effective warrior. I provide for the tribe, I haven’t lost a bounty in years, I brought in renown for the Guild – "
“Yeah,” Fett said, holding up a hand that silenced Din more effectively than a blow, “not what I meant. “I’ve seen you fight, Djarin, I know you’re capable.” He gestured at his knee, grimacing ruefully. “I’m gonna have a few bruises of my own when the suns rise.” 
Din subsided, feeling mutinous and like he’d lost the thread of the conversation, but that wasn’t a rare feeling these days. He’d been out of his depth since he’d woken up on the light cruiser in a tank full of bacta. 
“All I meant,” Fett continued, “is that if you  want more, if you want to see what pain could do for you, well.” Fett gestured at himself. “You’re in a good place to try it out, is all.” 
“With you?” Din said, before his brain could catch up with his mouth. 
Fett’s expression went carefully neutral. “If you wanted. There’s others around with… similar proclivities. A few of the Palace guards, some beings in Mos Eisley. Fennec, even, though she doesn’t usually play with men. She likes you enough she’d be willing to help out.” 
Din made a face, then remembered that he wasn’t wearing a helmet and stopped, heat rising in his cheeks. 
Fett chuckled. “Fennec’s out, then?” 
Din carefully studied the edge of one of Fett’s cheekbones. He chewed his lip for a moment, thinking hard. His first, strongest instinct was to say  Kark, no and close the door firmly on Fett’s proposition. Din didn’t need that kind of entanglement. He still needed to earn more of that beskar – if Fett decided that Din was too weak, he wouldn’t send Din out hunting anymore, and the beskar would be lost. 
 But he doesn’t think that Theran is weak, Din reasoned. Fett thought Theran strong enough to guard the palace, even though Theran liked to be struck. If Din asked for the same thing, maybe Fett wouldn’t consider it a weakness. 
“What would it… how would I know? If I wanted it?” Din asked. He determinedly ignored the dull blush coloring his neck. “If it would… help me.” 
Fett shrugged. “I can’t answer that for you,” he said. “You’d just take it slow, and stop it if something was happening that you didn’t like.”
“Stop it?” 
“Yeah. In an arrangement either party – you or me, if you wanted to try it with me, or you and whoever else you picked – can stop at any time.”
“Oh,” Din said, understanding a little better. It wasn’t punishment at all, then. If a soldier was being disciplined for breaking orders he couldn’t stop the punishment whenever he wanted. But if Din tried – well, tried  something  with Fett, and Din didn’t like it or, as he suspected would be the case, liked it  too much and got too close to revealing how weak he really was, Din could call it off. 
He relaxed a little bit at that. He couldn’t help it. The jaws of the conversational trap he’d somehow walked into loosened, and Din’s heartbeat slowed. 
Fett was still watching him.
“How would I stop it?” Din asked. 
“There’s a word, usually,” Fett explained. “Gev, rahm, luubid, something like that.” 
“Gev,” Din repeated, tasting the word. He knew that one – trainers had yelled it on the fields to get foundlings to stop whacking each other with sticks. 
Fett nodded. 
“It’s that easy?” 
“It’s that easy,” Fett agreed. 
The jaws of the trap tightened again – nothing was ever that easy – but Fett was sincere enough that Din couldn’t help but believe him, just a little. He was curious despite himself, anyway, and there was still heat in his belly, sharp with longing. 
He couldn’t stop thinking about the sounds Theran had made as Fett had struck him. About the redness across his shoulders. 
Din’s mouth dried out. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up.
“Here,” said Fett, reading the hungry curiosity in Din’s bare face, stepping closer. “Let me show you. Remember your word?  Gev to get me to stop, alright?”
“Alright,” Din agreed, wary now. He made to stand, but Fett shook his head. He approached slowly, every movement clear and telegraphed so that Din could push away or move back if he wanted, but this was a test, of sorts, and Din was determined to measure up. To prove – 
 Well, I don’t know,  Din admitted to himself. But Fett wanted Din to prove  something, and Din was determined to meet Fett’s regard. 
So he didn’t flinch or back away or bolt, like Fett clearly expected him to. Din held his ground and tilted his chin up, challenging. 
“Confident,” Fett murmured, his voice low and rich. “I like that.” 
Something indefinable shivered beneath Din’s ribs. Fett was close enough to touch, close enough that Din could feel the heat of him, smell the warrior on him, the sweat and the beskar and faint strains of Tusken incense, cedru and spice. 
Still moving deliberately, Fett took a hand and placed it on Din’s thigh, fingers curling around the edges of the plate covering his thigh. Din froze. Fett smiled, his eyes bright, and  pushed. 
Din snarled, pain erupting from a warm dull ache into white-hot agony, and tried to jerk away, but Fett was faster. His other hand came up to catch Din by the throat, fingers closing just under his jaw, and held fast. 
Din’s entire universe narrowed down to those fingers around his throat. Even the roar of pain in his leg fell off abruptly. Din dropped his helmet and scrabbled at Fett’s hand, seeking a weakness in his grip, but Fett  tsked. 
“None of that, now,” he said, firmly. Din stared at him. He could feel his own heartbeat thundering against Fett’s fingertips. “Relax,” Fett ordered. His tone has sharpened, brightened. “You can still breathe, yeah?” 
Din took a few shallow breaths to confirm – he could still breathe. It was harder, and every time he inhaled he felt his throat work against Fett’s hand, felt that grip like durasteel on either side of his jaw, but he could still breathe. 
“I need to hear you say it,” Fett said. Everything about him was implacable. “Can you breathe?”
“Yes,” Din rasped. He stared up into Fett’s eyes, shocked. This wasn’t – this wasn’t what Din had expected. Wasn’t what he’d thought. 
“Jate,” said Fett warmly. Din’s eyes widened at the praise. Fett noticed – of course he noticed – and his tone softened further, like a warrior approaching a frightened child. “Very good,” he repeated. “I want you to let go of my hand, alright?” 
Both of Din’s hands were still locked around Fett’s, fingers digging into the leather of Fett’s glove. Din blinked. He wasn’t sure if he could make himself let go. 
“Grip the edge of the counter if you have to,” Fett suggested. “But I need you to let go. I can make you, if you need me to.”
 Make me? Din thought, dazed. His helmet had fallen, abandoned on the ground. He swallowed, Fett’s fingers digging into the soft skin underneath his jaw, and did as he was told. Din forced himself to let go of Fett’s hand. He did grab the counter as Fett had suggested, digging in so hard his fingers creaked, but he did as Fett asked. 
“Good,” Fett rumbled. Din’s whole body softened at the warmth in his tone. “Very good. Don’t let go.” Even though his tone was soft, Din’s body recognized his words as an order. Fett squeezed Din’s throat, very gently. “I need you to tell me you understand,” he said. 
“Yes,” Din said, the word sticking underneath Fett’s gloved palm like a shard of glass. “Yes, I understand.” 
This time Fett’s praise was nonverbal, a considering little  hmm  sound that made Din understand that he was being tested again. 
“This is going to hurt,” Fett said, and his eyes were bright as he said it. Fett loosened his grip on Din’s throat just enough to let Din breathe easy, then he took the hand that was still on Din’s thigh, curled around the edges of his leg plate, and pushed. 
The pain bloomed and built. Din’s kute protected him from the worst of the armor’s edges but not even the thick, stiff fabric could diffuse all of that pressure; Fett bore down with considerable strength, pushing the bruise deeper and deeper. 
Din made a thin sound, determined not to cry out. Fett’s grip was beskar. Din’s own gloves creaked as he clung to the edge of the counter like it was the only thing keeping him anchored in the world. 
 It isn’t, though, Din realized, in the small part of his brain that was still able to realize and rationalize things. The rest of his mind was fading, disappearing under the low, building roar of agony spreading up from his hip, licking his ribs, tangling into his spine. Din’s hands held him fast to the counter, but Fett was the one anchoring Din to the side of the planet. 
Fett bore down, inexorable. If he pressed any harder Din was sure the beskar plate would punch through the material of his kute, through his skin, through his entire leg. Din made a muffled noise of pain behind his teeth and tried to jerk away, but the hand around his throat held him so fast black spots danced in front of his eyes. 
“Easy,” Fett soothed. Din resisted. The counter moaned. The hand at Din’s throat was hot even through the leather, and Din abruptly wished that he could feel Fett’s bare hand against his throat, touching skin no other being had touched in thirty years. 
“You’re stubborn, you know that?” said Fett, conversationally. Din hoped that Fett didn’t expect Din to talk back, not anymore – if Din opened his mouth he was going to start shouting, and he wouldn’t give Fett the satisfaction. “Easy,  Djar’ika, you don’t have to fight it so hard.” 
Din jerked at the endearment, furious, and bared all of his teeth. 
Fett laughed. “Easy,” he repeated. “Don’t fight me so hard. Lean into it. Let it happen. It’s not like you have any other choice, yeah? Unless you have something you want to say?” His grip loosened enough that Din could speak and end it, if he wanted to – the word was an easy one to say. 
 Gev. Enough. Din tasted it against his teeth. 
But he could taste something else, too, on the other side of Fett’s hand. Something sweet and dark, a relief. Din wanted it. He wanted it. 
So he swallowed the watchword and looked up at Fett, teeth still half-bared in pain. 
Fett smiled. “I think I can help,” he said. Still keeping a solid grip on Din’s throat, Fett let up on his leg. The release of pressure was almost worse; the weight vanished and all of the muscles in Din’s thigh throbbed in protest, a bone-deep bolt of agony that had him biting back a whine, fingers digging into the counter. 
Fett released the seal on the plate, detaching it from the wires in Din’s kute. He set it aside with more care than Din had shown his helmet, which still lay askew on the floor, and put his hand back on Din’s thigh. 
Din’s mouth went dry with more than just fear and pain. 
“You’re doing very well,” Fett told him. Din tried not to sag in relief. He was doing well. He was meeting Fett’s test, and he wasn’t failing. Din swallowed. 
Using the heel of his hand, Fett started to press down on Din’s bruised leg again, but this time instead of uniform, terrible pressure, he used his heel to push down and then up, moving the pain around. Pushing it deeper. Fett worked the tension out with unerring patience and skill. It wasn’t  comfortable – Din hurt too badly for that – but it felt  good, felt hard-won, like the ache in Din’s shoulders after a hard workout or a good spar. Din’s lips parted. 
“There you are,” said Fett. “That’s it, just lean into it.” 
His hand pushed the pain through Din like the wind carving a dune. Steady, inexorable and all-around, from the top of Din’s knee to the base of his hip, working even through the thick layer of his kute. The red haze in Din’s mind softened and spread. It seeped into his spine and the base of his skull. It drowned out the hammering of his heart and the ringing in his ears.
Fett said something else, a deep rumble, but Din didn’t hear it. His eyelids flickered. He was aware of a few points of contact – his own fingers wrapped around the counter, Fett’s glove underneath his jaw, the unbelievable ache in his entire right leg – but finer details slid through his awareness like sand. 
Eventually, the hand on his throat loosened.  Without that point of contact anchoring him Din swayed dangerously, a bubble of confusion rising from the haze in his thoughts, but before Din could do more than examine the confusion or do anything embarrassing like slide off his stool, there was a hand in his hair and cool metal against his face, Fett’s deep voice rumbling against his cheek. 
“Well?” said Fett as the haze over Din began to recede. “You still with me, Djar’ika?”
“Mmph,” mumbled Din. Fett had tucked Din firmly against his own chest. His beskar was cool. 
“You mind if I touch you?” Fett asked, the hand in Din’s hair moving gently, skimming the top of Din’s head. Din barely felt it, still wrapped up in the deep heartbeat of pain echoing up and down his spine. 
“You’ve already touched me,” Din mumbled. He knew, dimly, that he ought to pull away and sit back, sit up, present himself like a warrior, but he was having a hard time convincing his body to cooperate. He was still clutching the edge of the counter with both hands. 
Fett’s laugh rumbled through Din’s chest. 
“Fair enough,” Fett said. He skimmed a hand over Din’s head again, fingers catching lightly on knots and tangles, then he used the other hand to coax Din’s fingers out of their locked position. Fett soothed Din’s cramped hands and worked a few tangles out of his hair. Din tolerated the touch. He felt bare, sanded down, like Fett had somehow, with just his hands, blunted some of the edges inside Din that Din had been cutting himself open on since the fight on the light cruiser. 
It was nice. 
Din tolerated Fett’s touch for another few minutes. Then he stirred, peeling his face off Fett’s chest. 
“Sorry,” he said thickly. His tongue was heavy, his throat raw. Fett hadn’t ever choked him, hadn’t squeezed hard enough to drive Din’s breath away, but Din could still feel the weight of Fett’s hand there. “I should – I can go. We can – talk later.” 
Fett snorted, amused. Din didn’t really have the best angle to see his face from their current position, but Fett didn’t move away. “I’m good,” he said. “There’s no rush, Djarin.” 
“But you – ” Din started, but Fett didn’t let him finish. Fett used the hand still in Din’s hair to tug Din forward again, gently but firmly, soothing Din back down against his chest. His beskar was cool against Din's cheek. 
“Nah,” said Fett, propping himself up against the counter. “I’m good. I don’t have anywhere I need to be, so if you need more time, take it. We can talk when you’re ready. Whatever you want.”
Din wanted a sonic. He wanted to close a door somewhere and peel of his armor, wanted to examine the marks Fett had left on his body. He wanted to eat and drink  tihaar and sit and think about what he’d just done. About what he’d let Fett do.
Despite all of that, Din leaned back into Fett’s chest and closed his eyes. Fett’s hand kept moving through his hair, gentle as the breeze. 
    
 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some notes:
-This chapter features non-sexual choking (light), consensual injury, sparring as foreplay (even if they don't know it's exactly foreplay) and the beginnings of negotiation for a BDSM relationship.
-Din has some patterns of behavior that shade towards passive self-harm.
-Din also has some weird ideas about, like, everything, stemming from, you know. The cult stuff.
-The "ika" in Mando'a is diminutive, like Russian, and can be used to shorten names between friends and family. Everybody and their mom uses "Din'ika," which is obviously very cute, but I'm #different. Traditionally the "ika" takes the place of the last syllable in a name; Ordo becomes Ord'ika, Djarin becomes Djar'ika, Grogu would be Gro'ika (ew), et cetera. Because Mando'a is at least twice as insulting as it is cute, the "ika" diminutive can also be insulting; being called "Din'ika" by a relative or a friend is affectionate, but being called "Din'ika" by another warrior can be an insult or belittling.
Today's song of the week is "All My Girls Like To Fight," Hope Tala. You can thank Barack Obama's excellent taste in music for this one.
I have next chapter mostly done as well, so expect that out next Friday.
Remember that the dictionary updates and moves!
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    Din gets some aftercare, and a job offer.
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Din woke up an indeterminate amount of time later to find out that he’d drooled all over Fett’s beskar. Half his cheek was creased with sleep and there was an ache in his neck that spoke to at least a standard hour bent in an uncomfortable position. He was warm, too, and heavy. His thoughts were wrapped in a comfortable layer of fog. There was a warm, heavy hand in his hair. 
All of these little pieces of information hit Din all at once and he jerked back, flushing with embarrassment, only to nearly overbalance himself on the stool he was still slumped in. 
Fett caught Din by the elbow. “Easy,” he rumbled, sounding amused. “Relax, Djarin, you’re fine.” If he was bothered by serving as a pillow for however long Din had been asleep, he didn’t show it. 
Din shook his head, trying to clear away the fog of sleep, and sat up straight. His lower back protested, half-sore from his unplanned nap and half-sore from the low, throbbing ache Din could still feel in his leg. “Sorry,” Din said. His face was still bare. The coolness of the air against his exposed cheeks made him twitch. His eyes darted up to Fett’s, which were dark and hard to read, and then away. “I’m – I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
Fett frowned. “Hey,” he said, and he gripped the back of Din’s neck, gentle but firm. He was still wearing gloves but his fingers were warm even as they disturbed the bacta patch still stuck to the back of Din’s head. 
The touch wasn’t like how it had been before, around the front of Din’s throat, but it wasn’t unlike how it had been either. The touch was grounding, rooting. Fett’s hand was broad and strong. 
Fett shook Din very gently, like a loth-wolf scruffing its cub. “Easy,” Fett repeated. “I don’t mind. It happens, sometimes.” 
Din snorted. He doubted that. 
“It does,” Fett said. “This sort of thing – ” he didn’t need to describe what  this sort of thing was, not when Din could still feel the echo of Fett’s weight bearing down on him, driving a bruise into his bones “ – it takes a lot out of you. If you need to close your eyes a bit after and rest, it doesn’t bother me. I’ve spent an hour in worse places.”
 An hour, Din thought, still too embarrassed to look Fett in the eyes. Fett kept his hand on the back of Din’s neck, tugging idly at a few tangled strands of hair that curled against Din’s skin.  
“You get a lot of sleep lately, Djarin?” Fett asked, after it became clear to him that Din didn’t know what else he could say.
Din shrugged. He hadn’t slept well even before the light cruiser, not unless he’d been down in the covert surrounded by the tribe. Getting too comfortable anywhere – even on the  Razor Crest in the depths of space – was a good way for a Mandalorian to get killed. He usually managed to sleep a little in hyperspace, but outside of that the best he could usually do was take a nap.
Sleep on the light cruiser had come only in fits and spurts and usually after Din'd exhausted himself fighting a headache, if it'd come at all.  
Fett  hmmed thoughtfully. “I don’t sleep well either,” he confessed. “Still, it’s good to get an hour or two in wherever you can, yeah? How do you feel?”
“I’m fine,” said Din automatically. He  was  fine. Sore and tired, still blurred, and he knew that as soon as he stood up his leg would come back awake loudly, but Din was – fine. Better than he’d been in a while, if he was being honest. His low, ever-present headache had faded to a faint pressure at the base of his skull, soothed by Fett’s warm hand, and his sense of balance was more or less intact. The nap had even managed to balm some of the heavy weariness in Din’s limbs. 
“Fine,” Din repeated. 
Fett watched him for a moment, and then nodded. “How’s this?” he asked, and skimmed his other hand down the length of Din’s thigh from hip to knee. Din sucked in a breath, surprised – even the light touch through his kute woke all the nerves in his leg, a banked fire roaring back to full height. Din reached out and clutched the edge of the counter again involuntarily. The tension made his arm ache.  
“Needs bacta, then,” said Fett, decisive. “Back straight, Djarin. Don’t fall over.” The order was given gently but it was still an order. Din obeyed as involuntarily as he’d gripped the counter. Fett let go and eased himself out of the circle of Din’s arms. Without the support Din swayed a little before locking his back. The loss of contact made a small noise build up in the back of his throat, which Din passed off as a hiss of pain. 
“Come on, up you get,” Fett said, offering a hand. “I don’t keep too much bacta down here – not my usual spot for a scene, you know?” 
Din didn’t know, and he eyed Fett’s offered hand like it was a spit viper puffing up to strike. 
“I’m fine,” Din said for a third time. Fett only arched a scarred eyebrow. The expression on his face made Din want to prove Fett wrong, so he took a breath, steeled himself, and used his grip on the counter to haul himself up to his feet. 
Red lights flashed around the edges of his vision. Din gritted his teeth and swallowed the sound he wanted to make, half a whine and half a growl of pain. His legs held him up, though. Din met Fett’s eyes briefly. 
 See? He wanted to say.  Fine.  
“Stubborn,” Fett only said, though he sounded fond. Din didn't know what to do with that either. Fett barely knew him. He couldn't be fond of Din. “Can you walk?” 
Din was less sure of his legs if he didn’t have the counter to hold him up, but he was  fine, and he was going to prove it. He let go, the tension making pain sing up his right arm, and took a step away from the counter. 
 I feel like a bantha calf, he thought, wobbling a little, but he didn’t pitch forward and his knees held, even though the ache in his thigh burned into true pain for a moment and his breath caught in his throat. 
“Very good,” said Fett. “C’mon, I’ll get you settled.” 
Fett bent and collected Din’s helmet off the floor and offered it to Din, gathering his own off the counter and tucking it underneath an arm. “We’ll be going back through about half the palace,” he explained. “Usually me and Fennec are the only ones moving this time of night, but just in case. If you want to.” 
Din took the helmet and studied it for a second. Its smooth, silver face was as inscrutable as always. 
 I shouldn’t, Din thought, like he thought every time, and then he put the helmet back on anyway, though he left the seals disengaged. Fett scooped up Din’s thigh plate too, though that he kept. Din’s helmet whirred softly, the internal controls recalibrating as it adjusted to being back on Din’s head. His visor flickered.
“Still fine?” Fett asked, eyes glittering as he watched Din take a few tentative steps. Din’s leg protested every movement, but the pain was manageable. Shockingly so, given how extensive it was. 
 Fett knows what he’s doing, Din thought. He shivered a little, gut tightening. How much practice did someone have to have before they learned how to cause pain that effectively? Din had known plenty of beings who had loved to cause pain, of course, but that had been different – Fett wasn’t cruel. He wasn’t causing pain to prove his own strength, or at least Din didn’t think he was. 
 Maybe he is cruel, Din thought, trying to parse out the confusion of feelings in his head, his chest. Each step he took felt like the last step Din could possibly take, but he forced his body to keep going. They left the kitchens, Fett at Din’s elbow, and somehow, Din knew that Fett would catch Din if he stumbled. 
 Maybe he’s cruel and kind. Stranger things had happened in the galaxy. Din didn’t understand how Fett could be both so easily, but Din didn’t understand a lot of things that were true, like the existence of Jedi or different Ways of the Mandalore. He could handle this difference, if only just.
Fett guided Din through the palace to a lift that he opened with a press of his hand on a scanner. True to Fett’s guess, no one was moving in the palace. Din wasn’t sure exactly how late it was into the night – it had been fully dark when he and Fett had sparred together and Din had slept an hour, so they couldn’t be too far off from sunsrise – but the whole palace was still and quiet, the lights turned low. 
Din put his tangle of thoughts aside and focused on staying upright as the lift climbed upwards, upright as it stopped, upright as the doors opened and Din found himself once again in Fett’s wide, airy rooms. 
Din balked. 
Fett rolled his eyes. “C’mon, let me patch you up, Djarin,” he said. “The bacta patches you’re using on yourself are expired.” 
“I’m fine,” Din said. He didn’t want to step into Fett’s rooms, not with exhaustion still pulling at his limbs, with the memory of Fett’s hand around his throat stirring something hot and excited in Din’s belly. 
 Kark, what’s wrong with me? Din wondered. 
“Ten minutes,” Fett bargained, though there was a thread of steel moving underneath his tone. “Let me make sure you’re back in fighting shape, then you can go off wherever you’d like, though I still need to pay you for Zhalto.” 
Din’s stomach jolted at the mention of Zhalto – he’d forgotten that he’d brought the Zygerrian in. “Oh,” Din said. “Right.” 
Fett rolled his eyes. “Grab a seat over there,” he said, pointing to an overturned crate by the edge of the room, where the desert lay sprawled a breathless drop beyond it. Din’s heart eased a little. 
 At least I can go out the window, if I need to, Din thought wryly. 
He was being unnecessarily skittish. Wariness was good in the field but a warrior who couldn’t feel safe among the tribe was a warrior walking the way of the wurrek – no good for anything but mindless aggression, as soon to lash out at friends and allies as an enemy. 
Fett was no more Din’s tribe than Kryze was, but he was as close to an ally as Din had anymore. 

   He’s seen my face.  

Din followed Fett and sat where Fett indicated. Fett made a pleased sound that Din determinedly ignored. 
“Can I see?” Fett asked, after leaving Din for a moment to rummage around, emerging with a roll of sticky bacta gauze and a hypospray. Din eyed the needle. He’d always hated needles. 
Fett stopped a few paces away from Din. “Can I see?” he repeated. 
Din realized, abruptly, that Fett meant that he wanted to see the bruise, which meant that Din would need to take off his kute. Alarm went through him like a blaster bolt. More beings had seen Din’s body than his face – he’d been patched up by others before, and the rules surrounding one’s body weren’t as strict as the ones around showing one’s face – but it still wasn’t  encouraged by the Creed, and Din wasn’t sure he wanted to be that vulnerable around Fett. 
 You fell asleep on his chest, Din reminded himself. He’d let Fett hurt him, and had let Fett see him without his helmet on. Din couldn’t really be more vulnerable around Fett – he’d done it already. 
Din peeled off his gloves first, then his gauntlets, released the seals on his pieces of armor one by one. Pauldrons, cuirass, the guards on his legs and the jetpack over his back, going until Din had a tidy heap of beskar at his feet. His hands came up to his helmet and hesitated again, almost like they had a will of their own, but Din had been through this already tonight and didn’t have any more patience for it. He shed his helmet too, ignoring the weight of Fett’s eyes on him while he did it, and tried not to think about the fact that now he had to use two hands to count how many times he’d shown a living thing his face. 
Once he’d taken the armor off, Din undid the clasps of his kute and slid out of them with practiced, warlike efficiency. Fett’s rooms were cool with desert night air and a chill broke out down Din’s bare arms and legs, but he ignored it. 
Fett whistled softly, and Din looked down. His underclothes were rumpled and tacky – he really did need a sonic – and the bruise Fett had worked so diligently into Din’s thigh stretched red and angry from underneath the edge of his underclothes to the top of his knee. 
“That’s a nasty scar,” Fett remarked. His voice was hoarse. 
A puckered scar, flushed red and furious, marred the outside of Din’s right leg. It had healed badly and the ridge of it was ugly and fearsome. 
“It’s not that bad,” Din said, because despite the scar’s appearance it had never really hurt. He studied the bruise. Without any bacta to soothe it, it was still pink and red, hot to the touch. Within a day Din knew it would deepen to a purple so dark it would be nearly black, edged with blue that would fade to green and yellow. Fett had done his work well. Instead of a great swollen lump left by the impact of Fett’s  gaderffii the bruise was even all over, layered into Din’s muscle instead of heaped together in a mess of broken capillaries. 
He didn’t want any bacta. 
Din licked his dry lips and looked up at Fett again. “I’m fine,” he said. 
Fett looked back. His eyes were wide and glittering and if Din didn’t know any better, he’d think that Fett looked hungry. 
“Show me your wrist,” Fett said. 
Din did, lifting his right arm for inspection. His arm too had its scars; the precise cuts from the surgery to screw plates in, a smattering of burns, a gash near his elbow that had healed silver and smooth. His knuckles had been split a thousand times and Din had almost no feeling in the littlest finger on that hand because he’d nearly lost it trying to repair an engine failure aboard the  Crest  through rough skies. 
The old bacta patch was still stuck to the back of his wrist. A bruise peeked out beneath hit, darker and richer than it had been before. Bacta sped up healing, put a bruise through days of repair in a matter of hours, so instead of being as red and raw as the one covering his thigh, Din’s wrist was blue and green. 
Fett drew a little closer to inspect the bruises for himself, and then nodded and, to Din’s enormous relief, tucked the hypo away. “You should be fine with just patches,” Fett allowed, peeling a few out of the thick wad of bacta gel in his hands. “You’ve earned the right to keep them for a bit, anyway, if that’s what you’re into.” 
“I’m not – ” Din started, annoyed, but then he stopped himself. He  did want to keep the bruises. Bruises and scars were marks of battles won, injuries survived. 
“It’s alright,” Fett said easily. “Not everyone wants their marks gone so soon after they’ve earned them.” 
Din was quiet at that, turning that over. He wondered if Fett meant that Theran liked to be healed as soon as Fett was done – helping. How many other beings Fett had done this for.
“Can I?” Fett asked, holding out a bacta patch. 
Din nodded. 
He had had brothers and sisters care for his injuries before. It was a sort of ritual among the covert. Those who stayed behind to train or care for the kids tended to the  beroya who were injured hunting or fighting; Din had been patched up more times than he could count, Paz’s gloves brushing his elbows, Annika’s gruff words washing over him while she'd soldered a wound, and he’d done his fair share of patching up others too.
Letting Fett study Din’s injuries wasn’t too different from that. Fett was proper about it, at least. He kept his gloves on, brushing a very careful hand over the swollen bruise on Din’s leg, mindful of Din’s warning hiss when Fett pushed a little too hard. 
“Hold still,” Fett murmured. Din obeyed again – it was easy to listen to Fett, Din was finding – and let Fett lay three long, cool strips of bacta down the length of Din’s thigh, following the groups of battered muscles. One strip for his outer leg, following that old, wicked scar. One for the inside, following the ache that had spread to pool around Din’s knee. The last laid diagonal across Din’s leg, from the outside of his hip to the inside of his knee. 
The relief was immediate. Fett’s bacta certainly hadn’t been swiped from a mark’s nest while on a hunt. He had the good stuff. Din sighed, the bacta cool and numbing. He had a while before it sank all the way down to the deepest part of the hurt, but Din didn’t mind. 
“Your wrist?” Fett asked. 
Din gave Fett his hand. Fett’s gloves were skin-warm. Din tried not to startle at the contrast in sensations, the coolness spreading across his leg, the heat encircling his wrist. Fett’s hands were a warrior’s hands, big and broad. Fett probed around Din’s wrist for a moment, ignoring Din as he winced and shifted whenever Fett’s fingers found a sore tendon or swollen joint. 
“What happened?” Fett finally asked. “I didn’t do this.” 
“Zhalto did,” Din said. “Lucky shot with the back end of a blaster. He caught me between my gauntlet and my handguard.” 
Fett made a little  hmm sound, face tightening with displeasure. “You hit him back?” 
Din touched the tiny scar between his eyes with his other hand, offering Fett a crooked smile. “Got him with a  mirshmure’cya,” he said, reaching for one of the few words he remembered from the Fighting Corps. Slamming heads was a tried and true technique among Din’s covert and had been encouraged among the foundlings. 
Fett chuckled, a raspy sound. “Jate,” he said. “Nothing’s broken, I don’t think.
“Nothing the darktrooper didn’t break, anyway,” said Din, flexing his fingers against Fett’s loose grip. 
“You get the all-clear from that med droid, by the way?” Fett asked. He sounded casual, but Din scowled anyway. 
“Yes,” he said, resisting the urge to pull his arm out of Fett’s and tuck it to his chest. It didn’t even hurt that much, not really. “The pins held up, anyway. Zhalto just got lucky.” 
Fett  hmmed again. “And your head? Still got headaches, I see.” 
The old bacta patch was still stuck to the back of Din’s neck, tangled in his hair. Din shrugged with one shoulder. 
“If you say it’s fine, Djar’ika, we’re going to have to talk,” Fett warned, though a smile was tugging the corner of his scarred mouth. 
Din flushed at the endearment again.  Probably why he used it,  he thought, grouchy. He hadn’t been called anything like that in – well, since he’d been a child just learning how to fight. The older kids had called him  Din’ika  until he’d grown strong and smart enough to wipe them across the training ring. A few older warriors had called him  gal’ika, little hawk, and he’d tolerated that well enough until he’d come into his majority because their respect and affection had been hard-won. Those warriors had just about all died off, though, and now Din was one of the elders in his covert. Elders didn’t get affectionate nicknames, and if he'd gotten mocking ones the others were wise enough to keep the name out of Din’s ears. 
“I was cleared,” Din said. 
“But you get headaches?” 
Reluctantly, Din nodded. 
“How bad?” 
“They're manageable.” 
“Talkative, aren’t you?” Fett said. He took another long strip of bacta and wrapped it around Din’s wrist, tossing the old patch away and wrapping the long tails of the bacta strip up around Din’s thumb to anchor it. “Any other problems? Nausea, vertigo?” 
Din pressed his lips together and looked away, out across the desert. Thin grey strips of dawn were pushing up through a blue-black sky, the first of the two suns slowly beginning its climb over the horizon. 
“I’ve been knocked around in the head a time or two myself, you know,” Fett pointed out. 
Din thought about the massive dent in Fett’s helmet. He didn’t know what had to hit beskar that hard to leave such a mark, but he was sure that whatever it was had also left its mark on Fett. 
“So have I,” said Din shortly. He thought about Nevarro and the siege on Carga’s cantina. The blood in his eyes, IG-11 looming over him. “This wasn’t… that bad, comparatively.” 
“You spent three days in bacta.” 
Din scowled again. 
Satisfied that he’d wrapped up Din’s wrist well enough, Fett took his hands away and held them up in surrender. “Just saying,” he said. “We don’t exactly have Imperial-grade bacta tanks out here. So if you’re more hurt than you’re telling me and you keel over in the sonic, your only option’s to let Ushib take a bone saw to the back of your head.” 
Din winced. If they couldn’t get their hands on any bacta, the Tuskens handled head injuries by cutting out circular pieces of the skull to relieve the pressure. 
“I was cleared,” he repeated. “The med droid – it was giving me bacta boosters for a while, but I don’t need them. It’s fine. It’s just… something to live with until it heals.” 
“Mmm. Well, if you feel like your brain’s about to start coming out your ears, tell one of us before it actually happens,” Fett said. He bent and scooped up Din’s discarded kute, offering it back. “The rest of you’s fine. You can take the bacta off after a few hours. It’ll hold up in a sonic. Where’re you resting your boots?” 
Din took his kute back gratefully and kitted back up slowly, settling back into his flightsuit and then his armor piece by piece. “Downstairs, off the throne room,” he said. 
Fett snorted. “Those rooms're a mess, still,” he said. “Here, take the lift two floors down. There’s room there, and the ‘fresher works. Caf machine should work too, and the bed’s been cleaned.” 
“I’m – ” Din started, but stopped himself before he could say  fine and make Fett roll his eyes again.
“It’s one below Fennec,” Fett supplied. “And we’re still the only ones who’ve got access to the lift – c’mere, I’ll code you in too so you can move around when you like – so you won’t be bothered.” 
Din had to admit to himself that he  did like the sound of that. A working sonic was all he really wanted right now, but the guarantee of privacy, at least from other beings, was good too. 
“Fine,” he said. 
Fett smiled. “Good. I hold court for a few hours every morning and every evening, but you can come back up here after sunsheight and I’ll get you paid up for Zhalto. There’s no kitchen service in this tower, but I can have Ushib send you up something to eat.” 
“I’ll be alright,” said Din, a little overwhelmed by Fett’s easy care. He pulled his helmet back on to hide his expression, which Din worried might be too wide-eyed and unsure. “Thank you.” 
“I take care of my people,” said Fett. Din couldn’t help but perk up a little at that – my people. Din had broken his Creed. He didn't have a people any more. But Fett had offered Din the title easily. Thoughtlessly. 
Fett had Din strip off a glove – Din used his left hand, his right now thoroughly numb – and press it to the scanner in front of the lift. There was a hum and a flash of light while Fett punched a few buttons on the side of the panel, and then the lift made a soft chime and the doors slid open. 
“There you are.” Fett clapped Din across the back. “Go rest, Djarin. We can talk later, if you have – well. If you want to.” 
Din just nodded. Uneasiness flickered around the edges of his thoughts. Fett wanted to talk about the kitchens. About pain. 
 It was good, Din told himself, stepping into the lift and letting it whisk him away before Fett could scent out Din’s discomfort like a massif. It had been – well. Din had never had his thoughts completely stilled like that before. He’d never had pain so focused, so deliberate, that it had drowned out everything else. 
Din could still feel the lingering edges of that calm, blunted place inside of him, if he looked for it. 
 It felt like… It felt like running through a par. Like moving through a full form under the eyes of one of his instructors, Din's whole galaxy pared down to encompass only his body and the weight of a weapon in his hands, every motion easy and instinctive. 

   Do I want Fett to do it again?  

Din resolved to think about it after he’d had a sonic and maybe another nap. The accidental sleep he’d had in the kitchens had refreshed him a little bit, but an hour sleeping on another man’s chest was not a full cycle’s sleep in a safe place, and Fett’s tower was probably the safest place in the palace. 
The lift doors chimed again and the lift came to a smooth stop, the doors opening onto another large, round room. This one wasn’t open to the air like Fett’s, though Din didn’t mind. A long, low window wrapped around nearly the entire room, which was circular like Fett’s and set up much the same; a low bed sunk into the central pillar, the space divided into sleeping and work quarters by durasteel beams, the only true walls the ones surrounding what Din assumed was the private ‘fresher, a few steps from the end of the bed. 
Din stumbled towards the ‘fresher gratefully, shedding armor now that he knew he was alone. His kute and the rest of his clothes soon followed. The darksaber clattered when it hit the ground. The spear rattled. The sonic was old-fashioned but perfectly functional. The frequency made Din so dizzy he had to step out to be sick twice, even with a hand over his ear to block out the worst of the noise, but Din didn’t even really mind. He was relieved to finally be  clean, the grime and dust of space travel and the desert shaken off his body. 
Once he’d cleaned himself off, he limped out collected his kute and clothes and held them in the sonic for a while, watching the sand and dirt vibrate off into nothingness. Standing outside of the sonic didn’t make Din sick so he left the sonic on, kute inside, and used the meager trickle of water coming out of the sink to rinse out his mouth and splash his face off, working dampness through his hair. 
He ran a hand over his jaw absently. His throat was red where Fett had grabbed it. He hadn’t squeezed very hard so Din didn’t know if it would bruise, but the skin was tender to the touch. 
He touched the edges of his scruffy beard. Patches of it were missing. Din didn’t know why – he’d never grown a full beard, not like he’d seen some humanoids wear. One corner or other of his jaw always stayed bare. He tugged a few strands of hair. He was scruffier than he liked to be. On the  Crest he’d kept himself fairly neat, as demanded by Creed – a warrior took care of their body, because their body was a tool and tools, like beskar, were kept in good condition. 
It had been hard to find the time to take care of everything, after Tython. Din had been so busy rallying allies, hunting Gideon, that he hadn’t stopped to trim his beard or his hair, which now was long enough to brush his ears and curl at the base of his neck.
After the mess with Gideon, Din’d had the time but not the interest. What was the point in adhering to a Creed that Din had broken? Keeping his hair and beard trimmed in the warrior’s fashion was just as much a mockery as pulling the helmet back on every time Din took it off.
But Din was too tired to deal with that circular, thorny path of logic, and he looked a mess. Washed out, exhausted, unkempt, hair everywhere, shadows under his eyes. He reached for the blunted, calm place inside of himself and dug around in the cabinet under the sink. He didn’t find a razor or a vibroblade, but he found what looked like a Wookiee’s clippers. The energy pack in them was still good, so Din moved slowly and trimmed down the roughest patches of his beard. He left his hair as it was, still damp and curling everywhere. He could cut it later.
By the time Din left the ‘fresher, the suns were clearing the horizon. He didn’t care. He took the three steps necessary to get to the bed and collapsed into it, groaning at its softness. 
His arm hurt. His leg hurt. But his head, still fuzzy and warm, didn’t, so Din took the rare opportunity presented to him and closed his eyes, slipping easily, for once, into sleep. 
 
Din woke up some time later to bright sunlight and a dry mouth. His wrist didn’t hurt anymore but his leg did, and when he stirred against the bed all the nerves sparked awake.
“Dank  ferrik,” Din growled, screwing his eyes shut. He breathed through it, forcing air through his teeth, and let the pain subside into something more manageable. 
When he risked moving again, pain flared up his spine but Din pushed through it, rolling over onto his left side, then propping himself upright, shifting all of his weight to his other leg. 
The bacta patches had done a good job. In the handful of hours Din had slept – five or six, if the position of the suns was anything to go by – the bruise around Din’s wrist had aged a week. It was green and yellow now, the swelling all but gone, and when he flexed each of his fingers he found that they could move more or less without pain, though a deeper ache in his forearm persisted. 
 The pins, he thought. Bacta patches were good at surface-level healing, at bruises, inflammation. Shattered bones, less so. 
His leg looked better, too, though the bruise itself was still deep, night-sky blue. Only the very edges of it had started to fade to green. 
 You’ve earned the right to keep them, Fett had said. Din carefully prodded the edges of the bruise, shivering a little as pain throbbed through him. Fett had meant that, then. He’d given Din enough bacta to still be able to move his leg, but no so much that the bruise faded to nothing but an irritation. 
Din curled his fingers underneath the edge of one of the bacta strips and hesitated, before he shook his head to clear it and pulled the strip off, starting with the outside of his thigh and moving in. He left the bacta on his wrist where it was.
Task done, Din carefully stood, testing his weight. Pain barked up his spine, but he didn’t wobble. If anything his body came alive, heart rate picking up, breath quickening. Other, smaller hurts were crowded out by the building burn Fett had pressed into Din’s skin. 
Din pressed his fingers to the edge of the bruise again. A sound built in his throat, and he realized suddenly, sharply, that he was still naked. 
Arousal slammed into him like the kickback from a pulse rifle. His blood thundered. His skin grew warm underneath his touch. 
Din forced a breath out, surprised. He’d never – he had poked and prodded hundreds of his own bruises over the years. Thousands. He’d had worse than this bruise Fett had given him, much worse. He’d been shot and stabbed and burned, electrocuted, poisoned, slashed, cut. Nothing had ever effected him like this. 

   Nothing else was ever this intentional.  

Oh, Din’d been hurt plenty of times by beings intending to hurt him. His teachers had used pain as a guide. His enemies as a deterrent. But Din had never had anyone use pain to  help him. To settle his thoughts, to ground him. Only Fett had done that. 
Din couldn’t help himself. So many thoughts and feelings were skittering around underneath his skin, a noise rising and clanging like beskar struck behind his teeth. His heart leapt up into his throat. 
He grabbed at the bruise blindly, fingers digging in. White fire blinded him; Din thought that he shouted. 
He didn’t know what to do with the fact that his cock was hard. 
Din had never spent much time bumping beskar no matter what Xi’An had liked to imply. Most of the young warriors in the covert had fumbled around with each other now and again, Din included, but it had never been something Din had actively sought out and by the time he’d been out on his own most of the time, his will had been strong enough that he could ignore most stirrings of arousal. 
But this – this was something else. This was something different. 
He let go of his bruised thigh, gasping for breath. The ache of it burned through him, fierce as a dragon. If Din concentrated, he could still feel the echoes of Fett’s gloves on him. Fett’s fingers curling underneath Din’s jaw. 
Din closed his eyes, teeth gritted, and counted down from the highest number he knew in Rodian. When that did nothing to settle the energy underneath his skin or to soften the swell of his cock, Din did the same thing in Huttese. He curled his hands at his sides. 
That didn’t work either. Arousal and pain burned low together in his belly, a simmer that rose and rose every time he tried to turn his thoughts aside. 
Din swore, softly.  
 Is this how Theran feels? he wondered, then immediately cursed himself for wondering. As soon as he thought about Theran he thought about Fett, about the whip, the marks, the  noises – Din couldn’t help but think of Fett offering Din pain in the kitchens, couldn’t help wonder what it would feel like to have Fett lick stripes over Din’s back, his ribs, the meat of his shoulders. Din bit the inside of his cheek, but not even that helped. 
Jate, Fett would say. Din could hear the warmth in his memory. Ori'jate.
“Dank ferrik,” Din growled. 
He spat in his palm, feeling like an anooba panting after anything that moved, and took himself in his hand. 
He had to climb back in the sonic, after. The vibrations made him nauseous again, but this time Din didn’t mind. 
 That’s what I get for losing discipline like an untried apprentice, Din thought, frustrated with himself. Grabbing his leg hadn’t helped anything either – Din had held on tight enough to spark new, fresh pain, and he limped a little as he left the ‘fresher and began the familiar ritual of pulling his armor back on. 
Din knew that a sonic cleaned a being off just as well as a water shower, but he still washed his hands a few more times before he touched the smooth, shiny plates of beskar to fit them into the circuitry of his kute. 
By the time he was fully armored, spear on his back, darksaber at his hip and on his way out of the room, pulling off his glove again to get the lift to work, Din had mastered the limp and gotten the skittish, buzzing sensation in his chest and his hands under control. 
When the second lift opened on the palace’s main floor and Din set off in the direction of the throne room, he did so smoothly, without a hitch in his step or any slowness to betray his lingering pain.
 At least I can muster up that much control, he thought wryly. 
There were more beings moving about in the halls today. A dull silver protocol droid, the Wookiee hunter Kasyyk, a trio of jawas. 
The throne room was busier too, though it was still subdued from Jabba’s day. There was no cantina band this time, just knots of Tatooinians clustered together around the bar and the tables and the alcoves, talking among themselves while Fett sat sprawled across his throne. 
Din nodded at Fett as he entered, making for the bar. Noora the Twi’Lek was tending again, and she smiled when she saw Din. “What can I get’cha?” she asked. “Alderaanian wine, maybe? We’ve got a couple of good vintages left. Spotchka?” 
“Water, please,” Din said. He grimaced under his helmet. “With a straw, if you’ve got one.” 
Noora’s eyes roamed over Din’s helmet. “For you, sweetheart, we’ve got whatever you need,” she said. 
Din rolled his eyes. 
The water was sweet and cold, though, once Noora’d poured him a glass and slid a little reed straw into it. Din disengaged his helmet’s seal and took a drink. Some of the others at the bar watched him out of the corners of their eyes, but no one tried anything. 
“Anything to eat?” Noora asked. 
Din was still faintly nauseous from the sonic, his stomach weak. He shook his head.
Noora shrugged. “Yell if you change your mind,” she said, and turned her attention to a human who was loudly demanding another cup of spotchka. 
Din turned his attention to the proceedings in the center of the throne room. 
Fett was different, holding court. Din watched him for a while, trying to piece it together. 
It wasn’t that Fett was cruel or pompous or any of the things Jabba the Hutt had been. Jabba’s court had been a jumble of noise and backbiting and casual hate. Jabba had wanted to be entertained. If he hadn't been able to wring enough amusement out of his terrified guests, he’d gotten it by dropping one of his guards down to the rancor or beating one of the dancing girls or forcing two of his hunters to fight each other in front of him while the rest of the room made bets. 
Fett didn’t do any of that. He was all business, attentive and alert. Serious. He weighed every request put before him with inscrutable calm. 
 But he’s distant, Din thought, watching Fett sort out a dispute between two spice runners who claimed that the other had stolen their particular patch. 
Fett sat in Jabba’s throne like a mountain sat in the middle of the desert. Distant and strange, remote and untouchable. Everyone in the room felt it and either made too much or too little noise. 
The only person who didn’t seem at all bothered what Fennec, who perched on the arm of Fett’s throne and watched everyone with cool eyes, pulse rifle across her lap. 
 They’re still expecting an attack, Din realized. Fett’s footing wasn’t as strong as Fett wanted his court to think. Fett and Fennec were prepared for someone – the Hutts, a rival, an assassin – to burst in and start shooting. Fett was distant because half his attention, hidden behind his helmet, was on the staircase. 
Without pausing to think about it, Din rolled up from the bar, leaving his glass behind, and padded over to the staircase, where he took up a post leaning against the wall, facing the throne. Anyone who burst down the steps and made for Fett would have to pass Din, and Din had a spear and good reflexes. 
Fett’s helmet tilted in Din’s direction, questioning. Din didn’t move, just propped his sore leg up on his good one and settled deeper into the wall. 
Fennec, her eyes on a knot of Rodians by the bar, half-smiled. 
The rest of the court session – Din wasn’t really sure what to call it. A hearing? An audience? – passed quickly. Fett sorted the spice traders out handily enough. He accepted the loyalty of two humans who pledged themselves as scouts, put Kasyyk the Wookiee on a hunt after a tearful Twi’Lek from Mos Eisley came forward and said her daughter, her only remaining child, had been captured by slavers, and collected taxes from three cantina owners in the city. Two of them even paid up without a fuss. The third, a Zeltron with an attitude problem, tried to bluster his way out of it until Fennec pulled a small blaster from her boot and shot him in the knee. 
He paid after that and was pulled from the room by two other Zeltrons, cursing.  
Fett climbed to his feet as the Zeltron’s curses still echoed up the stairs. He gestured to Fennec, who slid into Fett’s throne with all the grace of a very large predator, and Fett made his way over to Din, who stayed where he was. 
“I have bodyguards, you know,” said Fett, his tone muffled by his helmet. 
Din shrugged. “None of them have a spear.” 
That made Fett laugh. Din smiled to himself, pleased, and pointedly ignored the flicker of interest stirring in his belly. 
“How’re you feeling?” Fett asked. “Good?”
“Good,” said Din, skirting the word  fine. Fett didn’t seem to like it much. 
“You like the room?”
“I liked the sonic,” Din admitted, which made Fett chuckle again, like Din had told a clever joke instead of an admittedly sly truth. “Bed wasn’t bad, either. Better than anything on the light cruiser.” 
“Yeah, the Imps’ve always had some strange grudge against being comfortable,” Fett said. “Saw you over with Noora. You get enough to eat? To drink?” 
“I’m fighting fit,” said Din. 
Fett made another one of his little  hmm  noises, this one low enough to be barely more than a crackle in his vocoder. “Want to head back upstairs, then?” 
Din’s stomach plunged. 
“Still got to see you paid,” Fett said. Din flushed, embarrassed – of course Fett wanted to talk business. He’d said as much last night. Or this morning, whichever it had been. He’d wanted to pay Din after holding court for the morning. Judging by the light slanting in through the windows, they were well on their way to afternoon now. 
“Lead the way,” said Din gruffly, letting his vocorder bleed the embarrassment out of his voice. 
Fett nodded and waited for Din to peel himself off the wall. They left the throne room together. 
“You’re walking well,” Fett remarked, as they moved towards the first lift together. “How’s the bruise?” 
Din checked the hall, alarmed, but saw that they were alone. “It’s alright,” he said, still avoiding  fine. “The bacta healed it up enough to walk on.” 
“You still have any bacta on?” 
“Just this.” Din lifted his right arm half-heartedly. Fett cut him a glance Din could feel even through his helmet. “I didn’t need the patches on my leg anymore,” he defended himself. “I – it did its job.” 
“You sleep at all?”
“I did,” Din admitted, thrown. He didn’t see why Fett would care. 
“More than an hour?” 
Din flushed again, remembering the feel of Fett’s beskar, cool against his face. “More than an hour,” he said. 
“Good,” said Fett, sounding satisfied. Din couldn’t fathom why he’d be satisfied, either, but he was starting to realize that Fett was a mystery Din might never unravel. That was alright. Mandalorians were odd as a general rule and without a tribe of his own, Fett had likely only gotten odder. 

   I wonder what happened to his people? 

Under the throne room, standing in front of all that beskar, Fett had said that he’d “had enough of brothers.” Had there been too many in his clan, too little glory to go around? Had they fought amongst themselves and ripped their tribe apart? 
Some coverts had gone that way over the years. Din’s  alor had been good at rooting out tension before it could fester and split like a wound gone rotten, but other coverts in the network hadn’t had such luck or skilled leadership. Warriors had competed with each other. Beroya had gotten proud and sloppy. Able fighters had deserted, leaving the old and young to the mercy of the wider galaxy. 
“You given any more thought to what we talked about last night?” Fett asked. 
Din blinked and pulled himself out of his own head with some effort. “What?” 
“What we talked about,” said Fett patiently. He opened the first lift and ushered Din inside, and they began to climb Jabba’s old tower. “About pain. Did you like it? Did it help?”
“Did I like it,” Din repeated, flatly. Yes, he’d liked it.  Stars help me, I liked it. He’d come in his hand just an hour ago thinking about it. He could still feel Fett’s fingers on either side of his throat. 
Fett just looked at him, expressionless and patient. 
Din blew out a crackly breath. “Can we… talk after?” he asked, trying to buy himself time to order his thoughts. If he started talking now, Din was afraid that words will fall off his tongue before he could catch them. He was afraid of showing Fett too much. Of saying the wrong thing.  “I don’t – it’s personal. And this,” he gestured at the lift, still climbing up, “is work.” 
“Ah,” said Fett, nodding. “Yeah, I get it. Yeah, we can talk after. Really, though, you slept well?”
“Better than I usually do,” Din admitted. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought that Fett stood a little straighter at that, pleased and proud. Din flexed his fingers just to feel something aside from nerves and apprehension. 
 I’m no good at this.  
He shouldn’t have stayed in that kitchen. He should’ve tackled Fett and bolted, made his apologies in the throne room later. Staying had shown Fett too much. 
But Fett was apparently content to let the matter lie, because he didn’t mention it again as the lift stopped and they crossed the hall to Fett’s turret together, climbing into the second lift and taking it up to Fett’s open rooms. 
“While we were beating the kriff out of each other, Fennec was playing with Zhalto,” Fett said as the lift doors opened. “He sang like a karking shriek-hawk. You did good bringing him in.” 
It was Din’s turn to stand straighter, pleased. “He didn’t give me that much trouble,” he demurred, though the praise settled behind his chest and glowed. 
“He is terrified of you,” said Fett, amused. He guided Din over to the workbench, still talking. “Seems to think you’re a Tusken under all that beskar.” 
“I… told him that I was,” Din said. “A Tusken, I mean. We saw a raider up on a ridge coming out of the canyons.” 
“The raider didn’t shoot at you?” 
Din shook his head. “No. He knew who I was. He let us go without any trouble.” 
“Then you’re Tusken enough for these parts,” said Fett. “All the tribes are on edge. Anything short of an armed caravan usually gets torn to pieces in the Great Dune Sea. Here, Djarin. Your fee, well earned.” Fett pulled a crate out from underneath the worktable and tipped it over, spilling its contents out in a song of clinking metal. 
Din pulled up short. Beskar ingots clinked and rattled. Their dark grey faces caught in the suns. Din stared at Fett. “This is too much,” he said. “This is – this is two, three camtonos. Zhalto wasn’t worth this.” 
He wanted to reach out at touch the beskar, but he stopped himself. 
Din had never been offered this much for a single bounty before. Not even the kid – he’d been worth a full camtono alive, and that camtono had been the single largest payout Din had ever taken. And compared to getting the kid, snagging Zhalto had been a piece of  uj’alayi. Finding Grogu had been the work of days. Din had found Zhalto over the course of a night. 
“Maybe he was worth this much to me,” said Fett lightly. 
Din scowled at him even though Fett couldn’t see it. This wasn’t something to joke about – this was Din’s  job.  
“You dishonor me,” Din said. Fett froze. Din folded his arms across his chest, beskar clinking. It was true. Accepting this much beskar for a simple bounty made Din look greedy. Like Din didn’t care about the quality of his own work or the honor in providing for his clan. Like the only thing that mattered to him was clink or credits. 
Fett was silent for a long moment. “You’re very traditional,” he observed. Din’s shoulders tensed. Kryze and her  tal’vode  had told him the same thing, that Din’s Way was old-fashioned, odd, unusual. Din hadn’t ever really thought about it. It was the Way. Traditional or not, it  was, and Din still found himself following it even though by the Creed itself he was supposed to leave it behind. 
 “Ni ceta,” said Fett, formally. He inclined his head and scrubbed a hand over his scars, apologetic. “It was not my intention to offend you. Beskar is not worth as much to me as it is to you, and I miscalculated.” 
Din blinked. He knew the proper response, though as a foundling he’d always been the one apologizing. “Nu entye,  ” he said. He too shifted, uncomfortable. “There are… I didn’t meet Mandalorians of other Ways until recently,” he explained. He remembered his words to Bo-Katan only a few months ago.  There is only one Way of the Mandalore.  “And I’m learning that mine is… different from other Ways. Beskar means much to my tribe.” 
 My cult.  That’s what Kryze had called Din’s Creed. The word burned in his throat like acid. Din hadn’t given it much thought. He’d been busy at the time, focused on his Quest, and while Koska Reeves had taken it upon herself to follow Din around the light cruiser and lightly point out aspects of  her Way, Din had done his best to avoid her. It had become a little game between them, almost, like the games of hide-and-explode Din had played in the covert as a child, except Reeves bombarded him with uncomfortable truths instead of paint grenades. 
“Still,” said Fett, “the error’s mine.” He studied the heap of beskar ingots for a moment, then picked up a stack of six. 
Din still balked. Six ingots was enough for a cuirass. “I used a lot of your fuel,” Din pointed out. 
Fett huffed. “But you were faster than expected, and you brought Zhalto back alive,” he said. “And you took an injury. Consider the extra ingot hazard pay.” 
Din bit back a snort of disbelief.  Hazard pay was something that Core Worlders got when they ventured into the Outer Rim, not something that a bounty hunter could collect. 
“I don’t have any other hunters of your skill on my payroll at the moment,” Fett said, seeing that Din was still reluctant to accept such a big payout. “Nobody else who could’ve hunted Zhalto down for me, any way, and I can’t leave yet to go hunting myself. My position here is too new. So consider it a premium rate, if you have to, but take the karking beskar.” 
Din examined Fett’s statement. There had been the Wookiee hunter down in the throne room the first day Din had walked into the palace, but Din didn’t know his skill level. If Fett himself couldn’t leave and go hunting, that would make Din the most skilled hunter available. The most skilled were the highest paid. That was true everywhere. 
“Fine,” Din said. “Six ingots.” 
Fett handed over the stack, still looking like he couldn’t believe he’d had this argument. Din, however, was pleased. Six ingots was generous – almost too generous – but still reasonable enough that Din couldn’t be accused of greed. 
The ingots were heavy in his hands. Din resisted the urge to cradle them to his chest. He was a grown warrior, not an excited foundling. 
“You have more work for me?” Din asked. 
“You sticking around?”
Din nodded.
“What about Her Majesty and her crusade?” Fett rumbled. Din winced. “She still determined to reclaim Mandalore or some other wild nerf chase?” 
“We went to Mandalore,” Din said quietly. He had to close his eyes briefly against the memory. It was still so fresh in his head that he could smell it. The beskar ingots grew exponentially heavier in his hands. “It was – it wasn’t good. You were right. The Empire glassed the entire planet. Concordia, too, and Concord Dawn. Even the cities. There’s nothing left.”
Mandalore had been a ball of white dust. Not even sand – sand could nurture life, if given a cool enough night and a periodic rainstorm – but just dust and ash and bone. The cities had been cracked open like mudhorn eggs, the towns turned into craters. 
Fett was quiet too. 
Din pressed a hand against his helmet, pushing it back into his brow. He’d seen death and destruction before. His covert had made its home in all sorts of devastated places. Christophsis, Kashyyyk, Ryloth, Fest. Mandalore hadn’t even been that bad, really. On Kashyyyk they’d been able to smell the rotting Wookiees in the treetop villages all around them, the dying wroshyr trees, the heavy, clinging stink of sap burning in the Imperial refineries down in the valleys. 
“Kryze told me that there was a weapon,” Din said. He looked at Fett. “Designed to – to kill us. Mandalorians specifically, I mean. It targeted beskar and cooked a warrior alive inside their armor.” 
Fett nodded slowly. “I heard about that,” he said. “It wasn’t active for long, but it wiped out a good dozen of the big clans. Wren, Ordo, Awaud, Bralor, Jendri, Deshra. I know some Wrens made it out, a Bralor or two, maybe an Ordo, but the fighting forces were decimated. Clan Awaud alone lost over eight hundred warriors.”
Din flinched. Eight hundred. An unimaginable number. He didn't know if there were eight hundred Mandalorians across the entire network of coverts, including the children. The elders. 
“Last I heard, that weapon was destroyed,” Fett continued.  “Some Rebel squad took it out, won a lot of the mando'ade survivors over to the Rebellion’s cause. The technology was lost, but before it went it did its job.”
Din thought of the skeletons on Mandalore and Concordia, so badly burnt that they had been welded to the rock. The ash that covered the entire planet. The empty beskar mines. Din had never been to Mandalore, not even as a child – with the Clone Wars raging it had been too dangerous for his rescuers to bring him there, though they had dutifully recorded his name with the rest of the foundlings.  
“There’s nothing left on Mandalore,” Din repeated. “Kryze didn’t – she didn’t take it well. That’s why I left when you commed. She hasn’t decided what she wants to do yet. Where she wants to go.” 
Fett cocked his head. “So you’re still with her in her quest?” he asked. 
Din nodded. “I swore it,” he said. Kryze had held up her end of the bargain. She had helped take the cruiser from Moff Gideon and had protected the kid. Din was with her in her own Quest, even if hers seemed more impossible than even his had been. 
Fett shook his head. “Good luck,” he said. “You do wanna stick around, then? There’s work that needs doing.” 
Din looked pointedly at the pile of beskar. Fett grimaced. “Fair,” he conceded. “I might need more than bounty work, though.” 
“I’m no assassin,” Din said, “but I can help in other ways.” 
“Fennec’d kill me if I gave you all of her jobs anyway.” Fett cocked his head, eyes bright. “There room for you in two courts,  mand’alor? Kyrze’s and mine?” 
Din ignored the way that made him warm, the feeling of being wanted curling happily in his chest. “For now,” he allowed. Kryze was directionless without Mandalore but Din had the vague suspicion that Kryze was the sort of loth-cat that always landed on its feet. She’d come up with something sooner or later, and when she did Din would be duty-bound to follow her. 
But his comms had been silent the entire time he’d been on Tatooine. Her needs, such as they were, apparently weren’t pressing.
“Good,” said Fett. “I need an emissary.” 
Din cocked his head. “A what?”
“A representative, of sorts,” Fett explained. “Someone from my outfit who can go to others, broker deals, set up trade, that kind of work. In between hunting, since that’s a bit thin on the ground at the moment.” 
Din frowned again. He thought of Kuill and the jawas. “I’m not much of a negotiator.”
“Not compared to a galactic senator or Obi-Wan karking Kenobi, no,” said Fett, as if Din had ever met any galactic senators or whoever Obi-Wan Kenobi was. “But you’re not bad, for a Mandalorian.” 
“What does  that mean?” 
Fett laughed. “It means you only try and solve your arguments with fire about half the time,” he said. “The other half, you’re willing to talk. And you’ve got friends around.” 
“Most of my friends are on Nevarro, in hiding or plotting to retake a glassed planet,” Din pointed out. 
“And the rest are out raiding settler farms or running free-towns out in the Great Sand Dunes.” 
“You need me to negotiate with the Tuskens and Cobb Vanth?” 
“To start,” said Fett. He waved a hand, encompassing the palace and the desert and the planet beyond it. “Jabba kept his grip on Tatooine through fear and the backing of the Hutt Cartel. Bib Fortuna was too busy karking around with slave girls and spice to care about keeping a grip on the planet at all. I don’t keep slave girls, don’t like spice and don’t have the backing of the Hutt Cartel.” 
“So you need agreements and alliances,” Din realized, considering. Everyone on Tatooine had bowed to Jabba because if they hadn’t, Jabba would have brought the might of the cartel down on them and everyone they cared about. Fett didn’t have that power nor, Din thought privately, the inclination. He was a Mandalorian, and Mandalorians were practical. Towns that were wiped out for defiance were towns where Fett couldn’t turn a profit. 
“I do,” said Fett. “Mos Eisley fell in line quick. Having someone smart in that chair means more money for the city. Other places… haven’t quite caught on yet.” 
“Like Mos Pelgo.”
“Mos Pelgo had a bad go of it, until your Marshal friend found my  beskar’gam. After they were one of the few settlements that could run off the slavers. They’re stubborn, tough. Other towns respect them. More than one slaving outfit’d like to nail Vanth’s skin to the wall like a prize krayt hide, but I don’t slave or freight with slavers. If Mos Pelgo wanted to consider a trade alliance…” 

   Other towns might follow.  

Din nodded. He had intended to head out and check on Mos Pelgo anyway, since he’d be in the sector. He and the kid had stayed for a few days, after Din had been swallowed by the greater krayt, and it had been a nice enough town, for Tatooine. He liked the Tuskens around Mos Pelgo too, the Sun Rock. They had been as sensible and practical as Din could hope for. 
“So you’ll go?” Fett asked. 
“I will,” Din said. He held up a finger. “But  we agree on payment beforehand.” 
Fett shook his head, exasperated, but said, “Fine. Fifteen ingots if you come back with an agreement. Five if you come back empty-handed.” 
“You’ll still pay me if I come back empty-handed?”
“Sure. It’s not bounty work. I’ll throw in another ingot if you can get Cobb Vanth to come himself, though I hear he doesn’t roam far these days.” 
 Sixteen ingots of pure beskar. Din shook his head. “It’s too much,” he protested. 
“It really isn’t,” said Fett. “If Mos Pelgo signs on and works out a trade deal with me, other settlements will fall all over themselves for the chance. I’ll be able to set whatever terms I want. We’ll get trade flowing again, credits moving through the planet. I’ll get some legitimacy, beyond what I can win with my blaster.” 
Din still balked. 
“If you think you’re being overpaid because the job’s easy, think again. The Great Dune Sea’s a mess right now. Raiders, rivals, cartels. There’s a good chance you’ll be attacked going from the palace."
Din didn’t brighten at that, necessarily, since being shot at on a speeder was hardly ideal, but he did relax. Hazardous work always paid more. “Fine,” he said. “Sixteen ingots, if I can bring Vanth back here for an agreement. Fifteen if he agrees but doesn’t come, five for if he turns you down.” 
“Done,” said Fett, and like that another contract was struck. “You leave in the morning. I’ve got to draft an agreement for Vanth. You need anything else?” 
Din shook his head. He had what he needed, for now at least. His leg twinged, phantom heat stirring. “Well,” he said. “About – what we talked about. What you showed me,” he began, but this time it was Fett who shook his head. 
“You’re working,” he said. “We can talk about it when you get back from Mos Pelgo. Would that help? We can spar, raid the kitchens again, talk about it?”
The thought of being back in those kitchens – being under Fett’s hands again – made Din’s pulse quicken. A bright seed of interest blossomed in his belly. His cock stirred underneath his kute. Din had to clench his hands and count down from ten, holding his breath, before he could speak. 
“Alright,” he said hoarsely. “When I – when I get back.”
“Jate. Then go rest,” Fett instructed. “Or train, or whatever you’d like to do. Ushib’ll feed you. Fennec will use you for target practice if you want a sparring partner.” 
Din didn’t snap to attention and salute like a new recruit on the training field, but he thought about it. Instead he only dipped his head, pleased with his new sense of purpose, and left Fett to his business, hands full of beskar, heading off towards the place he’d last seen Fennec Shand. 
Target practice didn’t sound half-bad. 

  

  

  


  





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: The beginnings of pain play; Din is in the process of figuring out his reaction to pain. Din also jacks off the shower as a direct result of pain play. 
 
Some notes: 
-Boba: "Okay, now we traditionally do aftercare." Din: "What the fuck is that."
-I know Rebels is canon, and I really do like several parts of the show! Fenn Rau can apply to be my husband at any time. However, other parts of Rebels make me incandescently angry (the entire Mortis Arc, and its resurgence at the end of Rebs, makes me foam at the mouth), as does the entirely of the animated TCW series, so in true SW fashion I will be cherry-picking the parts of it that I like!
-I don't necessarily mean to imply that Din's covert is, like, bad. Outright bad, anyway. We'll be digging in to it more later (woohoo religious trauma tag), but I do think that they're Not Great, in a way that most of the Mandalorian subgroups are also Not Great.
-This chapter now has art! modularreality created this excellent piece of Boba patching Din up after their first scene. Thank you so much! 
Your song of the week is "Boy Got It Bad," KaiL Bexley. I keep forgetting to mention it, but I do have a tumblr that I even use occasionally! The tag for this fic (the tag is almost exclusively memes, but there's some art and inspo stuff too) is here. 
Thank you for reading! See you next week!
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    Chapter Summary

    Din makes some friends with the people of Mos Pelgo, and learns a little more about what it takes to survive in the desert.
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Mos Pelgo was so small that Din almost shot right past it. Despite what Fett had said about restless Tuskens, Din’d had no trouble crossing the Dune Sea. He’d ridden easy, following the suns as they tracked across the sky, but since he’d been off-planet Din had forgotten exactly which crumbling jut of rock marked Mos Pelgo out from the rest of the desert.   
 Sleeping anooba, sleeping anooba, sleeping anooba,  Din thought, studying the rocks as they flashed past. The problem was that  anything could look like a sleeping anooba, and all the red-banded rocks looked more or less the same. The Tuskens believed that Tatooine had once been a lush, green planet brimming with life, as much a jungle as Kashyyyk or Endor, but to Din it looked like the desert had existed forever, expansive and sun-blasted and maddeningly hard to navigate in. Getting between larger towns like Mos Eisley and Mos Espa was easy enough, but Mos Pelgo wasn’t on any nav charts and there were hundreds of tiny settlements hiding out in the sands. Most were hard to find by design. The small settlements lacked the protection of gangster outfits or spaceports or even Bestine's maze of canyons – their only protection was their anonymity.   
Only a frantically-waving small humanoid in white robes and googles saved Din from skimming past Mos Pelgo entirely and getting himself lost in the Dune Sea. He caught sight of the figure out of the corner of his eye, realized that the rock the figure was standing on  was shaped like an anooba lounging in the dunes and turned off the sands. Within a few minutes Din found himself aimed for a cluster of white buildings lazing about in the long shadow of a towering red butte. 

   Mos Pelgo.  

Tatooine was home to a galaxy of towns like Mos Pelgo. Settlers would venture out into the desert, build up a few vaporators, pack together into a fistful of homes clustered around a wind-battered cantina and scrape out a living for a generation or six. 
Then the sands would come and bury the town, or the Tuskens would push back against expansion, or the water wells would run dry and the town would whither up like a tree cut from its roots and disappear back into the sands. 
Mos Pelgo probably still had a good few years left in her, though. From what Din had seen its people were tough. Not just anyone would stick around to fight a greater krayt dragon, after all. Mos Pelgo’s people didn’t rely on just the vaporators or a few half-dry mines for income; they hunted and traded animal parts, kept livestock, made things. Now they were even growing black melons and polta beans; Din saw vines curling up out of the sands, fragile beanstalks wavering in the winds. 

   If Fett gets his way, Mos Pelgo will change.  

Din had read over the agreement Fett’d pulled together before climbing aboard the speeder this morning. He’d felt that he owed it to the town, at least, to make sure he wasn’t bringing them terms that would grab them by the throat, that would chain them, like any terms from Jabba would have. 
Fett didn’t want much from Mos Pelgo except safe passage between Mos Eisley and Bestine, where Fett was hoping to access freighters and smugglers willing to run Mumble’s Turnaround, lettng him and his fledgling outfit skirt around most of the Hutt-controlled hyperlanes. 

   I don’t know if Vanth will want that kind of trouble, though.  

Fett had assured Din that he had no intention of trading in slaves, but moving  other illegal goods, mostly weapons and spice, through a place as remote as Mos Pelgo would still catch the attention of the cartels. 
 The terms aren’t bad, even if the trouble would be. Fett was willing to garrison Mos Pelgo and ensure its protection with his own men – once he had them, though Din doubted he was supposed to mention that while negotiating with Vanth – and he was willing to feed them too. Jabba’s palace had grown its own food for centuries. Mos Pelgo was off to a good start with its little patches of black melons and polta beans, but not much else would grow out here. 
The little town was humming as Din slowed his approach and started to look for a place to stow the speeder. Everyone seemed to be doing something, hauling silicate or driving banthas or tending to the melon vines, even the kids. Even the Tuskens, who Din was surprised to see; there were three young warriors with rifles in their hands posted up on top of the cantina, watching the desert carefully. 
 The Sun Rock decided to stick around, then, thought Din, pleased. He had liked the Sun Rock warriors. They’d been more friendly than most other bands, willing to work with Mos Pelgo despite their history, though Din supposed that a greater krayt offered a pretty good reason for even the fiercest enemies to band together. The fact that some of the Sun Rock had stuck around, and were apparently keeping watch for the town, was an encouraging sign. 
If someone like Vanth could grow to see sense and strike a truce with Tuskens – and keep it, once the threat of getting eaten by an overgrown worm passed – maybe he’d seen sense and ally with Fett after all. 
 Fifteen ingots of beskar. A camtono,  Din thought.  Sixteen if he comes back to speak with Fett directly.  
 I can do this. Din had never tried to negotiate anything on behalf of a client before – the only negotiations Din was good at were the sort that involved a blaster – but Vanth knew Din, had been friendly enough after the krayt. 
 I can do this. If Din did well, Fett would give Din more work. More work meant more beskar and more time away from the prickly, hollow mood on the light cruiser. More work meant more time away from Din's own dark thoughts. Din shook his head, banishing the thought of the light cruiser, and set his determination. He could do this. 
Several people, most of them covered in vaporator grease or mine dust, saw Din come in. They tensed at first before they recognized his armor and began to wave excitedly. Din lifted a hand back as he stopped the bike outside of the cantina and stepped down, adjusting his cloak so it fell over the darksaber and his spear so it didn’t jab him in the back of the knee. 
Another night’s sleep had done Din good. His leg still hurt but it was clarifying, energizing. Each step sharpened his focus. His wrist and his head barely hurt at all. He’d even managed to keep down a plate of  easda, a thick Tusken breakfast made with poonten seeds, and had managed an entire cup of Ushib’s caf without nausea churning in his gut.
Work had always helped Din focus. The bruise on his leg, now solidly blue and purple, pressed into all his muscles and throbbing lowly with every beat of Din’s heart, helped too, but Din didn’t want to think about that while he was working. 
The memory of Fett’s hands on Din’s body was never far from the surface of his thoughts.  
Fennec had put Din through his paces too; he’d gone to find her after haggling with Fett and, true to Fett’s word, she’d been more than happy to shoot at Din. Her aim was unnervingly good. It had been fun to duck and weave and dart around the training ring, flashing sunlight in her eyes off the polished edges of his beskar, trying to confuse her. Taking shots from a blaster never really hurt. Din could always feel it, since his beskar had to diffuse the force of a bolt, but only heavy-duty bolts, like pulse rifle charges, ever made enough of an impact to hurt. 
 I could get used to it,  Din thought to himself as he approached the cantina. He didn’t know how to feel about that. He  could get used to it, staying in the palace, hunting for Fett, sparring, watching the suns come up from the long, narrow window in his room. 
His leg ached. He probably shouldn’t get used to it. 
Din shook the thought off like a bantha scattering flies, reaching the cantina and stepping inside. No one'd drawn on Din as he'd come through the town, which was probably a good sign. He held onto that hope and gave himself a few heartbeats for his vision to adjust. 
It was just as dim and grimy as it had been the first time Din’d crossed the threshold, except this time Cobb Vanth was leaning against the bar, waiting for him, instead of off wandering the town. The same Weequay was behind the bar. When he heard Din’s deliberately loud footfall, the old marshal turned around and broke into a wide smile. 
“Mando!” Vanth boomed, pushing himself off the bar to his feet. He looked exactly like he had when Din had seen him last. Vanth was still tall and skinny, all legs, his hair a ridiculous riot of grey and his red bandana tucked firmly around his neck. He’d probably look just like that for another twenty years. Din smiled. “Haven’t seen you in a turn or two! We thought you’d hit the black and stay gone. How’re ya?” Vanth crossed the distance between them and shook Din’s hand with the same sturdy, cheerful energy he’d had parlaying with Tuskens and shooting at a krayt dragon. 
“Fine,” Din said. “You? Town’s still standing.” 
“Yeah, we’re doin’ pretty good,” said Vanth. “No more krayts, at least, and those new friends we made’re real good at scarin’ off the worst of the  kung in these parts.” 
He looked at Din’s boots, checked the hip not hidden by the folds of Din’s cloak, then frowned. The expression creased his entire face. “Where’s the kid? You didn’t lose him, did you?”
Din tried not to wince, remembering the terror in his throat as the darktroopers had risen into the sky on Tython, Grogu disappearing with them. “He’s with – he’s fine. I found his people,” Din said. “Jedi. He’s gone with them for training.”
“Oh.” Vanth relaxed. The kid’d had that effect on people. Everywhere Din had gone the kid had stolen hearts, even from the oddest places. Worn-out mercs like Cara, gruff mechanics like Pelli, stringy ex-slaves like Vanth, Jedi in hiding, even a career criminal like Greef Karga. Everyone had loved the kid. Even Doctor Pershing had been protective of him, though Doctor Pershing had been too much a coward to stop Gideon from using Grogu’s blood for whatever Gideon'd wanted it for.  
“Didn’t know there were any of those left anymore,” Vanth continued. “They as cool as they were in the stories?”
“I didn’t ever hear any stories about Jedi,” Din admitted. He hadn’t even heard the word until the armorer had mentioned it down in the forge, when Din had brought Grogu to her. “The two I’ve met have been… capable.” The Jedi who’d come for Grogu had cut through twenty darktroopers in the time it had taken Din to bring down one, and the Jedi hadn’t gotten his head kicked in like Din. Cara'd told him a little about that Jedi – that Jedi was Luke Skywalker, the Hero of the Rebellion. And Ahsoka Tano would have been able to take on Morgan Elspeth on her own. Din had just helped clear the way a little. 
Vanth sighed, sounding wistful. “I always wanted to be a Jedi,” he said. He gestured Din in the direction of the bar, where a battered table and a cluster of stools waited off to the side with a view of the door. “When I was younger and wilder there was a story goin’ around about a kid in the Quarters who got free and went off to train with the Jedi. Years and years ago. We thought it was all smoke until we started seeing him on the Holonet. He went on to become some big hero in the Clone Wars. When he died half the planet was drunk for a week.” 
“I heard the same thing happened when Jabba died.” 
Vanth snorted. “That was different. That was a party, at least up until the Empire went down right after him and the whole planet started chewing itself to pieces. When Skywalker died, we all drank like someone’d come and shot our mothers.” 
Din startled. “Skywalker?” 
Vanth blinked. “Yeah, Anakin Skywalker. You’ve never heard of him? Big general in the Clone Wars. The Hero With No Fear, they called him. He died on the steps of the Jedi Temple on Coruscant, folk said, trying to protect the younglings.” 
Din took a breath. “The Jedi who has Grogu – the kid – his name is Luke Skywalker.”
Vanth thought for a moment, clearly trying to place the name, then gave it up and shrugged. “Don’t know him. Could be related, maybe? There’s a lot of Skywalkers – ‘s not an uncommon name around these parts, or anywhere along the sorrowlanes.”
 A slave name. The sorrowlanes were the routes across Hutt space where slaves were moved. Din avoided them when he could. Din was a skilled fighter, but slaving gangs were tenacious and there was a high price on Mandalorians. Mandalorians made good pit fighters, Din'd heard. 
“I’d never heard of Jedi,” Din said. “Not until I found the kid and started looking for his kind. You have?” 
Vanth nodded and ushered Din over to his table, raising a finger for some spotchka. Din nodded when the bartender cocked a stony eyebrow in his direction – he’d take a glass, even if he didn’t manage to work up the nerve to take his helmet off in front of Vanth. 
“They were never  common, not really,” Vanth said. “‘Specially not out here in rimspace. But we all heard the stories growing up, and every now and then a Jedi would come to bargain with Jabba about somethin’ or other. Use of his hyperlanes, mostly. Skywalker – Anakin Skywalker – was a podracer. Was a big deal – he was only a kid when he lived here on Tatooine, but he was better'n most. Better'n any other human. I knew some other kids that ran around on his side of the Quarter. There was a big dust-up over him winnin’ the Boonta Eve, oh, forty years ago? He was about my age, maybe a little younger'n I was, but I was too tall and too stupid to put out in a pod.” 
Din listened, head cocked. The Weequay bartender brought over two bottles of bright blue spotchka. 
 A human podracer? Din himself was a decent pilot, but he couldn’t imaging racing pods. He’d seen a few of the races – twenty odd racers started every time, but no more than twelve or thirteen ever made it to the finish.
“Anyway,” Vanth continued, “word went around the Quarter that not only had Skywalker won his freedom, he’d had Jedi powers all along and was goin’ off with two Knights to learn how to be one. The next time any of us heard his name the Clone Wars were on and Skywalker was a General, a full Jedi Knight, runnin’ around a hundred different battles and outflyin’ the Seppies. Even saved Jabba's kid once, though I bet it galled him somethin' bitter.”
“But what  happened to the Jedi?” Din asked, leaning forward. “Where’d they all go?”
Vanth tipped his head back and forth, laughing a little. “You really don’t know? Where’d you come from, under a rock?” 
“I was young during the Clone Wars,” said Din, defensively. He didn’t remember much about the world he’d come from, but it had been Outer Rim enough to fall to the Separatists without much fuss – none of the Republic forces had ever shown up to help. The only help had come from the Mandalorians.   
Vanth’s friendly face softened a little at that. Despite his shock of grey hair, Din didn’t think Vanth could be  that old – he was plenty spry and crackling with energy. If Din had to guess he’d put Vanth at maybe fifty standard. But that was older than Din, who only remembered the Clone Wars as one specific, drawn-out nightmare. Vanth must’ve seen it from start to finish, even from the dust of Tatooine.
“The story in the Core’s that the Jedi betrayed the Republic,” Vanth said, taking a pull of spotchka from his bottle. “They were the generals of the Clone Army, the ones runnin’ the whole mess. Decimated themselves against the Seps, I guess. Story is that the few Jedi left by the end of the war saw that the war  was nearly over and decided that they liked the power they’d had, so instead of givin’ it all up and goin’ back to being monks, they tried to overthrow the Senate.” 
Din snorted. The Senate – under both the Republic and Galactic Empire – had been a joke.  
Vanth lifted his bottle wryly. “Exactly,” he said. He shrugged. “I dunno, I wasn’t there, but any time a Coreworlder says somethin’ it’s usually womp-tail backwards. The clones killed all the Jedi anyway, down to the kids. Maybe the generals  were plannin’ something, but the kids? The GAR lit the whole temple on Coruscant up, it was all over the Holonet. I dunno how they got all the generals in the field – luck, maybe, or maybe it took the Empire longer to track down the full Knights than they let on – but that was the end of it there on Coruscant. Can’t train more Jedi if there aren’t any kids left to train.” 
Din curled his hand into a fist involuntarily.  Children. He’d never thought about it, not really, that Luke Skywalker and Ahsoka Tano had been Jedi kids once, like Grogu. 
“The Empire doesn’t care about children,” said Din, darkly. Moff Gideon had been more than happy to hurt the kid, to  use him. And on the rare occasion that the Empire had managed to find one of the coverts they hadn’t spared the foundlings. They’d razed everything to the ground, elders, warriors and children all together. 
“No,” said Vanth. “They didn’t. Not that the Republic was any better. All the kids the Hutts sold around didn’t bother the Republic at all, did they?”
Din inclined his head, conceding the point. The Core had never given a thought to the Outer Rim, unless the thought was  How can we take more from them?  
“Way I figure it, the Jedi wanted out,” said Vanth. “We were told that Jedi were peacekeepers, when we were kids. Diplomats. Monks. They had odd powers and odd ways of doin’ things, but they were mostly harmless. Most 'round these parts think that they didn’t wanna fight anymore, didn’t wanna go along when the Republic changed its name, so the clones killed ‘em all. Made ‘em into a common enemy, pointed the whole galaxy at ‘em and let loose.”
 Like us banding together to fight the krayt, Din thought. His stomach twisted. He knew the power of a common enemy. A common enemy had landed him with Bo-Katan, too – they had all pulled together to fight Gideon. 
“How’d the Jedi end up generals in a war, then, if they were peacekeepers?” Din asked, frowning. The  alor had called Jedi Mandalore’s natural enemies. Din was learning that Mandalorians could very easily make an enemy out of anything that moved, including each other, but what glory was there in fighting a group of peacekeepers? 
Din thought of the ease with which Skywalker had destroyed the darktroopers and shook his head. Maybe the Jedi had been peaceful once, but that had been a long time ago.  
“Well, that I don’t know,” Vanth admitted. He scratched the back of his head. “Karkin’ bad luck, maybe? Whatever the real story is, the Empire wiped ‘em out. Worst thing they could’ve done for relations with Tatooine was kill Skywalker – the masters didn’t give a womp, but half the planet clawed itself free to go fight for the Partisans or the Rebellion and those of us who couldn’t slip the chain made occupation a fun time for the Imps. Most of us used his name to do it. 'S not too often you heard of a Tatooinian Jedi, you know?” 
Din smiled underneath his helmet. The Tuskens hadn’t liked the Imperials either. Stormtrooper hunting had been an honored sport among the White Bantha. 
“But,” said Vanth, brightening again, “‘s good to hear that not all the Jedi are gone. Who knows, maybe your kid’ll be the one to bring ‘em back.” 
“Maybe,” Din allowed. A pang went through him. By the time Grogu would be old enough to do much of anything, Din would be rust and dust. “I don’t think that the Jedi – the ones who are left, anyway – are interested much in coming back.” 
He didn’t know where Luke Skywalker had taken the kid. Somewhere safe, Din hoped. Somewhere that no one like Moff Gideon would ever think to look, so the kid could grow up happy and looked after and safe while he learned to use his powers. 
“Can’t say I blame ‘em,” Vanth observed. He took another drink of spotchka and eyed Din. Underneath his friendly exterior Vanth had a mind like a vornskr, sharp and watchful. Most slaves who made it to freedom had the same suspicion, the same watchfulness, much like most Mandalorians who made it through their training. “So what brings you here, Mando? Didn’t expect to see you again, to be honest. Not that it’s not good to see you, mind. You still lookin’ for other Mandalorians? Ain’t seen any in these parts, not even bountymen like you.”
Din drummed his fingers on the table, restless. “I found a few others,” he said, watching Vanth. “Warriors, including Boba Fett.” 
Cobb Vanth went very still. 
So did the Weequay bartender, who’d made an aborted little twitch towards the underside of the bar. 

   Reaching for a blaster.  

Vanth had one on his hip. He wasn’t wearing any armor at all, not really, aside from his thick red sweater and the bandana that Din knew Vanth wore to cover up his scars. But the bartender had a blaster under the bar and Din had been seen coming in.
His instincts twitched. Somewhere outside the cantina, someone – one of the raiders, if Din had to guess – had a blaster leveled at the back of Din’s head. 
Din, very purposefully, laid both of his hands flat on the table. He was a fast draw and Vanth knew it too, but Din hoped that Vanth knew that Din had no intention of hurting him.  
“Thought it might come to this,” said Vanth, heavily. He drained his spotchka. “Don’t suppose it matters that I didn’t know that it was his armor at the time, does it?” 
Din blinked, thrown. “What?”
“We’d hoped that the bastard was dead,” Vanth continued, then seemed to realize what he’d said and winced. “Who survives gettin’ eaten by a sarlacc, anyway?”
“Fett got eaten by a  sarlacc?” Din spluttered, startled. It was Vanth’s turn to stare. 
“Yeah, years ago,” said Vanth, slowly. “It was the talk of the desert for a while. Same day Jabba died.” 
“A  sarlacc,” Din repeated, disbelieving. He’d never seen one, having had at least the sense to avoid the places in the Great Dune Sea where the pits lurked underneath the sands, but he’d heard about them. Jabba the Hutt had liked to throw his most troublesome enemies into the Pit of Carkoon while his entire court watched and cheered from the side of a barge. No one survived a sarlacc – their stomachs were nothing but slow, churning acid, their throats ringed with teeth to prevent anyone from crawling out. 
“That’s the story, anyway, and I’ll believe that before I believe any of the kark from the Core about the Jedi,” Vanth said. He was frowning, brow furrowed. He cast a nervous look at the still-frozen bartender. “You’re not, uh, here to kill me, then?” 
“I’m not an assassin,” said Din sharply, thoughts whirling. What had happened for Fett to end up in a  sarlacc pit? Had he angered Jabba? Misstepped somehow? The web of scars all over Fett’s body made more sense, now. Din had thought that Fett’d been too close to an explosion or a flamethrower, but acid burned just as well as fire. 
“You’re not here to bring me in, then? I’m told my bounty’s prodigious, these days.” 
“No, Fett doesn’t – I wouldn’t take a puck on you.” Din shook his head to clear it. He was thrown, but he was used to being thrown these days, and forced himself to recover and get on with it. 
The gangs and slaving outfits around Tatooine might want Vanth dead, but Din wouldn’t take a contract out on an ally. Din made a mental note to drop by Nevarro once he’d secured himself a ship and firmly suggest that the Guild refuse any contracts on Vanth too.
Vanth relaxed a fraction, which heartened Din.  He still trusts me, then. At least a little. “What’s Fett want, then?” 
“An alliance,” said Din. 
Vanth snorted. 
“No, really,” Din pressed. He kept tripping over his own thoughts.  A karking sarlacc. No wonder Fett had wanted to steal Jabba’s empire from the Hutts – if Din’s employers had ever fed him to a sarlacc, he would’ve wanted to destroy them too. Not that Din was sure he’d survive getting thrown to one. Din’s own will to live was strong, as was any Mandalorian’s, but crawling out of a sarlacc was like crawling out of a black hole. Impossible to do. Even more impossible to imagine. 
 Focus, Mandalorian. Din was on a job. He would do well, and not just for the beskar waiting for him if he finished the job. The bruise on his leg throbbed. 
He took a breath and very slowly reached for the datapad Fett had given him, making sure Vanth could see that Din’s hands were nowhere near his blaster. He didn’t want to get shot in the head, even if his beskar would hold up to it. The resonance would make Din sick for hours. 
“Here,” said Din. “This is for you.” 
He slid the datapad across the space between himself and Vanth. 
Vanth took it and blinked. “This is from Fett?” 
Din nodded. “He put it together this morning.”
Vanth blinked again, scrolling slowly. He read very carefully, Din noticed, as if the lines of Aurebesh weren’t entirely familiar to him. 
Din waited patiently, neck still prickling. The bartender had relaxed some, his hands drifting away from the hidden blaster, but whoever had Din in their crosshairs outside hadn’t yet dropped their guard. 
Finally, Vanth looked back up. “He wants to run goods through us,” he said. 
Din nodded. 
“Us,” Vanth repeated, sweeping a hand out to encompass Mos Pelgo; its cluster of homes, its creaking vaporators, the half-dry mines underneath it all. 
Din shrugged. “Fett wants to do things differently than Jabba did,” he said. 
Vanth’s eyes sharpened. “How differently?”
“He doesn't freight with slavers, if that’s what you’re asking,” Din said. 
“Didn’t seem to care much when the worm was in charge,” Vanth returned, flatly. “Fett’d take a bounty on anyone, free or not. Lost a lot of friends in the network to him.” 
Din shrugged again. “Maybe he grew a conscience sitting in the sarlacc’s belly,” Din said. He didn’t want to explain a  beroya’s code to Vanth, didn’t know if he even had the right words. To a  beroya, a job was a job. Individual hunters could refuse whatever jobs they liked – Din had never hunted down escaped slaves, no matter how good the pay had been – but once a job was taken or a contract struck, a beroya honored his word. If Fett had joined Jabba to hunt errant smugglers and signed a long-term contract, he would have had to hunt whoever Jabba told him to hunt. 
 Maybe he didn’t care, either, Din thought, but that didn’t quite align with the Fett he was getting to know, the Fett who had offered Din help thoughtlessly, firmly. The Fett who had let Din drool all over his chest, who had run his hands through Din’s hair, who had carefully laid bacta over Din's bruises and scowled to see that Din had been hurt hunting Zhalto.  
Vanth snorted. “And maybe bladebacks can fly,” he retorted. 
Din spread his hands. “You’ve got his terms,” said Din. “All I can do is bring them to you, and vouch for Fett’s intentions. He wants a partnership. He doesn’t want to take you over or run you out; he doesn’t want to be the Mining Collective.” 
Vanth studied Din with those watchful vornskr eyes. Finally he said, “You’ll vouch for him?”
Din nodded. He wasn’t good with words, but he could do this. 
“Why?” Vanth asked. 
“He kept his word when I needed him to,” Din said. After Fett had gotten his armor back on Tython, he could have gone anywhere. He could have left Din stranded on that planet,  Razor Crest in ruins, kid gone, left with nothing but his armor and his spear. 
But Fett hadn’t. He’d honored his word and had taken Din to Morak, to Kryze, to Gideon. He’d stuck around while Din had been unconscious in a bacta tank. 
 He helped me. Din resisted the urge to dig his fingers into his leg and remember the pressure, the weight. 
Vanth looked at Din for a while, then shook his head. Din’s heart sank. 
“I dunno, Mando,” Vanth said. “This is – we’re no strangers to skirtin’ the law here, such as it were, but this is heavy stuff. I’m gonna guess that Fett’s eyein’ us because Hutt space is closed to him?” 
“He’s trying to get access to Mumble’s Turnaround, yeah,” Din admitted. “Through Bestine.” 
“Not a bad play,” said Vanth. “I dunno. The clink’d be good – better than good, have you read this? – but the threat… We’re not exactly sitting rontos out here, but we don’t have a nice palace to hide in, either.”
“Fett will protect you.” 
“He  says he’ll protect us,” said Vanth, tapping the datapad. 
“He’s good for his word,” Din insisted.
Vanth held up a hand. “Easy, Mando, I believe you,” he said, cracking a smile at last. “I believe that you believe Fett, anyway, and after what you did for us half this town’d probably follow you off a cliff, me included.  But,” he stressed, “we don’t run things like Fett does in his palace out here. I can bring his offer before the town and we can all vote on it, but that’s about all I can do for you.” 
Din relaxed. “That’s all I need,” he said. 
Vanth’s eyes turned up at the corners. “Don’t get your hopes up,” he warned. “We’re cautious folk, us.”  
Din thought about the whole town facing the greater krayt, shoulder to shoulder with Tuskens they hated, and snorted. “Like Mandalorians are cautious, maybe.” 
“I’m gonna assume that’s a compliment,” said Vanth, cheerfulness returning. “C’mon, then, let’s go see if there’s enough folks around for a quorum. If you’re lucky we’ll have an answer by dinnertime, and then you can lose to me at sabacc.”
“I never lose at sabacc,” said Din, who had been counting cards since he was knee high to a womp rat. Din didn’t like gambling – credits lost were credits that couldn't be used to feed the foundlings or refuel the Crest – but if Din won every time it hardly counted as gambling. 
“First time for everything, Mando,” said Vanth, half-rising, when a skinny, sand-blasted human wrapped in white burst through the cantina door, calling for the Marshal. 
“Woah, Kesh, easy now,” said Vanth. Din blinked – this was the person who’d spotted him in the sands and had waved him over, saving him from a long and obnoxious night alone in the desert. 
She was human and fairly young, still lanky like a teenager who hadn’t quite finished growing. She had freckles and wild hair and a puckered scar on her cheek. Enormous goggles hid her eyes. 
“Sorry, Marshal,” the girl, Kesh, panted. 
“Sand and stars, girl, you run here from the rocks?” Vanth asked, reaching out to steady her. Din watched with interest. The prickling on the back of his neck had finally faded – the sniper on the rooftops had decided that Din was no threat to Cobb Vanth. Din was pleased that someone was taking such care with Vanth’s life. 
“I did,” said Kesh. She spotted Din’s untouched bottle and looked up at him, her googles black and unreadable. Wordlessly, Din nodded. She grinned and snatched it up, downing half before Vanth plucked it from her fingers and glared at Din. 
“You’ve got six months before you’re old enough for Maren’s brew,” Vanth scolded, tucking the spotchka firmly under his arm. “Mister Mandalorian here’s a bad influence. Now, girl, what’s got you all up in arms?”
“Sandstorm’s comin’, Marshal!” Kesh chirped. Din stiffened. Vanth sighed. 
“You sure?” 
Kesh nodded. “Comin’ in from the east,” she said. “A’Ten and Douwan are already sounding the alarms. It’ll be on us within the hour.” 
Vanth signed again, enormously. He shot an apologetic look at Din. “Sorry, Mando,” he said. “Quorum’ll have to wait.”
“I understand,” Din said. Sandstorms were too dangerous to ignore. He paused, a headache beginning to prickle behind his left ear, and said, “Do you have somewhere I can wait it out?”
“Yeah,” said Vanth, dryly. “My basement.” 
That was how, an hour later, Din found himself packed into Cobb Vanth’s storm bunker with the entire town of Mos Pelgo. 
He’d been to Vanth’s house before. Vanth had insisted. He was Tatooinian. After the krayt, he'd offered his hospitality as firmly as any Tusken would offer to shelter an ally. Din had fallen asleep in Vanth’s sonic while Grogu had babbled happily to himself and tossed food all over Vanth’s walls. Din and the kid had slept in Vanth’s bed while Vanth himself had gone from house to house in Mos Pelgo, spreading the news that the krayt dragon was dead. 
The storm bunker was big and sturdy. Because Vanth was the town’s marshal – the alor, not that Vanth was the type to use a word like that. He was the town's leader, even if he insisted on taking votes and reaching a quorum instead of just issuing a command – Vanth had durasteel reinforcing the sandstone walls of his basement, and when the storms came Vanth packed everybody in underneath his house to wait it out. 
“Used to be part of the mines,” Vanth had explained as he'd enlisted Din’s help moving the town underground. “When we ran the Collective off, the miners sealed it up for me. It’s not the worst place to wait out a howler.” 
It really wasn’t, even though Din had a Bith child pressed up against one side and a Twi’Lek crammed against the other. He didn’t mind the crowd; a bit of claustrophobia was better than being stripped to the bone out in the sands. Tatooine’s howlers were so violent that not even the beskar would protect Din – the armor would hold but his kute would be stripped off, and there was hardly any air to breathe in a sandstorm. Din’s helmet had a small rebreather, but it had a short lifespan.
The sandstorm started not long after Vanth ushered a person who had to be the oldest human woman Din had ever seen into his bunker and sealed the hatch behind her. Even though they were twenty feet or more underground, the whole town heard the winds begin to shriek. 
All of the children were delighted to see Din again. Most of the adults were too, calling his name and slapping his back, jostling to be closer. As the winds began to pick up, Vanth held his hands up, calling for quiet. Din was a little relieved – it had been a long time since he'd been around so many other people. 
“Alright, you womp-rats, settle down,” Vanth said, stepping over sprawled legs and errant limbs. “As you may’ve noticed, we’ve got a guest with us for this storm, so I want you to be hospitable, y'hear? Mister Mando here is a hero in these parts, so we oughta give him a hero’s welcome.” 
Din groaned, but the sound was lost among the laughter that rippled from Mos Pelgo’s inhabitants. 
“Spell it out for us, Marshal,” Kesh called. “Does that mean we tell him the good stories, or the  really good stories?”
Din cocked his head. “Stories?” he asked, loud enough to be heard over the crowd. 
Almost every eye in the bunker turned to him. Grins broke out across several faces, including Vanth’s. 
“Yeah,” said Vanth, nudging Kesh with a boot. “‘S tradition, when there’s a sandstorm. We tell stories. You ever hear a good old-fashioned Tatooine folktale?” 
Din shook his head, curious now. He’d heard just about the entire history of the Tuskens, but that was only because Tusken storysingers told the whole thing at once. He hadn’t heard any stories from the other residents of Tatooine. People like Vanth and his town. 
Vanth’s grin broadened, like he knew something that Din didn’t. 
“You heard him, folks,” Vanth said, finally finding a spot to slot himself against the wall. The little space he'd claimed was immediately lost; the town let him get comfortable, then pressed Vanth in on every side. He didn't seem to mind. “Go on, then. Kesh. Wanna start?” 
So Din sat and listened to stories while the sandstorm raged outside. Some of the stories he heard were parables, childrens’ stories – How Kirik-Fly Got Her Wings, Bantha-Mother Finds Water, The Women in the Suns.  Others were skewed for an older audience. The Bladeback Boar’s Many Wives made Din blush underneath his helmet, skin tingling were it pressed against the edges of his beskar plates. 
“You have any good stories for us, Mando?” Kesh asked, after she’d finished an extremely bawdy tale she called  Anooba Steals the Moons. Din was faintly scandalized she'd told it around children, though none of the kids had acted particularly scandalized themselves. “What do Mandalorians talk about around the cookfire?” 
Din shifted, uncomfortable with the sudden interest pricking up from all sides. “Our battles, mostly,” he said. He didn’t know any stories about animals or magic or anything like that – Mandalorians didn’t make up stories to explain how the suns moved across the sky or sing about Clever Anooba tricking Bantha-Mother out of her moons so the that pack could hunt at night. 
 Or if we do, I don’t know any songs or stories.  It occurred to Din, pressed in together with all of Mos Espa, that maybe some Mandalorians  did have stories like that. Din dimly remembered hearing about an old Mandalorian King taming and riding a mythosaur, but he didn’t remember any of the details. There was something prickling in his mind about the stars, too, but Din couldn’t remember why stars were significant, aside from serving as waypoints as one navigated the galaxy.
 Maybe Kryze knows.  Din winced at the thought of asking her.  Or maybe Fett has some. Maybe his father learned a few stories, as a foundling.  
“Battles?” a little Bith crowded even closer, staring up at Din with open fascination. “Cooler than fighting the dragon?”
Din couldn’t help but smile. “No,” he said, “not quite like that, but I have a – brother," he said, settling on the easiest word he could find to describe Paz, "who wrestled a rancor, once.” 
“Tell us!” a Twi’Lek boy demanded. All of the adults were smiling and nodding, the children crowding in to hear a new story. 
Din looked at Vanth, a little helplessly. 
Vanth grinned and waved a hand.  Go on,  his eyes said.  Tell them. 
So Din haltingly did as he was asked. He skirted any stories of his own exploits – Din was too old to boast about bounties brought down or rivals outsmarted like a newly-armored warrior – but he shared a few of the stories he’d heard in his younger days. 
He kept names to himself, but shared Paz’s exploits on Canto Bight – he had been trampled by a falthier while Din had laughed himself sick – and the time that Annika had accidentally married a prince on Shu-Torun. He talked about the time Din had been on Kashyyyk climbing wroshyr trees and had been nearly eaten by a bird the size of a spaceship and about the Foundlings’ Trial, where all the children of the tribe had been dropped off in the wilderness and told to find their way back to the covert. Din had taken the Trial twice, mostly to spite Paz, and had charted his way through the luminous jungles of Felucia and the rusting minefields of Bracca. 
Everyone, even the adults, listened with rapt fascination. Din didn’t know what to do with all their attention but it was easier to talk to the kids, so he kept his focus on them and answered all their questions. 

   I guess if you’ve never left Tatooine, even somewhere like Bracca is exciting.  

“Where  haven’t you been?” one of the kids, a green Rodian with enormous star-flecked eyes, asked in awe. 
Din shrugged. “Coruscant?” 
For some reason that made all of the kids giggle hysterically and they took turns quizzing Din on Core Worlds he’d visited – exactly two, Abregado-rae and Bar’leth, both on jobs that Din felt vaguely children shouldn’t hear about – getting louder and louder while the sandstorm howled outside. 
“Mister Mandalorian,” one child finally asked, her voice rising over her friends’ as Din told them all, in the vaguest terms possible, about hunting a spice dealer through the Museum of Bar’leth while trying to desperately dodge museum security droids, “will you come and be our new marshal?”
Din looked at Vanth again, baffled, as all the adults roared with laughter.  
“Hey,” said Vanth, laughing himself. He dropped his voice into a mock whisper, which made the kids laugh even harder.  “Job’s yours if you want it. Gotta warn you, though, the pay’s pretty terrible, and some of the locals are  really weird.” 
That set off a round of protests and laughter as Mos Pelgo’s people lobbed gentle insults at one another, each trying to dodge the title of “Mos Pelgo’s Strangest Resident.” The joking pulled the attention away from Din, though, which let him relax. He didn’t mind it, the press of bodies, the warmth, the noise. It wasn’t being down in the covert sharing  tiingilar around a circle while the older warriors told of the jobs they’d took or the fights they’d won, the places they’d seen, and the foundlings tussled like loth-wolf cubs, but it wasn’t that much different, either. 
 It’s nice,  Din thought to himself, settling down to watch as a battle-scarred old miner called a laughing Vanth something indelicate.  It’s… comfortable.  
That was when Din felt a faint pressure on one of his gauntlets. He looked down and found the Bith curiously tugging at the gauntlet’s edge, his face reflected in the beskar. 
“Tobes,” one of the adults – not a Bith, Din noticed – started, but Din held up his other hand. 
“It’s alright,” he said. “Here, hold on.” He released the seal and let Tobes pull Din’s gauntlet off. Din shook his wrist out and smiled down at the Bith, even though Tobes couldn’t see it. Tobes didn’t even seem to care. He held the gauntlet up, eyes enormous. 
“Wow!” he said. 
“Let me see it for a second,” Din said, realizing that the gauntlet was still active and that the wrong button would put a hole in Vanth’s house or shoot a jet of fire over the heads of the village. 
Tobes handed the gauntlet back reluctantly. Din fiddled with it for a moment, making sure it was deactivated, then handed it back. 
“Wizard!” 
“I wanna see!” one of the girls declared, shoving her way closer, and and within minutes Din found himself picked over like a bantha carcass. By the time the sandstorm quieted, Din had only managed to keep hold of his cuirass, which was too heavy for most of the kids to pry off, and his helmet. The rest of his armor had slowly made its way through the group, passed from child to child with much excited discussion.
Din tried not to keep track of every piece. It wasn’t like Mos Pelgo’s kids were going to run off with any of it – the sandstorm, while mostly quiet, still licked at the walls outside, and none of the kids here were scrumrats or scavengers. They all had parents or at least adults minding them, all had homes, however small, to go back to once the storm broke. None of them would try to sell a piece of Din’s armor on the black market. Mos Pelgo was so small and insular that there probably  wasn’t  a black market. 
He couldn’t stop himself from tracking some of it, though, even as a few kids gathered even closer and started prodding curiously at the dense circuitry running through his kute. 
“Mister Mandalorian, what’s this mean?” a gap-toothed human boy called, holding up the paulron with Din’s signet stamped across it. 
“It’s a mudhorn,” said Din. 
“What’s that?”
“It’s an animal,” Din explained. “From a different planet. Arvala-Seven. Mudhorns live there in caves.” 
“Are they big?” the boy’s eyes were wide.
“Yes.”
“How big?” 
 Big enough to break two ribs, but small enough to get levitated by a magic toddler. “A little smaller than a bantha, maybe,” Din said. “But meaner. They have long horns on their faces and a mean temper.” 
 Not that having a Mandalorian shooting fire in your face would put you in a good mood. Din probably could have approached the mudhorn with a little more thought to strategy. 
“Why d’you have one on your armor?” another kid asked. She was a Twi’Lek with bright orange lekku and only one front tooth. She had one of Din’s leg plates and was turning it over, looking for other signets. “Mister Marshal didn’t have anything cool on his armor, ‘cept for the dent in his head.” 
“Helmet,” Vanth corrected, touching his forehead gingerly. He darted a nervous look at Din. “That dent was there when I found it,” he added.  
Din smiled. “Everyone always goes for the helmet,” he said. He knocked his fist lightly against his own, the resonance soft. “We don’t mind much. We’re pretty sturdy.” 
Vanth cracked a smile at that. 
“Mister Mandalorian,” the girl said imperiously, determined to have her question answered. Din turned his attention back to her. 
“The mudhorn is my signet,” he explained. All the kids gave him blank looks. “My… my sign. My crest. I earned it. My  alor – the leader of my tribe – gave it to me, so other warriors would know who I am. It tells other Mandalorians that I’m a good warrior. A good hunter.” 
“Cool,” the boy holding Din’s pauldron breathed, tracing the mudhorn’s dramatic features with his fingers. 
“Mister Marshal,” said the Twi’Lek, who now looked  incredibly  unimpressed with Vanth, “why didn’t  you have a sig-nent?”
“Signet,” Vanth said, patiently. He shrugged. “I’m not a Mandalorian, Koyi. And I was only borrowing the armor – any mark on it belongs to its real owner.” 
“Who’s that?”
The adults in the room, mostly content up until now to watch the kids affectionately and laugh at Din as they climbed all over him, went very still. Din couldn’t help but feel a bit defensive of Fett on Fett’s behalf – Fett wasn’t that bad. Anybody who fussed over a little bruise as much as Fett had couldn’t be that fearsome. 
 I don’t know what he was like when he worked for Jabba,  Din reminded himself.  He survived in the desert with the Tuskens – that means he’s hard, even if he’s been kind to me.  
“That would be Boba Fett,” said Vanth, calmly. He looked at Din. “The King of Tatooine.” 
“I don’t know if he’s going with that title,” Din muttered. Fett didn’t have much of Tatooine under his thumb, not really – Mos Eisley and a few moisture farms, a few spice lanes. He’d have more if Vanth agreed to Fett’s terms, but a few dusty towns and vaporators didn’t make a kingdom. 
Vanth snorted. “What’s he going with, then, Fett the Hutt?”
Din chuckled. “No, I don’t think he’ll go with that either. I don’t think he’s trying to draw the attention of the Hutts any more than he already has, and he’s Mandalorian. Names are important. He’ll – he’ll keep his own name.” 
 His father’s name.  Din ignored the very old, mostly-healed over pang of jealousy that fluttered through his ribs. Din had never been given a Mandalorian clan name. He didn’t  need one, of course, but still. It had rankled, as a kid, to watch Paz go with Pallas Vizsla and the Skiratas choose Annika. 
Din understood it now – he hadn’t had much to offer as a kid. He’d been small and untrained and scared of everything. Din'd thought sometimes that the Mandalorian who’d rescued him – the one who had carried him up out of the smoke and blaster fire – would have adopted Din if he had lived, but he’d died not long after he’d dropped Din off with the covert. By the time Din  had been strong enough to win some fights and prove his worth to a clan, there hadn’t been any clans left with the resources to take in a foundling. The only one in the tribe with the resources to raise a child alone had been the armorer, and she was the alor; she couldn't have adopted Din into her clan, even if Din had sometimes wanted her too. Din and the rest of his age group had been raised by the tribe, and names had ceased to be that important, anyway.
 The Empire is looking for Vizslas,  the older warriors had said.  Looking for Skiratas, for Raus, for Ordos. Better to just be a Mandalorian of the tribe. Better to be no one, better to be safe.  
Vanth just grunted. 
“Didn’t your armor have little skulls on it?” Kesh piped up, looking at Vanth, who cocked his head. 
“Oh, yeah! Little skulls, maybe this big.” He held his finger and his thumb apart to show Din. Din blinked, thinking. 
“The mythosaurs?” Fett still wore small mythosaur signets on his shoulders. 
Vanth shrugged. “If that’s what they are, sure. Little skulls with big tusks. Kinda intimidating, though I am starting to gather that you Mandalorian types just like to be intimidating out of hand.” 
Din rolled his eyes. “Mythosaurs aren’t a clan symbol, as far as I know,” Din said, which wasn’t saying much. He thought of Bo-Katan and her  tal’vode, with their blue and white armor, the moth-owl signets on their pauldrons, the eyes on Kryze’s helmet. “Not among my tribe, anyway. We used it to identify each other.”
“Is Boba Fett your tribe?” Kesh asked. 
Din shook his head. “No. We didn’t meet until recently. After the krayt. He followed me to – to a different planet. I think he was waiting for his armor to leave Tatooine.” 
Vanth shuddered. “He could’ve come here and took it. I had it for years.” 
Din looked at him. “Fett knew,” he said. “But you were using it.”
“I have a hard time believing that he was alright with that,” Vanth muttered, and Din was struck again by the urge to ask him what he thought Fett was like. Din held off, though, not wanting to upset the kids, who were still passing around pieces of his armor and whispering to each other, excited. 
“Armor is important,” said Din. “What you were doing with it wasn’t dishonorable. You were looking after your people. That’s to be respected, even if the armor wasn’t yours.” 
Vanth snorted, but before he could argue, a wizened old man stood up, gently scattering children, and said, “Storm’s over. Best go see what the damage is, eh?” 
Din didn’t resist as the people around him started to move, shifting and  streaming toward Cobb’s door. Din’s armor returned to him in pieces. He tried not to count, but couldn't help himself; his leg armor came back, his pauldrons, his gauntlets. 
He slotted each piece back into place while the rest of Mos Pelgo started to stir. Parents gathered their children, neighbors clapped each other on the shoulder, limbs were stretched and popped. 
“We’ll take a look at the damage,” said Vanth, rising and stretching himself. “Then I’ll call a quorum, yeah?”
Din didn’t argue. The whole town moved and filtered up through Vanth’s front door. Din followed. 
The desert was always very quiet and very still after a sandstorm. Mos Pelgo had been half-buried. He white houses were red with sand. Din’s speeder had toppled over. A few stands of poonten grass had been uprooted, beanstalks pulled up at the roots, but the damage wasn’t too bad. 
“What can I do, while you have your quorum?” Din asked, turning to Vanth, who was surveying the damage with his hands on his hips. 
“You don’t have to do any work, Mando,” said Vanth, lips quirking. 
Din shrugged. “Better than sitting around,” he said. 
“Fair. A’Ten and the others went back to their village for the storm. They’ll be back eventually, but would you mind keepin’ watch, ‘til they get back? We’ll get’cha a pulse rifle, unless that spear you’ve got has a blaster in it.”
Din shook his head. “It’s just a spear.” 
Vanth clapped Din on the back and disappeared back into his house, emerging again a few minutes later with a battered rifle, which he passed off in exchange for Fett’s datapad. Din accepted and chose a vantage point – the tallest building in Mos Pelgo was the cantina, so Din climbed up on the roof and settled into a resting stance, watching the desert. 
It was quiet, up there. The sandstorm had taken off most of the afternoon and the suns were setting, Mos Pelgo humming back to life as its people started the work of digging out their houses and their gardens, knocking the sand out of their vaporators, checking on their animals. 
Sitting for a few hours had made Din’s sore leg tight and stiff. He flexed his toes and rotated his heel a few times, relishing the pleasant burn. The moons rose and Din thought about the stories he’d listened to. 
The townspeople filtered back into Vanth’s house, leaving their children behind. Din waited. 
Finally, as the night chill of the desert had started to creep into his beskar, Vanth stepped out of his house and whistled up at Din. 
Din blinked, stretched and hopped down off the roof. The impact jarred him some but he kept his feet. He padded over to Vanth, who’s expressive face was, for once, impassable.
Din didn’t push. Vanth would tell him regardless of whether the news was good or bad; rushing it wouldn’t help anyone. He waited some more. 
“Alright,” said Vanth. His eyes flashed in the low light. “We accept.” 
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“Alright,” said Vanth, fidgeting restlessly. The palace loomed in front of them. Another half-day of traveling had brought them here without any trouble, though Din was finding it significantly harder to get Vanth through the front door than it had been to get him on a speeder. “Are you  sure he got rid of the rancor?” 
Din resisted the urge to kick Vanth in the ankle like a misbehaving mark. Vanth had been fine on the ride over – more than fine, actually, once he'd realized that the sands were flat enough to race on and that Din was viciously competitive, even in his borrowed BARC – but as soon as the palace had wavered into view Vanth had become secretive and strange. 
“Yes,” Din said, for the fifth time, “I’m sure.” He couldn’t even be that irritated with Vanth’s concern, not really – Din had been worried about the rancor too. But Din knew Fett a bit better now. If Fett ever decided that he needed to kill Din he’d do it face to face, with his own blaster. He'd do the same to Vanth too, if Vanth made himself Fett's enemy. Jabba’s palace had always been a place where slaves went to die, though, so Din couldn’t blame Vanth for his skittishness. 
Telling him how Fett'd kill him if he ever thought he needed to probably won't help, Din thought.  
“That’s not a ‘yes, I’m sure, because I saw him put something even more horrifying in the pit instead,’ is it?” Vanth asked, eyeing the doors and their guard with open hostility. He wasn’t dragging his feet, exactly, but he did keep sneaking glances over his shoulder at the speeders. “Did he get a rathtar? A wurrek?” 
Din  did kick Vanth in the ankle, though he was gentle about it. Vanth shook his foot out and scowled at him. 
“If you’d spent as much time as I have needlin’ Jabba’s operation, you’d be pretty concerned too,” Vanth said. 
Din rolled his eyes behind the helmet. “It’s not Jabba’s operation anymore,” he said. “There’s no rancor. There aren’t even any Gamorreans.”
“There’s still that old trap door, though, right?” 
Din sighed. “You want to borrow my jetpack?” he offered. “I can’t do anything about the trap door, but you’d be able to stay off the ground at least.  Not  that there’s a rancor down there,” he added.  
That seemed to settle Vanth some. “Nah,” said Vanth. He shot Din a brave grin, though Din could still see that Vanth’s whole body was on alert, tension wound and glowing through him like the light of a reactor coil. “I’m not a big fan of heights.” 
“Then quit whining,” said Din, but he kept his tone light so Vanth would know that Din wasn’t really that bothered. 
It was – interesting, that Vanth seemed more wary of Fett than he’d been of the krayt dragon. Din supposed he could understand – despite its size and its appetite, a krayt dragon couldn’t really hold a grudge. It would eat you if you wandered across its path, but it wouldn’t be personal about it. A cartel boss certainly could be, especially in a place like Tatooine. 
 I don’t think Fett is that interested in running a cartel, though. Din had been turning that thought over and over ever since Vanth had agreed to follow Din back from Mos Pelgo. He’d slept lightly in the town, catching nexu-naps in between the thumps and rattles of Vanth’s vaporator, so Din’d had plenty of time to think. 
Din hadn’t figured out exactly why he thought that. From all outside appearances Fett had taken over Jabba’s little empire neatly and was eager to get back to business as usual. The smugglers’ routes would be humming with spice and silicate and blasters soon enough. 
But there was something different happening too. A Hutt operation didn’t care about alliances – the Hutts just strong-armed everyone around them into submission and killed those that kicked up too much fuss. Hutts didn’t do business with escaped slaves, either. Din had seen the ragged scar on Vanth’s chest, a puckered weal just above his collarbone. Vanth’s life in Mos Pelgo had been won, not given. 
No, Fett had a different idea in mind. Din just didn’t have all the pieces to see the whole holopuzzle. Fett wasn’t motivated by an affection for credits. He would’ve just sold off the beskar he’d found in Jabba’s storerooms, if clink was what Fett wanted. 
 Revenge? Din thought. The guard at the palace’s enormous front doors – Theran, Din realized with a jolt, though Theran didn’t seem to recognize Din beyond a friendly nod – rapped on the door, tapped his datapad and let them in. The doors groaned, sand crunching in the winch gears as the doors slowly opened. 
 The storm blew through here too. Mos Pelgo was half a day’s ride at a good clip over the Dune Sea. The winds must have moved fast. Din was surprised that there wasn’t more damage, though Jabba’s palace had stood for hundreds of years and would probably outlast them all.  
Vanth balked again, eyeing the depths of the palace like they were the inside of a krayt dragon’s mouth. Din took up a spot behind him, guarding Vanth’s back, and knocked into his shoulder gently. Din wouldn’t  drag him in front of Fett. He’d just encourage Vanth, that was all, and make sure Vanth knew that Din had his back.
Vanth scowled at him again, tugging at his bandana, but got the message and gingerly stepped inside the palace.
“You've been here before?” Din asked, mostly to keep Vanth from either bolting or drawing his blaster on anything that moved. 
Vanth shook his head. “Nah. Was lucky enough to avoid Jabba’s attention. Nobody holdin’ my chain was ever important enough to get an audience with old worm either. I ran a delivery here once, but Bib Fortuna met me at the door.”
“Bib Fortuna’s dead too,” said Din. 
Vanth nodded. “Weren’t surprised when we heard,” he said. “Never seemed to have much goin’ on in his head, did Bib Fortuna. That he held on to the throne for as long as he did is a genuine Tatooine miracle.” 
“How  did Fortuna end up with the throne?” Din asked, mostly to keep Vanth’s mind off their destination. The front hall had many doors and branching hallways, but it really only led to one place. “How did Jabba die? He was killed, wasn’t he?” Hutts lived a long karking time otherwise. Din wasn't sure he'd ever heard of one dying of old age. 
Vanth nodded, brightening a little. “The stories are all over the place,” he said. “Nobody really knows  exactly what happened. Somethin’ to do with a smuggler the worm wanted, some bounty Fett brought in. The smuggler’s friends came to get him back and destroyed something of value in the palace durin' the rescue attempt, so Jabba got mad and decided to throw them all to the sarlacc. Took everyone out to the Pit of Carkoon, was gonna make a big deal of it, the whole thing. But somehow Jabba ended up dead and Fett was the one who fell into the pit.” 
“That’s it?” said Din, a bit disappointed. 
Vanth laughed. “My people tell me it was a slave who did for Jabba, in the end,” he said, voice lowering conspiratorially. “Some princess he’d stolen away to warm his belly. She choked him to death with his own chains. Desert justice.”
Din raised his eyebrows. “That sounds like a folktale,” he said, having heard more than a few last night. A lot of Tatooine’s stories seemed to be like that – a hero, a villain, a slave outsmarting her master, the cunning and determination of the desert’s creatures. Most Mandalorian stories Din knew were just about hunting or breaking noses. 
“Yeah, well, the other one I heard a lot was that a karkin’ Jedi came and cut Jabba to bloody pieces. Though that seems the more likely option now, if you say you’ve run into some Jedi.” 
“Two,” Din clarified. He privately doubted that a Jedi would want much to do with Tatooine, aside from the relative anonymity that one could find out in the sands. “I’ve met two, and that’s only because I went out looking for them.” 
“How did you find the Jedi?” Vanth asked curiously. They were nearing the steps that led down into the throne room now. There were a few more guards about, but none gave Din and Vanth a second look. “You didn’t tell that story last night.”
Din shrugged, discomfort prickling at the back of his neck. 
“It’s not my story to tell,” he said. “The Jedi… they’re like us. Or like I was,” he corrected himself, wincing. The word  dar’manda burned in the back of his throat. “Mandalorians… we’ve been hiding for a long time. It’s the best way to keep the foundlings safe. If the Jedi want to hide, I’m not going to give them up.” It sounds like they've earned the right to hide, Din thought. Vanth's account of the end of the Jedi told Din that much. The Empire had hated Jedi even more than it had Mandalorians. 
And the kid is with them. Din had promised Grogu that he’d see him again, when Grogu had a better grip on his powers, and Grogu couldn’t train in peace if half the galaxy was hunting his teacher. 
Din would keep the Jedi’s secret. 
Vanth, to his credit, only nodded. He had his secrets too. His network, the people he looked after. Din had the vague suspicion that the network was the  real reason Vanth was considering an alliance with Fett. Fett’s protection would make Mos Pelgo a safe stop for anyone slipping a chain. Escapees could even follow the trail to Bestine, and from there go anywhere in the galaxy. 
 That’s as good a reason to accept Fett’s offer as any. Din wasn’t sure exactly what the people of Mos Pelgo had talked about in their quorum, but someone had made a pretty good argument in favor of the deal. Din doubted that it had been Vanth. 
They reached the top of the steps. Vanth tensed. 
“It’s not like Jabba’s court at all,” Din told him, because it was true. 
Vanth flashed Din a surprised glance. “You went to Jabba’s court?”
Din nodded. “I was much younger,” he said, halfway explaining. When he’d been telling stories for Mos Pelgo’s children Din had skirted some of the nastier aspects of his work, but Vanth was a grown man and had likely seen much worse than Din. Vanth knew what a  beroya was. What they did and who they often worked for.
Vanth’s eyes hardened almost imperceptibly. “What were you doin’ in Jabba’s court?”
Din met his gaze. The helmet was impassive. 
Vanth looked away first, a frown creasing his forehead. “I see.” 
“Places change,” said Din, steadily. Jabba had been a blight on Tatooine, especially for Vanth and his people, but Din had worked for plenty of beings like that. Black Sun wasn’t any better. The Bounty Hunter’s Guild had reformed itself somewhat in recent years, but when Din had started out there he’d done his fair share of unpleasant things for unpleasant beings. He'd done just about anything for enough clink to feed the tribe. A moral high ground was well and good, but it wouldn't feed starving foundlings. Vanth knew that too. “So do people. That’s all. Jabba was hardly the only crime boss I took jobs from. It was the same for Fett.” 
Fett had apparently spent time working for Darth Vader – even Din knew who Darth Vader was. Din’d heard cantina gossips wonder if Vader was even Mandalorian, ruthless and skilled and always masked, but the  alor  had been adamant that Vader was  not, and that if any of the tribe were to bump into him out in the galaxy they were to run, and run fast and far. 
That did make Vanth huff in acknowledgement, though he didn’t look any more keen to start down the stairs. 
Din let Vanth take his time. There was no use pushing at him – Vanth was not a bounty Din could throw in carbonite when Vanth’s nerves started to grate on Din’s own. Din turned up his auditory sensors; faint strains of music, something low and smoky, a far cry from the jumble of noise that Jabba had preferred, filtered into his helmet. 
Finally Vanth took a steadying breath, nodded to himself, and said, “Guess hidin’ never helped the dune worm, huh?” 
Din inclined his head, and Vanth started down the steps. 
Once he’d gotten himself going Vanth moved easily, head up, the confidence instilled by his role as Mos Pelgo’s protector locking around him like armor. Din smiled a little. He really did like Cobb Vanth. 
In another galaxy, Din thought, he'd have been a good Mandalorian. 
At the bottom of the steps, Fett’s court was more crowded than Din had seen it so far. The band was back and working hard. Strains of music hung in the air and buzzed faintly in Din's auditory sensors. He winced at the noise. Noora had the bar again, this time accompanied by the Twi’Lek woman who’d come before Fett asking for his help in finding her daughter, and both were slinging drinks with practiced confidence. A small band of Tuskens – all warriors,  gaderffii strapped to their backs – had taken over a cluster of tables. A slightly-larger group of sandy, dust-blasted settlers glared at them from the other side of the room. Various beings of every shape and size mingled in the middle, drinking or talking or swaying to the music. 
Fett was on his throne alone, affecting laziness, fully armored. Din scanned the room and didn’t see Fennec. There were more guards than Din had seen, too. Most of them were humans and all of them were openly and obviously armed. 
Din frowned.
 I was only gone for a cycle,  he thought.  What happened?  
Fett’s battered helmet tilted in Din’s direction. 
He looked at Din first. The glance, even through both helmets, lit up Din’s spine. He stood taller. Then Fett’s helmet tilted again to look at Vanth. 
“Marshal,” Fett rumbled. 
“You’ll forgive me,” Vanth drawled back, cold calm crossing his face like a desert night, “but I don’t know quite what to call you.”
After the krayt, Vanth had been so friendly and relaxed and content to let Grogu chew on the end of his bandana that it was sometimes hard to remember that he’d stared down Din with his hand on his blaster. Vanth was as willing to fight and die as any battle-trained Mandalorian. Any kid could bluster around and pretend to be a triggerman, but Din knew true triggermen when he met them. Vanth was no pretender.   
Fett made a  hmm sound that Din only caught because his auditory sensors were turned up. He said, “My name is fine, Marshal. You know it?”
Vanth inclined his head. “I know it,” he said. 
Fett stood then, the joints in his armor creaking. The band kept playing but all conversation in the room stopped. 
 How many of them know?  Din wondered, shifting half a step closer to Vanth’s back.  How many of them knew that someone else was wearing Fett’s armor? Beskar was so uncommon that it was hard not to recognize, once you’d seen it. When Vanth had worn it Fett’s armor had been nearly colorless, paint stripped off by sand and wind and hard use. Now it practically glowed in its fresh coat of green and red. But someone must have seen Vanth in it. Pelli had known to send Din off to Mos Pelgo, after all. Word got around on Tatooine. 

   How many people in this room expect Vanth to die here?  

Fett wasn’t as tall as Vanth, who was taller than Din himself, but that didn’t seem to matter as Fett approached. Fett was broad and strong. His presence filled the room. Din watched as Vanth’s shooting hand twitched. 
Fett noticed too, because he made that thoughtful sound again and said, “Easy, Marshal. You’re my guest. Be welcome.” Fett turned to Din and nodded once. “Thank you,” he said. “Good job.” 
“I haven’t agreed to anything yet,” Vanth warned, oblivious to the way Din’s back straightened at Fett’s praise. “My friend Mando here just made some good points, is all. Thought that it might be worth talkin’ to you.” The possessive  my friend made Din roll his eyes again, mostly fond. He resigned himself to an evening of being used as a buffer between Vanth and Fett. 
“Still,” said Fett, and Din was getting to know him well enough that he could hear that Fett was also amused. “He did as I asked, and I’m grateful.” Fett turned to the throne room at large, studying it for a minute, then looked back at Vanth. “You want to talk here or somewhere quieter?” 
Vanth stiffened. Fett just nodded.
“Here’s fine,” Fett said. He waved a dismissive hand at everyone else and pitched his voice above the music. “Find somewhere else to be.” 
No one argued. Fett looked at Din, head cocked, and Din didn’t move, which Fett accepted with a tilt of his chin. 
“So, Marshal,” Fett said, moving over to the bar as its occupants filed out of the room in quietly-whispering groups. Fett gestured at a stool; Vanth stayed standing. Din didn’t sit either but followed Fett and leaned a hip against the bar, angled neatly between Fett and Vanth. If they decided to shoot each other they'd have to get through Din first, and Din was hoping that they both had enough respect for him to want to avoid that. Close-quarters blasterfire did hurt, even through beskar. 
“Did Mando here explain my proposition?” Fett asked. He scooped three glasses out from behind the bar, Noora and the other Twi'Lek having left with the rest of the throne room's inhabitants, and poured a measure of clear liquid –  tihaar, if Din had to guess – into each. He pushed one over to Din’s elbow, kept one for himself and pushed the third to the end of the bar. 
Vanth eyed it and took a few steps closer, but didn’t come any nearer. 
 Really,  thought Din, leaving his  tihaar  untouched for now,  it’s not like Fett’s a rancor. His reach isn’t  that  long.  
He could probably manage to take his helmet off in front of Vanth. Vanth was as much Din’s ally as anyone was these days, and Din liked Vanth more than he liked most of the others who’d seen his face. 
If I have to, Din told himself. If it would set Vanth at ease. He hooked his hands into his utility belt. I can take it off if I have to. 
“He did,” Vanth allowed. His gaze flickered between the two Mandalorians. Din made an effort to appear as relaxed and at ease as possible, propping his sore leg up against his good one. He put most of his weight on his elbow. The spear on his back clinked against the bar. 
“And?” Fett prompted. 
Vanth sighed. “And we voted,” he said. “Mos Pelgo’s… interested. But we want to modify the terms some.” 
Fett gestured to Vanth’s untouched drink. “By all means,” he said. “Negotiations are open.” 
Vanth finally crossed the distance between himself and the bar, knocked back a swallow of tihaar, and let negotiations start in earnest. 
Din tuned most of it out, deciding that it wasn’t really his business. He’d done what he’d been contracted to do and the finer details of political arrangements had never been something that Din had ever cared to pay much attention to. He was a hunter, not a senator or a clan leader. Politics tended to make Din’s head hurt. He kept enough of a sensor on the conversation to make sure nobody was ready to draw a blaster and focused the rest of his attention on the many doors and entrances he could see from this position. 
 It really does look better in here, he thought. The new lamps and the sunlight coming in through the windows made the throne room bright and stately instead of squalid and dim. If any of Fett’s people used spice they didn’t light up in the throne room, so the heady, dangerous haze that had lingered in Jabba’s day was gone. 
Someone had even decorated a little. The tapestries hanging at intervals along the walls looked Ryl to Din, so he was guessing that Noora’d finally gotten tired of looking at blank walls while on shift. 
Every now and then Din would catch a flicker of motion in some hallway or other. Each time he caught it he tensed, waiting for a threat to appear, but no one wanted to risk Fett’s wrath and interrupt negotiations, which had now turned into a spirited debate about whether or not any guards Fett posted in Mos Pelgo should be quartered in Pelgonian homes or if Fett should have a separate barracks built for them. 
Vanth had taken a few sips of his  tihaar by now and had mostly relaxed. Fett had too – Vanth drinking from Fett’s table, even if that table was a bar in this case, protected them both. The law was true for everyone on Tatooine, smugglers, Tuskens and crime lords all. 
Din turned his attention back to the throne room just in time to catch Fennec sauntering in from the direction of Fett's tower. Her tower too, Din supposed – Fett had told him that Fennec's rooms were below Fett's but above Din's. At first Din thought that all was well. Fennec's stride was the same as it always was, cool and confident, and her clothes were as neat and ordered as usual. 
But there was a cut on her face, freshly closed, and her hair was mussed. 
Din frowned. Behind him the negotiations stopped. 
“Marshal Vanth,” said Boba, who had at some point taken off his helmet, “this is Fennec Shand. My second and the brains of the operation. Shand, this is Cobb Vanth, Marshal of Mos Pelgo.” 
“I’ve heard of you,” said Vanth tightly. Din winced. He knew how Fennec had gotten her reputation. 
Fennec ignored Vanth's tension and rolled her shoulders. “Same here,” she said. She squinted at Vanth and then at Fett, sizing them both up and down. “You must’ve been drowning in that armor.” 
“I – it was – ” Vanth spluttered, eyes darting between her, Fett and Din like he was afraid of offending one or all three of them. “It… did its job,” he ventured. “But it was a bit loose, yeah.” 
“You’ll be working with Fennec some,” said Fett. “She manages the guard rotation.” 
One of Fennec’s eyebrows went up. “Signing on then, Vanth?” 
“Against my better judgement,” Vanth muttered into his glass. 
Fett snorted. “It’ll be profitable for both of us,” he said. “You want a contract, or you want to seal it the sand way?” 
“Sand way, if it’s not above you,” Vanth said. Din blinked. The negotiations had been successful, then. 
“It isn’t,” said Fett. He pulled off a glove with his teeth and held his bare hand out for Vanth to inspect. Vanth didn’t wear gloves but did the same, laying his hand out palm-up on the bar. Both of them looked at Din and Fennec. 
“You got any bare steel on you?” Fett asked, looking at Din. 
Din nodded. He always carried a few traditional verd knives as part of his kit. Vibroblades could be disrupted or their battery packs could fail. Steel never failed.  
“The honors, then, if you don’t mind. Fennec, a cloth?” 
Din did as he was asked. He drew a knife from his boot and cut both Fett and Vanth's palms right at the base of the thumb. The cuts didn't need to be deep, just enough of a cut to bring blood to the surface. Din cut Fett's hand first with one edge of his knife and then Vanth's with the other edge while Fennec reached over the bar and rummaged around, coming up with a sand-colored rag of some kind.
Din almost snorted, but held his tongue. Contracts had been struck on far worse than bar rags on Tatooine. 
The people of Tatooine didn’t hold much faith in flimsi contracts or formal documents. Many of the planet's residents couldn’t read. The Tuskens had no written language at all. But everything sentient on Tatooine had blood, or something that passed for blood. Blood spilled over a cloth or a heap of sand was just as good as a stamped flimsi or a notarized holo. 
Fett and Vanth let their bleeding hands drip onto the cloth, a red stain mingling and spreading until a dark blotch formed. Contract made, Fett dug out a few more rags and tossed one to Vanth, keeping the other for himself. It was bad luck to staunch a sand vow cut with bacta. The wounds had to clot and heal naturally. 
Fennec folded the bloody rag carefully a few times and took it over to a window. It would be left out in the sun to dry and then when it was, it would be torn in two, half for Fett and half for Vanth. 
Din had accepted some strange contracts, but he’d never been asked to bleed on anything.  Tatooine,  he thought, eyeing his little glass of  tihaar,  thinking that maybe today was the day he’d finally try some.  It gets stranger every day.  
Now that a contract had been struck and Vanth was decently sure Fett wouldn’t throw him down the rancor pit, Vanth relaxed considerably. 
“We’ll be glad t’do business with you, I think,” Vanth said, looking Fett up and down. Fett’s helmet was perched on the bar. Now that Din knew where many of Fett’s scars came from, he couldn’t help but wince to look at them. “‘S long as you keep your word, anyway.” 
“Should bring us both some profit,” Fett grunted. He waved another careless hand. “You need a room for the night?” 
“No,” said Vanth, draining his glass. He grimaced – did Fett's tihaar burn? – and then shot Din a meaningful look. “I’ve got a standin’ room in Mos Eisley. Some old friends I’d like to see, you know how it goes.” 

   His network. 

Din frowned. He looked between Fett and Vanth. “Is that… safe?” Din ventured. Fett himself had told Din of the price on Vanth’s head. Any slaver or cartel thug would love to stumble upon Vanth and take his bounty for themselves. 
“Probably not,” said Vanth, cheerfully, “but Mos Eisley’s not too dangerous. If this was Mos Zabu I’d be taking both of you with me to protect your investment, but Mos Eisley’s tame as a loth-cat.” 
“You’ll take a guard anyway,” Fett said flatly. “I doubt your people’ll be too happy if you end up dead thirty feet from my front door. He won’t stay with you,” Fett added, as Vanth’s face began to close off. “Once he gets you into the city you can do what you want. But he’ll escort you.” 
Vanth looked at Din. 
Din sighed. “Fine,” he said.  No  tihaar  this time either, he thought. 
Din turned to Fett, who shrugged and nodded. Permission granted, Din nudged at Vanth. 
“Let’s go, then,” he said. 
Vanth smiled but went easy. “Why?” he asked, letting Din herd him back towards the stairs. “You in a real hurry to get back, Mando?”
“Yes,” said Din flatly. “I want to eat.” 
That made Vanth laugh. He was much happier to leave the palace than he’d been going in. Their speeders were where they’d left them under Theran’s watchful eyes, and the ride across the sands to Mos Eisley was easy. 
Din kept an eye on the dunes for the flash of a rifle scope or even a raider moving, but there was nothing and no one out there. 
By the time Din had dropped Vanth off in Mos Eisley the day was growing late again. Vanth tried to offer Din a place among his people for the night, but Din politely refused, leaving Vanth at the edge of Mos Eisley's Quarter, where most of the city's slaves or recently-freed lived. 
“It’s probably safer if I don’t know,” Din pointed out. “It’s hard to give up a secret I don't have." 
“Fair,” Vanth allowed. He clapped Din’s shoulder like they were old friends. “Come visit, when Fett doesn’t have you runnin’ around half the planet,” Vanth urged. “What I said after the dragon still stands. We’d be lucky to have ya around.” 
“I’ll visit,” Din promised, smiling underneath his helmet, and watched as Vanth nodded and disappeared into the crowds of Mos Eisley. For a man wearing mostly red he vanished quickly. He likely had practice. 
Din made the journey back to the palace alone. He was tired, the effects of his sporadic night on Vanth’s couch dragging at him. Pressure built behind his ears. Hunger gnawed at his ribs. 
Hunger was better than nausea, though, so Din was mostly relieved when he made it back to the palace, the suns slashing a purple streak across the sky as he stowed his speeder and dismounted.
Din slipped in through the back this time, through the landing bay and the rear of the palace. If Fett was holding his evening court Din didn’t want to disturb him. He  did want to find Fennec and ask her what had happened to her face, but he didn’t want to bother her either if she was working, so instead of heading to the throne room he leaned on his gradually-expanding mental map of the palace and made his way down to the training room where he’d sparred with Fett. 
There Din scrounged up some decent oil and a rag, which he used to clean his blaster and his knives. 
 I’ll need to find beskar oil, he thought. His spear would never need sharpened – beskar never lost its edge – but it could stand a good polish, as could his armor. 
 Fett might have some.  All of Din’s had gone up with the  Crest. He’d rather owe Fett for a little beskar oil than Kryze. 

   Or I could just paint it, I guess.  

Din had been thinking about that, now that he was spending more time around other Mandalorians. He hadn’t had time to paint his new  beskar’gam before he’d grabbed the kid and fled Nevarro, and he hadn’t been able to find another covert with paints. Fett had kept little stocks of green and red and yellow, but Din had worn red before and he had no particular connection to green. 
 Blue is out too,  he thought. He had agreed to join Kryze’s Quest to help repay her for her aid in his, but Din had no intention of becoming one of her  tal’vod.  
Din pondered armor colors as he stowed the oil and rags back where he’d found them and stretched. He was sure that it was fully dark now, night well and truly fallen on Tatooine, and he  was hungry. 
 The kitchens, then. Thanks to Fett Din knew how to get there from the training room, and he slipped inside without any trouble. The stoves and ovens were dark again, everything quiet except for one large pot kept over coals in the middle of the room, which was full, as it had been before, of Tusken curry. 
Din helped himself, scrounging up some mushy, day-old japoor bread to scoop the curry with. He checked the door surreptitiously, didn’t hear or see anyone, so he released the seals on his helmet and dug in. He didn’t recognize the meat but it was well-spiced and Din was too hungry to care much. He was still enjoying the relative novelty of being hungry. 
 At this rate Kryze is going to have to drag me back onto the cruiser,  he thought. He didn’t know if it was the air in the palace, the light, or even the smell of it – earthy and lived-in, real in a way the constantly-recycled air of the light cruiser wasn’t – but it was easier to  be here, easier to eat and sleep, to spar, to watch, to listen. 
Din was halfway through his plate, lost in thought, when a shadow crossed the threshold of the kitchen and startled him. 
He looked up. Fett, helmet tucked underneath an arm, looked back. Fett’s expression was triumphant.
“We should stop meeting like this,” said Fett lightly. Din glared at him. 
“I’m pretty sure you’re planning it,” he muttered. The reflexive panic of being caught without his helmet on soured the curry in his stomach, made him twitchy and raw like a nerve exposed to the air, but it wasn’t anything Fett had seen before. 
Fett shrugged. “I could just be hungry,” he pointed out. 
“You could,” Din agreed. “But you’re not.” 
“I am,” Fett corrected, his eyes crinkling like he was pleased with Din’s cleverness, “but I did think I’d find you down here, yeah. You should come down during the day and talk with Ushib. She’s going to start to think that you’re avoiding her, if all you do is skulk around in her kitchen after the ovens have gone off.” 
“I’d just be in her way,” Din said. He turned his glare down onto his plate rather than keep looking Fett in the eye. 
Fett chuckled. “She’s getting tired of just talking to me.” He gave Din some space, moving over to the curry pot and scooping himself a plate as well. That made Din settle more than anything – Fett  had been hungry, then, and hadn’t just been looking for Din. “Shand didn’t stay with the tribe long enough to pick up any signs.” 
“You did, though?”
Fett nodded and started in on his curry with a soldier’s familiar gusto. “I was with Ushib’s people for years,” he said. “Spent the first bit of it unable to do much of anything, and then once I was back on my feet, well – I didn’t have a reason to leave, not really.” 
“Not revenge?” Din asked, softly. 
Fett’s eyes gleamed. “My revenge held while I got my strength back up. Took me a while, let me tell you. Then I had to find my armor. Following you halfway across the galaxy and back took some effort. Fortuna didn’t fight hard, anyway, and my other vengeance – well. If Han Solo’s stupid enough to show his face on this planet again, I’ll hear about it.” 
Din grimaced. He didn’t know who Han Solo was, but Din himself hadn’t made it easy for Fett to get his armor back. Din had gone all over the place after he’d taken Fett’s armor from Vanth. Nevarro, Corvus, Tython. 

   It’s no wonder it took Fett until Tython to catch up.  

“How did you find me?” Din asked. “Tython’s uninhabited.” 
“I’m  beroya too,” said Fett, amused. “And not a bad one, either. I followed news of your ship. There aren’t many pre-Imperial salvage ships still out in the black. We picked up your trail after you left Calodan and guessed where you were headed. There’s not much of interest out around Tython except for Tython itself.” 
 A good strategy. If their positions had been reversed, Din would have done the same – Fett’s ship was very old and very distinctive. 
“Finish your dinner,” Fett instructed. “Then we can talk, yeah? Unless you wanna get paid first and talk tomorrow?” 
Din scowled. He had no appetite anymore. But he could still do as he was told, so he finished his plate mechanically, the silence between him and Fett stilted and heavy. If Fett was bothered he didn’t show it. He clearly had as much experience eating under duress as Din did. 
“Who’s Han Solo?” Din asked, because if he was going to be uncomfortable he might as well prod at Fett too. 
Fett grunted and set his plate aside. “A  hut’uun who’s going to get what’s coming to him, sooner or later,” Fett said darkly. He shook his head. “He was a smuggler who ran spice for Jabba, and not a very good one. Pulled a job over on the worm one too many times, ended up with a bounty on his head the size of Chenini.”
“Oh,” said Din, putting the pieces together. “The one who – the smuggler Jabba was going to throw into the Pit of Carkoon.” 
Fett’s mouth thinned. “Talked to Vanth, did you?”
Din shrugged with one shoulder, keeping his eyes away from Fett’s. “Vanth’s… he had some information I’d been missing. About the Jedi, about what happened here. I’ve been… out of the loop, I guess.” 
Fett made a dismissive sound. “Solo fled Hutt Space a year or so before I fell in with Jabba’s outfit,” he said. “Then I heard he’d taken up with the Rebellion. The Empire was paying well for any Rebellion officers that could be caught or killed, so I went to Vader and cut a deal. He wanted the Rebellion’s generals and that kid who’d brought down the Death Star. I wanted Solo. We agreed to trade.” 
Din nodded, eyebrows rising. He wanted to ask more questions, but he held his tongue. 
Fett softened a little once he realized that Din wasn't going to get on him for his choice of employer and kept going. “Caught up with Solo on Bespin,” he said gruffly. “We used him and some Alderaani girl to draw in Vader’s target, the pilot. Vader had the pilot handled, so I threw Solo in carbonite, loaded him up, brought him here. The payout was ridiculous.” 
“So what went wrong?" Din asked. "The Rebellion came to get Solo back?”
Fett nodded and skimmed a hand over his scars. “They tried to break him out, first,” he said. “They botched that so badly that Jabba demanded that they all be thrown into the Pit. Only they had a few tricks to play, still, and... Well. Jabba and I got ours.”

   The sarlacc.  

Din wanted to ask about that too. What it had been like, how Fett had clawed himself free. But Fett’s mouth was set in a thin line, expression dark as the sky before a sandstorm, and Din didn’t want to push. Clearly whatever had happened when the Rebellion had come for Solo had ended with Jabba dead, Fett injured and armorless. Jabba had died before the Empire – over five standard years ago. It had taken Fett that entire time to build his strength back up, to find his armor, to get back here. 
Din took another bite of curry, now cold. He glanced at Fett again. “...Got any more  tihaar?” he asked quietly. 
Fett’s gaze flickered to life again, a little. 
“I didn’t want to try any before I rode out to Mos Eisley,” Din explained. “I, uh, don’t drink very often.” 
“We’ll start slow,” Fett promised, some good humor coming back into his face. “A glass to start with, yeah? You ever had  tihaar?”
“Some,” Din said. He scratched at the back of his neck, self-conscious. Din had always been an oddity among other hunters. Most of their kind made their living out of dives and cantinas, swishing spotchka and worse. “My  alor  wasn’t – she didn’t want us to dull our senses. A few warriors from other tribes brought some when I was younger but then I started hunting, so I haven’t been around for many visits.” 
“Tihaar’s good for a hunter,” Fett said, standing to rummage around in the same cabinet he’d pulled the drink from the first time. He poured two glasses again, though one had less than the other. He came over and put the glass with less in front of Din, keeping the larger for himself. “Puts hair on your chest, my father always said. A drink or two a day won’t kill you. Won’t even dull your senses, not once you’re used to it.” 
Din eyed the glass of clear liquor dubiously. “Do I drink it all at once?” he asked. When he’d been younger they’d all taken sips, laughing at the burn, but in the covert they’d all kept their helmets on. 
“Some do,” said Fett. He raised his glass. “Taking a sip or two might treat you better, though. Since you’re not used to it.” 
 That sounded like a challenge. Din scowled, lifted his own glass and knocked it all back in one swallow. 
He did not choke or splutter, but it was a near thing. The  tihaar burned, sharp and almost astringent. Din grimaced. The tihaar he'd had as a young warrior hadn't been this strong – it had been mild, almost sweet. 
“Give it a minute, Djar’ika,” said Fett, laughing. He drained his own glass too. 
Din scowled harder at the endearment – he wasn’t a child Fett could tease – but he did as he was told and waited. After a few seconds, the sharp burn in his mouth faded, replaced by a sweeter taste. 
“Black melon, ” Din said, surprised. Warmth bloomed in his belly, not unlike the warmth left by a good plate of spicy food. 
Fett nodded. “‘S not traditional,” he said. “My father made his  tihaar  with  psid’ik,  and it was as sweet as anything. Not much that’s sweet grows on Tatooine. The base for mine is  maza. I've got a few batches that I was able to add black melon to, but the maza taste's strong, and it lingers.” 
“It’s good,” Din said, surprised. He'd heard some older warriors joke that tihaar's real purpose was beskar polish, but once the burn cleared out, Fett's tihaar wasn't bad at all. Din would definitely prefer to drink it than to use it to buff scratches out of his armor. 
Fett half-smiled and studied the bottom of his glass. “My father’s was better,” he said. 
Din didn’t know what to say to that, so instead of saying anything he stood, collected his plate and his glass, and took them to the sink. He rinsed everything before putting it in a small sonic wash. He had the vague notion that if he ever did run into Ushib, she’d be even less impressed with him if she found out that Din didn’t do his dishes. 
Fett watched him, amused, and surrendered his own plate when Din held out his hand for it. 
It wasn’t long before Din was finished and out of things to do with his hands. He looked sideways at Fett, who looked back head on. 
“You’re not very comfortable down here,” Fett observed. 
Din shrugged. “I’m not very comfortable anywhere,” he admitted. “It’s, uh. Nothing personal.” 
“Didn’t say it was,” said Fett, stretching his legs. “There somewhere here you’d prefer to talk? The training ring? Your room?”
“Your rooms,” Din said, before his head could catch up with his mouth. That  did surprise Fett, who paused in the motion of picking up his helmet and raised what was left of his eyebrows. 
“Really?”
Din shrugged again, pauldrons cold against the bottoms of his ears. He didn’t have any reason for saying it, really, but now that he had said it, Din knew it was true. Maybe it was the open space, the ability to escape – if Din needed to, he could step off the edge and fly away. 
“Alright,” said Fett, sounding thrown but willing. “My rooms, then, if you’re sure?” 
Din nodded. He wasn’t, but he  did  want to talk and he wasn’t going to find anywhere else that felt safer, not with the  Crest a pile of rubble and his covert disappeared somewhere in the galaxy. 
“After you, then,” said Fett. 
Din pulled his helmet and his gloves back on, leaving the seals disengaged. He was starting to remember the guard movements now; there were few enough of them around at night and the ones who were on duty were easy to avoid. They made it back to Fett’s rooms without passing another soul. 
“What happened to Fennec while I was gone?” Din asked as they walked, remembering the cut on her face when she'd entered the throne room. Faint guilt buzzed on the back of his tongue. He'd forgotten to ask. 
Fett grunted. “The Hutts have decided to register their complaints with me directly,” he said. “‘Cept the  chakaaryc  they sent underestimated Fennec. She got him through the chest before he made it off the steps.” 
“Her face?” 
“He brought a slug-thrower,” Fett said, flatly. “Because of the besk.” He rapped his chest. “Fennec surprised him, so he missed me.” 
Din winced. A slug-thrower wouldn’t pierce true beskar but it could make an unholy dent, and it  would punch through kute without much trouble. “Was there anything on him?” 
“Cartel ink and a credit chip, but nothing else.” Fett shook his head as they stepped into his private lift together, stood close enough that their beskar nearly touched. “He won’t be the last, but sending one triggerman isn’t an assassination attempt as much as it is a warning.” 
“A warning against what?” 
“Disrupting their operations, I’d guess.” The lift chimed softly and opened again into Fett’s airy, windswept rooms. The long, gauzy curtains moved in the breeze. The worktable was strewn with datapads and armor polish and the bedsheets were rumpled, like Fett had had as restless a night here in his palace as Din’d had on Cobb Vanth’s couch. 
Din didn’t need to be prodded out of the lift this time. He stepped out and went to the edge of Fett’s rooms, staring out over the moonlit desert to settle his nerves. His fingers drummed restlessly against his thigh, not hard enough to jar his healing bruise but just enough that he remembered, with every beat his fingers, why he was here. 
“Don’t fall,” Fett warned. “That trick with the jetpack notwithstanding, it’s a hell of a drop.” 
Din peered over the edge, careful not to look directly down and trigger his vertigo, and smiled to himself, remembering the rush of the wind and the catch of his jetpack as it ignited and brought him level again. “It’s not the highest thing I’ve jumped from,” he said. 
“Dinii,” Fett muttered. 
Din cocked his head. That had sounded like his name, but as far as he knew, Fett didn’t know Din’s full name. “Dinii?” he repeated. 
Fett waved a hand. “Lunatic,” he clarified, rolling his eyes. “Mind the edge, yeah? When the blast doors come down it takes an era to get them back up.” 
Din obliged, stepping away from the edge. The view had settled him some. He drifted closer to Fett, who leaned against his work table and set his helmet aside, facing Din. 
“So,” said Fett. “You wanted to talk.” 
Din nodded. He fumbled with his own helmet, pulling it off and setting it gingerly down in a chair so that it wouldn’t end up abandoned on the floor like it had last time Din had let Fett hurt him. 
“Yes,” Din said. 
Fett held out a hand. “So talk,” he said. 
Din floundered. He’d expected – well, he’d expected Fett to take control of the conversation, like Fett had taken control of everything else. Din didn’t know what he was doing. He’d never allowed himself to think about it before, about what he could get out of an injury, what he could use pain to make himself do. 
Din looked at Fett, wide-eyed. 
Fett sighed. “In the kitchens,” he said. “When I gave you that bruise you’ve got riding around underneath your armor.” Din shivered. “Did it help you?” 
“Help me what?” Din asked. “It – I liked it,” he admitted, forcing himself to get the words out. It wasn’t that Din was  ashamed, necessarily. He knew it was a weakness, what he’d let Fett do – the position Din had let Fett put him in – but it couldn’t be that much of one, could it, if Fett knew others who wanted it? 
“Okay, good to know,” said Fett, nodding. He did look pleased. Not smug, but like he’d taken a gamble and had it pay off. He looked like he’d won a hand of sabacc. 
“What do you mean, that it  helps?” Din asked. 
“You tell me,” Fett said. He nodded at Din’s leg. “When you were walking around on that, did you ever had a moment where it hurt, but the hurt cleared your mind? Made you focus?” 
Din nodded, reluctantly. Yes, he’d had that – every time the noise in his ears had whined too loudly, he’d only had to take a forceful step and clear out every noise inside his head. Every time his thoughts had started to drift he’d only had to press down and come rushing back into his body. 
“So it helped,” Fett said. 
“Okay,” Din said, slowly. “But is that… it? You bruise me a few times, I get bruised, we go our separate ways until I need it again?” 
“Could be that easy, yeah,” Fett said, rolling his shoulders. “I’ve got a few I do that for.” 
“But what do you get out of it?” 
Fett was silent for a moment. 
“I just – I don’t understand,” Din said, frustrated. He wished that he had the words to explain himself. He just didn’t understand the nature of the transaction. Din got a bruise or six, got all the focus and low, burning pleasure he could want, and Fett got, what? The experience of beating Din up a little? Most beings who took a swing at Din got that experience for free.  
“Alright,” said Fett, looking thoughtful. “How about I show you? Like before?” 
Din swallowed, half-afraid and half-excited. He studied the bridge of Fett’s nose. He’d been half-hoping that Fett would offer, honestly. Din didn’t know how to  talk about something like this. He didn’t know how to put what he wanted into words. 

   But if Fett can show me…  

“Yes,” Din said, licking his bottom lip nervously. “Yes, alright.” 
Fett smiled, and there was no kindness in it. “Ask me nicely,” he suggested. 
Din felt heat rise in his belly, his hands, his face. “Yes,” said Din, slowly. “Please?” 
“Jate,” said Fett, that praise again, and Din could have sagged in relief. He guessed right and had given Fett what he wanted. Some of the hunger in Fett’s expression banked a little. “You remember the words we talked about last time?” 
“Gev,”  Din said. He frowned a little, riffling through his memories. “Or  rahm,  or  luubid.” 
“Just one’ll do,” Fett said, smiling crookedly. “Pick whichever’s easiest to remember.” 
“Gev,” Din decided. He knew it from his time in the Corps and it would be easy to remember, easy to say. 
“You remember the rule that goes with it?”
“If I need you to stop, you’ll stop.” 
“Right,” Fett confirmed. “All you’ve got to do is say the word. Doesn’t matter what we’re doing, you say it and I stop. Good?”
“Good,” Din said, nodding. He remembered that Fett liked to hear Din’s agreement instead of just seeing it. 
The hunger in Fett’s face sharpened. “Good,” he rumbled, taking a deliberate step forward. “Then strip.” 
“Uh,” Din said, resisting the urge to take a step back, “what?” 
“You heard me, Djarin,” Fett said, unimpressed. “Strip. Armor and clothes. You can keep your underclothes on, if you’re shy, but I want to see your back. I want to see what I’m working with.” 
 So he can hit me,  Din realized, and his ability to form complex thoughts deserted him wholesale.  Need punched him in the chest. His mouth parted. His hands went numb. The ever-present whine in his ears rose in pitch. 
Fett’s own expression was a mirror, raw and wanting. 
“Well?” Fett prompted. 
Tension curled inside Din like an anakkona. He’d never – even in the covert he’d bared as little skin as possible. Skin was bared to tend an injury and that was  it, unless one of the novices had found an inker and was passing it around the others to give each other clumsy, wobbly-lined tattoos. (Din had let Annika give him one, but he hadn’t trusted Paz with it – knowing Paz, he would’ve given Din something vulgar.) 
Outside of getting stitches or setting a bone, or taking gloves off to eat a meal, or the occasional touches traded between bored warriors looking to work off some tension, skin was supposed to be kept hidden underneath a warrior’s armor. Din had followed that rule all his life. He’d let Fett see him already, in parts and pieces, but to take everything off –
 It might be worth it, Din reasoned. He started with his beskar, just like had last time. His cuirass first and then the rest, followed by the stiff folds of his cloak, his kute, his boots, the spear, the darksaber, all of Din’s knives and blades. The night air was cool. Chillbumps broke out along Din’s arms. 
“Go on,” said Fett, as implacable as always. 
Din scowled, discomfort clawing at him, and touched the hem of his undershirt. 
“I can do it for you, if you like,” Fett suggested, and that more than anything pushed Din over the edge. Having Fett do it would be – too much. Not enough. Din tugged his shirt off artlessly, shrugging out of it with stiff, protesting limbs, and threw it at Fett’s feet. He stood there shivering, more exposed than he’d ever consciously been in his life, and waited to be told what to do next. 
“Kneel,” Fett said. 
Somehow that was easier than taking off his clothes. Din knew how to kneel – everyone in the covert knelt before the forge while their beskar took shape. Din folded to the floor so fast his bare knees cracked against the floor, a dull flash of pain he barely registered. Din put his hands on his knees, sat back on his heels, and looked up at Fett. 
Fett huffed. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” 
Din frowned. He wasn’t trying to be. 
“Good,” Fett added, before Din could convince himself that he’d somehow misstepped. “Thank you. How long’s it been since someone’s touched you? Without your armor on?” 
Din titled his head, confused. “Only a few days,” he said. His eyes darted over to the place where Fett had looked after Din’s bruises only a couple of nights ago. 
“Someone who isn’t me,” Fett clarified. 
“Oh.” Din thought about it. The kid had touched his face on the light cruiser. Just a brush of tiny claws. But that wasn’t what Fett was asking – Fett wanted to know how long it had been since Din had been touched like  this.  
“One of my – of the other warriors in the tribe stitched me up last year after I got stabbed,” Din said, straightening his back. Annika had been less than amused. She'd called Din an idiot even as she'd stitched him back together. “Before that… maybe another year? Two? I didn’t, uh. I wasn’t around in the covert much. Always working.” 
Fett’s brow furrowed. “No one’s touched you in more than a year?” 
Din shrugged, uncomfortable. “Not without my beskar on.” Din was used to other kinds of contact. Pressure he could feel through the layers of his kute, a friendly hand clapped on his shoulders, a punch resonating in his beskar. 
“I didn’t realize,” Fett said softly. 
“It’s not… uncommon,” Din said, uncertain.
“No,” Fett said, rubbing a hand over the back of his head. He looked almost  sheepish, which was even more confusing. “But I would’ve taken a different approach if I’d known.” 
“I’m fine,” Din grumbled. He didn’t need to be coddled like a child. 
“Fair enough,” Fett said. He took another step closer, then another, until he stood over Din much like he had down in the kitchens the first time. The heat of him was much more immediate now that Din was only wearing underpants, the rest of him bare to the wind. Din suppressed a shiver and told himself that it was just because of the chill. 
“I’m going to touch you,” Fett warned. He didn’t ask permission, but Din supposed that was what  gev was for. Din nodded anyway and tried not to tense. 
Instead of a blow, Fett stripped off his own gloves and set a bare hand at the back of Din’s neck. Din still half-jumped, lips parting in surprise. 
Fett’s hand was hot. The blaster calluses on his hands scraped against Din’s neck and he couldn’t stop himself from twitching, the sensation completely alien to him. 
Fett hummed. His careful fingers found a scar on Din’s shoulder, a ropey knot left behind from a particularly bad fall Din had taken hunting Black Sun deserters on Smarab. Din hadn’t been able to reach the injury to cauterize it himself so he’d been forced to let it bleed until he’d made it back to the covert. There wasn’t much sensation left around the scar, but Din could still feel the shadow of Fett’s fingertips. 
“Your tribe’s not a big fan of modern medical care,” Fett observed. 
Din scowled. He knew that he had plenty of scars. He’d gotten far fewer since he’d picked up full  beskar’gam , but he’d been in durasteel or worse for years. Sometimes armor failed. 
“Bacta can be in short supply,” Din said. Nevarro had been one of the nicest places Din had ever stayed. They’d been able to scavenge nearly everything and buy what they hadn’t been able to find. Before that they’d sometimes been lucky to find a place to stay where the locals had even  heard of bacta.
Fett rumbled again. “True,” he allowed. He skated his fingers up to the back of Din’s neck, pressing lightly against the sore place where Din had cracked his skull open against the darktrooper. Din hissed. 
“How’d you hold up out in Mos Pelgo?” 
“Well enough,” said Din, remembering Fett’s reaction to the word  fine.  
“The sandstorm hit you too?”
“It did. We waited it out in the town’s bunker. It wasn’t too bad.” The warm press of bodies, the stories, the laughter. It had been… nice. As close to being back in the covert as Din had been able to find out here in the galaxy. He hadn’t minded the noise or the hands on his armor. 
He didn’t mind Fett’s hands either, if he was being honest. It was strange, having someone touch him skin to skin. Entirely foreign. But it wasn’t  bad. Just different. New.
Fett kept up his gentle, steady exploration. He mapped out the scars on Din’s shoulder, his back, his arms, his flanks. He seemed to know the difference between blaster wounds, which were almost always tender, and knife cuts, most of which had no feeling at all. 
He traced the lean muscles in Din’s arms, the strength that came from years of training and wearing armor. He palmed Din’s ribs, making a disgruntled noise at the feel of them, and skillfully mapped each knob in Din’s spine. 
Din let it wash over him. The touches were strange and unfamiliar but clinical enough that Din could keep his heart calm, his breathing even. He could almost convince himself that this was no different than being checked over by a medic – the only thing that kept tripping Din up was the drag of Fett’s calluses. 
“Good,” said Fett finally, using one hand to smooth down a few of Din’s wild curls. He scratched at Din’s scalp lightly. Din would have objected to being petted like a massiff puppy but the touch felt innocuous enough that Din allowed it. “How’s the leg?”
Din twitched again, his hands fluttering in an aborted movement before he caught himself and kept them on his knees. “Can’t you see it?” Din asked. 
Fett rumbled. The hand in Din’s hair stopped moving. “I can see it fine, Djarin,” said Fett. A new, darker note had entered his voice.  “I didn’t ask you how it looked. I asked you how it was. The truth, please.” 
Din swallowed at the reprimand. “It’s – sore,” he said. “But it hasn’t bothered me since I took the bacta off.” 
The hand started to move again. “Did it help you?” 
For a split second, Din thought about playing dumb. But he didn’t have his armor on and Din knew that his face would give him away. He hadn’t figured out yet how to control his expression or how to keep his heart out of his eyes. So Din swallowed and said, honestly, roughly, “It did.” 
Fett’s hand stopped being so gentle. Fett tangled his fingers in Din’s hair and tugged once, sharply. Din moved with it, biting back another hiss. Fett didn’t relent until he had Din’s head pulled back, throat bare. He looked down with raw hunger in his eyes. Din could only blink back up at him, dazed. Pain prickled down his scalp and into his neck. Din had to grip at his knees to keep from struggling. 
Fett smiled. “Good,” he said. “You asked me what I get out of all of this. Do you understand now?” 
Din stared up at him. His thoughts were running together too fast and too slow at the same time, a tangle of competing instincts. Din wanted to tear himself away and run for the sky. He wanted to lean into Fett’s touch. He wanted it to stop, and he wanted it to hurt more. 
But Din Didn’t get to decide what happened next. He was mostly naked, entirely vulnerable, at Fett’s mercy. 
And Fett, Din realized, didn’t have much mercy in him. 
He understood.
“Control,” he rasped, fingers digging into his knees. “You get control.” 
“I do,” Fett agreed. “I get to decide how you hurt. Where. When.” He tugged a little harder, forcing Din to either bow his back or overbalance. Din bent with him, strain building along his spine. Fett’s blunt fingernails dug into his skin and flared brightly. 
Din gasped, dizzy and overwhelmed. He felt every lick of the wind against his back and his belly. He felt Fett’s eyes on him like black holes, bottomless and ravenous, a gravity Din couldn’t outrun. 
His eyes watered. “Please,” he choked, gritting his teeth against any deeper, rawer sounds of pain. 
Fett’s hand gentled, but only just. He soothed Din’s prickling scalp with the rough pads of his fingers. “Since you asked so nicely,” said Fett, solicitous. “Take a second, Djar’ika. And think carefully. Do you want this?” 
Din swallowed. He swayed, his stance broken, and Fett gently lent one of his own legs for Din to lean on. 
Fett’s thigh was just as warm as his hands. 
“Want what?” Din managed, once he’d gotten his breath under control again. He’d dug new bruises into his knees. 
Fett tugged a few curls at the nape of Din’s neck gently. “For me to take control,” he said. “For me to hurt you.” 
Din swallowed. He looked up at Fett.  I can say no,  he reminded himself.  I can say  gev, and this will stop.  
But Din didn’t want this to stop. He gathered what was left of his courage and looked Fett in the eye. “Yes,” he said, “I do.” 
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“Very good,” Fett praised. His blunt nails dug in and the pricks of pain felt like a  reward, tangled hot with the praise to spread down Din’s back and glow ember-bright in his chest. Fett’s hand gentled. The shift in sensations made Din's nerves tense and twist. He wasn't sure if he wanted to pull away from Fett's hand or if he wanted to lean into it. 
“Since you’ve never done this before,” said Fett, “we should go over some rules first. Alright?”
“There are rules?” Din wasn’t sure what rules there could possibly be – it seemed fairly straightforward to him. Fett wanted control. He wanted to hurt Din. Din wanted to –
Well, be hurt? he thought, wondering. Or to prove that I can be hurt, that it won't undo me. That I'm still – that I can take it. 
If he was being honest with himself, Din wanted that strange, blunted place he'd found inside his head down in the kitchens, too. He wanted Fett to hurt him so badly that he didn't have to think.
Din didn't know what rules went with that desire, except for Don't kill me, I guess.  
Fett nodded. “Not many rules,” he allowed, “but some, yeah.” 
“Oh.” Din tried to stand so he and Fett could talk it out, but Fett’s hand tugged sharply again, pain sparkling, drawing a hiss out of Din. 
“No,” said Fett. He said it with such casual confidence – such certainty that he’d be obeyed – that Din flinched like he’d been slapped. “I like you where you are,” Fett continued. “Unless you say your word, you can stay like this.” He did loosen his grip a little to allow Din to return to a more natural kneeling position, easing up on the bend in Din's spine. 
Din swallowed. He thought about arguing for his right to stand and look Fett in the face, but didn’t see the point. Fett was strong – Fett could likely  make Din kneel, if he wanted. The thought thrilled through Din. He couldn't tell if it frightened him or made him want even more. 
He sat back on his heels and looked up. “Rules?” Din rasped. 
“This first one is an unusual rule but I think since you’ve never tried this before, it’s needed,” Fett began. Din’s back tensed. He already didn’t like the sound of this. 
Fett noticed and huffed at him, still petting through Din’s hair. “I’d like you to give what I ask of you a try,” he said. “You don’t have to  enjoy it – no one enjoys everything – but if I ask, I’d like you to trust that I’m doing so for good reason. You will always be able to use your word to stop something if it’s not what you want or you need. I can too.” 
“You have a word?”
“Same word,” said Fett. “And yeah. I’m part of this too, aren’t I? Sometimes things get intense, even for me. My partner will want to go places that I can’t go, or won't go. The word protects us both.”
“Oh.” Din hadn’t considered that before. His already-tenuous grasp on the situation slipped a little further. Why would Fett want to stop? He wouldn’t be the one getting – Din didn’t know, flogged or whipped or beaten. 
“That work for you? Doing as I ask, unless you don't understand and need to ask a question?” 
Din hadn’t been aware that this was a negotiation, but he nodded. “Yes,” he said, remembering that Fett liked to hear his agreement. “I’m – I’ll try it. What you ask, I mean.” His heart beat faster at the admission. It felt like he was giving Fett a Nemoidian account to do as he wanted. Din had never offered anyone that before. Even with the Guild he'd had jobs that he wouldn't take, things he wouldn't do.
But he’d do anything Fett asked him to, at least once. The realization went down Din's back like the shock from touching a live wire. Din trusted Boba Fett. 

  When did that happen? 

“Second, I’d like to keep this arrangement separate from whatever else you agree to do for me,” said Fett. 
Din nodded faster this time, relieved at that. Work was  work. A duty and an honor, even if it was work done for a cartel boss. The only way to earn that beskar in Fett's treasure room was to work for it. Din didn’t want to confuse that with  this, whatever this turned out to be. 
“That means that if we’re in the throne room and I tell you to do something you don’t want to do, you can tell me to kark off, Djarin,” Fett said. His voice was serious and his eyes, when Din glanced up for a second, were serious too. His hand was heavy and still. “I’m not interested in blind obedience. The outfit’s too small for that. You’re a capable warrior and you know what you’re doing. On the job you do what you think is best, not what you think  I want. Understand?”
“Yes,” Din said. 
“Good. Mouthing off to me in the throne room if I tell you to do something stupid won’t earn you a punishment in here, and doing well for me in here won’t earn any additional clink or credits out there.” 
Din nodded again. His breath stuttered a little. “Punishment?” he asked. 
Fett’s eyes danced wickedly. “That’s part of this, for some,” he said. “Rewards for good behavior – obedience, surrender – and punishment for bad. Usually bad manners.” 
Din winced. He knew he could be blunt and straightforward. Bounty hunters didn’t tend to make it very far by saying  please. “What… what’s the punishment?” 
“Depends on the situation, and the person,” Fett said. He shrugged. “We can sort that out when it comes up. You’ve been very good for me so far, so unless you haul off and punch me, we don't have to worry about it now."  
 That made Din flush all over, a blush spilling down his throat, his chest. He couldn't stop himself from imagining what punishment looked like. What it would feel like. To Din's mortification, his cock gave an interested twitch. He dug his hands into his knees, knuckles creaking.
No, he thought to himself. Not right now. Needing punishment to focus his mind was one thing. Needing punishment to get some kind of gratification was another, and Din didn't want to think about that right now. He wanted to focus. He wanted to be good, as embarrassing as that thought was. As confusing as it was. Din didn't know how to be good for Fett. 
Fett rasped a laugh. 
“Third,” he said, like he wasn’t turning Din’s understanding of the galaxy inside out every time he spoke, “respect. Respect for me – that means good manners, Djarin – and respect for yourself, too.”
Din nodded along to that as well. It helped if he thought of Fett as an  alor.  Not Din’s  alor – he would only ever have the one, really – but another tribe’s leader, one worthy of Din’s respect and compliance. He didn’t think he’d have too much trouble with that rule. 
“Fourth, honesty,” said Fett, bluntly.
Din blinked. “Really?” 
The look Fett shot him was fond but serious. “Yes, really,” he said. His voice was grave. “I need to be honest with you, and you need to be honest with me. About everything, even if it’s uncomfortable.” 
Din shied away from that, a little. “I’m… not  dishonest,” he said. He wasn’t. He kept secrets, of course, but any Mandalorian kept the same. Din was dar'manda now, but he still had secrets he needed to keep. Grogu's whereabouts. The last place he'd seen the covert. Din couldn't – wouldn't – give those up. He trusted Fett, but –

  But some secrets aren't mine to give. 

Din didn’t like the idea of honesty being a condition of – of whatever this was. A contract.  
Fett held up a hand. “Neither am I, generally,” he said. “And I’m not saying that you need to tell me everything that comes up, especially outside of this room. I have my secrets and have no interest in yours.”
“So what’s the limit, then? When do I – when would I  have to be honest with you?” It wasn’t that Din intended to lie to Fett. He never lied, not if he could help it, but he had been forced to skirt the truth before, to lie by choosing different words or by not speaking at all. Protecting the kid was more important than – than whatever else Din wanted. Even this. Especially this. Din had never needed pain to get his job done before. He might want it, but this wasn't something he needed, not like Grogu needed a safe place to grow up, to learn to control his powers. 
“When we do this,” said Fett, gesturing between them. “And I’d like to think that you’ll be honest with me while we’re working together too, but I won’t make that a rule. This is Tatooine. Sometimes honesty’s not possible.” 
That was true enough. Din had very few secrets  on  Tatooine – he wasn’t part of Vanth’s network, though he’d probably pitch in if Vanth asked, and the White Bantha hadn’t told Din any secrets that he could carry off-planet – but anything could happen out on a job. Din could very well step into a town on Fett’s orders and find a covert. Tatooine was exactly the sort of place an  alor looked for when moving a tribe somewhere new. Sharing the location of a covert outside of the tribe was forbidden, unless a life was at stake. 
“That’s fair,” Din said. “I can do that. Be honest, I mean.” 
“That means telling me when you’re uncomfortable,” Fett reminded him. 
Din scowled. “Okay,” he said, waving a hand to encompass the room, the entire situation. “I’m uncomfortable.” 
Fett laughed. “Jate. Like that. How're your injuries? Your arm, your head?” 
Din snorted, but subsided when Fett tugged his hair in warning.  Behave, the tug said. Din held back his sharp retort. "I'm functional," Din said, which was more honest than fighting fit. "My head hurts when I don't sleep enough." 
"Have you been sleeping enough?"
"Not in Mos Pelgo," Din admitted. "I slept okay here." 
"Does your head hurt, then?"
Din shook his head. His scalp stung and prickled where Fett had dug his nails in, where he'd pulled at the hair, and his skin all over was sensitive and buzzing, but Din figured that was just because he hadn't ever been touched like this before. 
"I need to hear you say it, Djarin," said Fett. A note of warning threaded through his voice. Behave, Din reminded himself. 
"It doesn't hurt," he said. "There's – pressure, a little discomfort, but no real pain." That was as honest as he was capable of being. 
“Ori'jate. That’s all of my rules,” Fett said. He scratched Din’s scalp lightly as if to reward him for making it this far in the conversation without bolting. Din resisted the urge to show his teeth, feeling coddled and unsettled by it. This was about pain, wasn't it? “Do you have any rules you’d like to bring? Any boundaries?”
Din was frankly surprised that he got to set rules at all – that seemed to run counter to the idea of giving control over to Fett – but he thought about it for a moment, chewing the inside of his cheek. 
“I… would prefer to keep this between us,” he said. The thought of word of  this,  of letting Fett see this weakness, getting back to someone like Kryze or Din’s  alor made his skin prickle, his ribs constrict. “So secrecy, I guess.” 
Fett nodded. “Done,” he agreed. 
“That’s… about it,” Din said. He racked his brain for anything else he could think of, but Fett’s rules suited Din just fine and he didn’t know if he should ask for anything more. If there was anything he wanted to rule out entirely. 
Fett  hmmed and scratched Din’s scalp again. 
 Don’t pet me like a massiff pup, Din wanted to add, but that was just petty discomfort and flirting with being impolite. 
“Fennec will probably find out,” Fett warned. “She’s got an eye for this sort of thing. But she won’t talk about it with anyone.” 
“You trust her that much?”
Fett nodded. “I do.” 
Din accepted that. There was no way around it, really – Fett and Fennec were joined at the hip. Their time in the desert together had made them  tal’vode, blood-kin, whether or not either of them used that word between them. 
“We can revisit these,” Fett added, looking down at Din. “This isn’t a conversation that happens once and never again. This sort of thing – it’s like water in the desert. Always shifting and moving.” 
That calmed Din’s nerves, a little. The idea that he could change this arrangement, that if he needed to, he could stop it or call it off entirely. 
“Okay,” Din said. 
“Okay,” Fett agreed, and when he said it Din knew that it was as binding as a sand vow. Din swallowed. He shifted on his knees a little, wincing at the stiffness. 
“So what now?” he asked. 
Fett chuckled. “Mando’ad,” he said, fondly. Din didn’t know what that was supposed to mean beyond the obvious, but he let the word wash over him and looked up through his lashes, carefully setting his gaze at the bridge of Fett’s nose. 
“Now we get started,” said Fett. 
Din shivered.  Started with what? he wanted to ask, but he was afraid that his voice would crack or waver, so he said nothing at all. His compliance was rewarded with a gentle tug, Fett’s fingers threading back through his hair. 
“On your feet, Djar’ika.” The order was given softly, but it was still an order. Din climbed to his feet, wincing. As a younger warrior he’d spent hours kneeling before the forge watching the  alor work without feeling any stiffness or pain, but he’d landed hard on his knees a few times since then. It wasn't easy climbing back up to his feet as it used to be. 
Fett let go of Din’s hair and gestured over to the workbench. “C’mere,” he said. “Let’s get you familiar with some things, yeah?”
Mouth dry, Din went where he was pointed. Fett followed behind him and cleared off a few datapads and what looked like a kit of armor polish. He held up a finger. 
“Wait here,” he said.
Din did, soothing his own mounting nerves by looking out across the desert. The sands were white and blue in the moonslight. The dunes had shifted, their spines broken and reforged by the sandstorm, and there were so many shapes in the stars that Din knew he wouldn’t be able to identify them all.
He tried anyway. There was Clever Anooba with her pack twisting by the eastern horizon. There was Bantha-Mother guarding the moons. There were the Raiders with their  gaderffii extended, long straight lines of stars that the Tuskens used to navigate in the desert. 
Fett returned, carrying a crate. He had shed the rest of his beskar and now wore just his long black Tusken-style robe. He caught Din’s eye and flashed him a toothy smile and, without comment, tipped the crate over on the workbench. 
Fett spread the crate’s contents out, then raised a scarred eyebrow. 
Din hardly knew what to look at first. Fett had at least half a dozen floggers in different sizes and configurations, some with many tails and others with just one or two, with thick tails and thin tails and even one with tails that had been braided. Fett had rods and canes, a short bit of metal that had  prods at the end, like a bantha-staff used to move livestock across the sands, and a variety of what looked like paddles, each with a slightly different shape and texture. Some looked so fearsome Din was half-afraid they'd bite into him from where they lay on the table. 
Fett had restraints, too; matte black magcuffs and thick padded gloves, a long coil of soft-looking braided rope and another of even-softer material. When Din reached out and touched it, the smooth slide of it through his fingers made heat rise in his belly and spread smoldering to his fingers and toes. 
“Wyyyschokk silk,” Fett supplied, watching Din’s face. Din tried not to color. He wondered how much of himself Fett was able to read. He put down the coil of wyyyschockk silk and raised an eyebrow, aiming for cool indifference. His cock twitched again, almost certainly obvious through the thin layer of his underclothes, betraying him. 
“Wyyyschokk silk isn’t cheap,” Din said. To harvest wyyyschokk silk you had to actually brave facing a wyyyschokk. Din personally would rather square off against a darktrooper. He'd seen wyyyschokks kill Wookiees. 
Fett shrugged. “‘S worth the cost, to me,” he said. “Cheap equipment can fail or hurt. I know that wyyyschokk silk won’t. It’s worth it for me to know that if I use that, it won’t snap on me or cause any pain that I don’t want to cause.” 
Din blinked. That was true, of course – a cheap Black Sun-made BLESTAR pistol cost a third of the credits that a real WESTAR-20 did, but Black Sun’s version was known for blowing up just as often as it actually worked. A real WESTAR never failed and was worth the Hutt’s ransom it cost to get one. 
Din had never thought to apply the same logic to anything outside of a weapon, though. But it made sense, and the context, Fett’s obvious care, helped settle more of the apprehension in Din’s chest, flattening the tangled threads of wary fear into flickering strands of interest and excitement. 
Wyyyschokk silk  was  strong. It had to be to support the weight of a wyyyschokk and her brood, to fully ensnare a wyyyschokk’s prey. Some of the creatures wyyyschokks hunted were  enormous.
 I wouldn’t be able to get out of it, if Fett used it to tie me up,  Din thought. His mouth dried out and his heart kicked against his ribs. He couldn’t tell if he was afraid of the thought or excited by it. No matter how Din would struggle, he wouldn’t be able to snap wyyyschokk silk. He’d be vulnerable. At Fett’s mercy. He wouldn’t even  have to fight it, because he knew without trying that he’d be trapped. Din could just stop fighting, and let whatever Fett was going to do to him happen. 
Din took a shuddering breath and made himself look away. He couldn’t look at Fett – Fett had already seen too much – so he looked out at the desert instead. 
Tattooine’s moons were very rarely on the same phase. Ghomrassen, the largest of the three, was nearly entirely dark tonight, only a sliver of her visible in the sky, while Chenini, the smallest, was full. Guermessa, the middle moon, was waning, turning her face away from the planet, and wouldn’t be full again for cycles and cycles. The Tuskens celebrated the end of one year when the moons were all dark together, and the dawn of the next year when the moons began to return. 
Din made himself watch the moons for several seconds, wrestling with his breath, his heartbeat. He was more aware of his near-nakedness than ever; he was sure that Fett could see Din’s pulse jumping in his neck, could see the sweat beading at Din’s temples and collarbones. 
 Focus, Mandalorian.  Fett thought that Din was strong enough to handle this. Din was  not going to panic like a frightened bantha calf and make a break for the desert. 
He took his eyes off the distant moons and made himself look at the rest of Fett’s equipment. One of the floggers, a simple one with a wrapped leather handle and a collection of short leather tails, caught his eye. It didn’t look so very fearsome – Din had never been whipped or flogged before, since he was never out without his armor and punishment for mischief in the covert had usually just been ‘fresher duty – but he knew that some of Fett’s floggers, with their thick tails and textured ridges, would  hurt.  
 That’s the point, isn’t it?  
But the one Din’s gaze had settled on didn't look like it would hurt quite so badly. He had no frame of reference, but he was familiar enough with pain that he could make an educated guess. This particular flogger would leave marks, probably, would sting and redden, but Din doubted that they’d even bruise that much, not even with Fett swinging it. 
Din looked at Fett questioningly, and Fett nodded.  
Under Fett’s watchful eye, Din slowly reached out and touched it. 
Nothing happened. 
 Of course nothing happened,  Din scolded himself, embarrassment flushing his ears red.  It’s not alive. It’s just… a tool. That’s all.  
Din curled his fingers around the handle. The leather was smooth and well-worn, buffed to a soft shine with use. Din made himself pick it up and examine it like he would any weapon. The weight was good. Heavier than Din expected but light enough to swing with ease. The tails hummed as they met the air. He put the flogger back down and looked at Fett. 
Fett looked back steadily. 
Din swallowed. “Do people,” he began, mouth dry. He looked back down at the assortment of tools and made himself run his fingers over the edge of a deceptively thin reed cane. A very dim, very old memory sparked; tall grass, cool wind, a sky as grey as beskar. Reeds nipping at his bare feet, his ankles, slapping against his knees. Thin, almost bloodless cuts that were soothed by a soft touch. 
He pulled his hand away. “Do people… really want all of this?” he asked. He forced himself to keep breathing evenly, wrangling his pulse under control. 
Fett shrugged. “Some,” he allowed. “But not everybody likes everything, or even most things – some just want the flogger, some want to be cut, some want to be tied up, some will try anything once. Everyone is different.” 
Din eyed the prod. He could almost taste the burnt carbon on the back of his tongue. He’d been electrocuted on the job a few too many times to even  imagine enjoying being shocked or prodded like a bantha. 
Fett caught his expression and chuckled. “Not everyone likes that,” he said. “‘S an acquired taste.” 
“I’d rather not acquire it,” Din muttered. 
Fett laughed again. “Fair enough,” he said agreeably, and swept the prod off the table and back into its box. “Anything else you wanna rule out?” 
Din touched the reed cane again and chewed on the inside of his cheek. The supple edge of it sparked that memory again, dimmer than before, like touching a very old scar. He shook his head. 
“No,” Din said quietly. The cane – didn’t  frighten  him, necessarily, but it did make his heart beat faster, made trepidation swell in his chest. The cane would  hurt.  It would raise welts on his back, on his legs – he didn’t know how he knew that Fett would use it on his legs, if Din asked, but he  knew. On his upper thighs, on the swell of his ass. He bit his lip harder. The cane might even cut, if Fett swung hard enough.
 That’s too much,  Din told himself.  Too much. I’d show him too much weakness. Too much need.  
“Not – not right now, anyway,” Din said.  
Fett nodded. “Okay,” he said. “Then I'd like to remind you of the first rule.” 
Din looked at him out of the corner of his eye. 
“I want you to give it all a try. Not all at once,” Fett added, watching Din take a startled step back. His lips twitched. Din scowled at him, feeling needled. “But I would like you to trust my judgement, and give something a try if I ask you too. If you don’t like it or if it’s too much, we can stop and reevaluate. If you  really don’t like it, it’ll go back in the bin. Yeah?”
“Even the restraints?” Din asked. The cuffs and ropes made his chest tight. He wanted to touch the wyyyschokk silk again, its smoothness, its deceptive strength. A muscle in his neck jumped. 
Fett didn’t smile, exactly, but his eyes glittered. “Even those,” he said. “Eventually. No need to rush in all at once, yeah?  N’epar nu pirur. We can start small.” 
The rough peaks of Mandalorian settled Din, some. Even though Din didn’t understand he could sense the intention behind the words – Fett was using it to highlight their commonality, to group them together as Mandalorians. Din was in the presence of an ally. Not a warrior of Din’s own tribe, but close enough. As close as Din was ever going to find out in the galaxy again. 
“Define 'small,'” Din said, but his heart had calmed a little. 
Fett  did smile this time, like a nexu with a meal at the end of its claws. “Go stand against the wall,” he said. 
Din hesitated, wide-eyed. Fett just looked at him. Din remembered the rules. Do as I ask, unless you don’t understand. He did understand, this time. Fett was going to show Din something. It was going to hurt. The tangle of fear and anticipation was back. It thrummed in Din’s ribcage, crowded all other thoughts out of his head.  
Din went and stood against the wall.
The only wall in Fett’s room was the pillar in the center, the one that housed the lift and the stairs and held up the roof. It was solid and sturdy, made of a single block of red-banded sandstone. Its surface was rough and textured, pocked by wind and sand and time. Din wondered what it would feel like if he touched it. 
He looked back at Fett. 
“Hands on the wall,” Fett said. A darker, richer note had entered his voice. “Feet apart. Careful not to lock your knees.” 
Warily, Din did as he was told. The stone  was rough underneath his palms, the texture sparking the nerves in his hands as he shifted into a position he could endure for a while – back straight, feet planted, hands braced. 
It wasn’t – uncomfortable, exactly. Din had once spent two days wedged into a tree trunk on Myrkr twenty feet off the ground while a pack of vornskr had circled hungrily beneath him, leaping up at the tree to bite at his heels. Din had crossed into their territory accidentally while hunting a smuggler who’d thought she could pull the bantha fur over Crimson Dawn’s eyes. If Din could endure that, he could endure this easily, indefinitely. This was nothing. 
 The vornskr weren’t trying to hit me, though. They’d just wanted a meal, same as any beast. Fett wanted something more. 

   Control.  

Din turned his head to catch sight of Fett. Fett saw and  tsked, gently. 
“Don’t turn around,” he said. “It would be a shame to catch that face of yours by accident, yeah?” 
Din blushed all the way down his chest and  glared. He knew that he wasn’t anything particularly special to look at, especially without his beskar. Din wasn’t beautiful like Noora or even particularly handsome like Vanth was. Without his armor on, Din was just – some human, just another scarred and greying man on a planet full of scarred and greying men. If Din were to walk out in the streets of Mos Eisley without his beskar on, he’d fade into the crowd like a dust cloud getting swallowed by a sandstorm. 
“You don’t need to tease me,” Din said, tone sharper than he meant it to be. 
Fett’s gaze, bizarrely, softened. “I wasn’t,” he said, and his rough voice was so sincere that Din actually met his eyes for once, shocked into believing him. 
Discomfort clawed at his throat. He didn’t know what to do with that, with sincerity, even less than he knew how to handle mockery.
“This is not a situation where I will mock or belittle you, Djarin,” Fett said. “My rules aren’t just for you. You promised me honesty. I promised the same. I will not lie to you, not like this.” 
“Oh,” Din said. He broke eye contact, unable to bear it, the truth shining like beskar in Fett’s dark eyes. Shame crept in, replacing the hot prickle of defensiveness that had reared up inside his chest. “Sorry.” 
Fett just looked at him. “This is new,” he said. “Don’t worry about it.” He gave Din a crooked smile and Din focused on the upturned corner of Fett’s mouth, which was safer to look at than Fett’s eyes.  
“Okay,” Din said. 
Fett hummed. “Now,” he said, “turn around.” 
Din didn’t argue, this time. He turned back to the wall and focused on the texture, on the feel of his body as it settled back into position. Back straight, feet apart, knees braced but not locked. He  could  follow orders, even if he’d fallen out of practice. Din had been his covert’s hunter for so long that he hadn’t  needed to follow anyone’s orders. His life had been his own, entirely solitary except for a handful of nights among the tribe at a time between jobs. 
 But I am a good warrior,  Din reminded himself. He knew how to listen, to obey an  alor  even if the  alor wasn’t his own. He’d prove it. 
“Ori’jate,” said Fett, softly. Din could hear him moving in the room, his footfall, the sound of tools being moved around on the table. Din wanted to look but didn’t; his other senses, his hearing, the bone-deep awareness of another trained warrior moving behind Din’s back, expanded. 
“We’ll start small,” Fett continued. The hairs on the back of Din’s neck stirred. Breeze drifted in from the high desert and made Fett’s curtains move; the shadows twisting on the wall made Din flinch in expectation. 
“Let’s try ten strikes,” Fett suggested, in a tone that told Din that Fett wasn’t actually  suggesting  anything. “You don’t have to count them, this time. All you have to do is stay still and keep your position. If you move, I’ll stop and start over.  Tayli’bac?” 
Din had no idea what  tayli’bac meant – he’d never been asked questions in Mandalorian, as a child – but he nodded anyway, then remembered that Fett liked to hear Din’s agreement, not just see it. 
“Alright,” Din said. Apprehension and excitement expanded in his belly. His heart rate picked up again despite his steady battle-breaths. He wanted to curl his fingers into the wall, wanted to find anything that he could grip or cling on to, but he didn't want Fett to stop before he’d even started. 
Behind Din, something moved and displaced air. Whatever it was  thrummed instead of whistled – whatever it was was heavier than Din had expected. 
Din’s fingers started to shake. Anticipation and dread warred inside him. He pressed his hands against the wall to hide their shaking, hard, and closed his eyes. That helped; closing his eyes made Din’s other senses sharpen further. He heard the rustle of Fett’s robes as Fett padded closer. He smelled the leather in the air. 
“Take a moment,” Fett advised, very close behind Din now. Something deceptively soft touched the meat of Din’s left shoulder. He startled. 
 A flogger, he realized. Not the one Din had touched, but one of the bigger ones. Din could feel at least three separate tails. They brushed along one of his scars, light as feathers. Light as air. Din tried not to twitch away. Anticipation faltered in his belly, lost some ground to dread. 
Fett put a steadying hand on Din’s hip. His hand was still bare and the heat of it was like a brand. Din tried not to shy away from that either, but he didn’t really have to bother. There was nowhere for Din to go, not without breaking his position against the wall. 
No one had touched him like that in – in years. Skin to skin.  
“Take a deep breath,” Fett advised. The tails almost  tickled  where they brushed against Din’s bare skin, which was absurd. The point of them was to  hurt. “Tell me your word, one more time?”
“Gev,” said Din, teeth gritted. The wait was unbearable. His nerves were singing and Fett hadn’t even struck him yet. His entire body was torn between the desire to bolt and the desire to fight.
“Good,” said Fett. He let go of Din’s hip. “Ten strikes. Then we’ll go from there.” 
The tails brushing Din’s shoulder fell away too. His awareness of the room behind him shifted; he felt Fett move, heard the tails sing through the air, and flinched. 
But Fett didn’t hit him, not yet. He swung the flogger a few times, moving air but not touching Din. 
 What’s he doing?  Din thought, distracted. He wanted to turn around and look, but forced himself to hold as still as he could.  Just testing it, or – ? 
And then Fett  did hit him, the tails thrumming as Fett swung, and every thought Din had scattered like sand before the wind. 
Fett’s first blow caught Din across the meat of his shoulders. The tails hit more or less all together and knocked a shout from Din’s chest before he could swallow it back. His spine locked and his hands slipped on the wall; it took all of his willpower to keep from leaping out of the way. 
“Hands, Djarin,” said Fett. 
Din gritted his teeth. His shoulders stung, smarted. The threat – the promise, Din thought, open-mouthed – of deeper pain hung in the hair. He rolled his shoulders and shook his head, trying to clear it of noise. To remember the point of all this. 
“I can bind them if you need me to.” 
Din straightened his arms again and put his hands back in their original position on the wall. His heart hammered. 
 I can do this, he told himself, but he knew even before he heard the tails of the flogger hissing through the air again that it was going to be harder to stand than Din had first thought. 
Fett’s second strike was just as powerful as his first, forcing the stinging surface pain deeper, reaching for the muscles of Din’s back. His third came before Din had time to draw a breath. Din had to bite back another shout. His hands slipped again, fingers scraping on the stone as Din fought between the instinct to bow his head and endure and his instinct to bolt straight for the open sky. 
“Hands,” Fett commanded, his voice pitched like an  alor barking orders to a soldier. Din snarled under his breath and forced his body to obey. He’d scraped his fingertips raw and his flanks were twitching, shuddering. His breath came in loud gasps. 
 He’s only hit me three times,  Din thought. He pushed his weight down onto his heels, shifting some strain off his arms.  Only three. He said – he said at least ten.  
“Sorry,” Din panted. He screwed his eyes shut and counted backwards from ten. It was the anticipation that was karking around with his head. The expectation. A punch – Din could stand up and take a punch. He could usually see a punch coming. But this was different. This was – 
This was something that Din wanted so badly he felt on fire with it. It burned in him.  
Fett’s tone softened. “Don’t be sorry,” he said. “Just breathe. This is new for you. Your body is afraid.” 
It wasn’t Din’s body that was afraid, but he appreciated the sentiment. Din's body was hungry. His body was lit up like a star. It was Din's mind that was afraid. His spirit. Whatever it was that had broken in Din when he'd broken the Creed.

  But I want this. 

Din took another breath, shuddering, deep, and settled his weight again. He looked at his hands where they pressed against the sandstone. He flexed his shoulders. 
Din could almost taste how good it would feel, when the bruises were healing. Fett would press the bruises deep, all the way down to Din’s bones, and Din would get to remember them every time he moved. Walking through a spear-kata with that kind of bruising riding on his shoulders would have Din honed sharper than the edge of a sword. 
 But I have to trust Fett. I have to let him put them there. “I can do better,” Din said quietly. 
Fett made a rough sound. “Don’t think about doing better,” he said. “Just think about your hands. Your feet. Think about keeping them where they are. Focus on that. The rest of it will fall into place.” 
He sounded so confident that Din couldn’t help but believe him, at least a little. 
Din looked at his hands. He nodded. 
“Ready?” 
“Ready,” said Din, hoarsely.
“From one again, then,” said Fett, and he struck before Din could say anything else. He hit lower this time, beneath Din’s shoulderblades, and pain leapt like a bolt of lightning up Din’s spine, spread out over his ribs.
Din’s fingers twitched. 
 Don’t move, he told himself. 
Fett stuck Din again, then again and again. The pain was pooling together, now, spreading out from his shoulders and his back, up his neck, through his chest and down to his hips. When Fett struck him a fourth time, Din groaned. 
 Don’t move,  he told himself.  Don’t move, don’t move. He weathered another four strikes, these all laid neatly over his shoulders, and Din abruptly realized that he wasn’t cold anymore. His palms were slick and sweaty. 
 Don’t move.  Fett hit him again.  Don’t move. A tenth blow. 
“Very good,” said Fett, much nearer than Din had expected him to be, and Din had to swallow a cry of relief. Leather brushed the back of one of his legs. “Still alright?”
It took Din a moment to find his words again. He didn’t know how to describe how he felt. His back was on fire, a smooth sheet of pain that throbbed in time with his heart. His breath was loud and ragged. 
“Fine,” Din panted, pushing the word out. He kept his hands on the wall. He didn’t know if they were finished yet. Didn’t know if he  wanted to be finished yet. 
“More, then?” 
 Yes, Din almost said, but he remembered Fett’s hand in his hair, remembered the naked black-hole hunger in his eyes. 
Din swallowed. “If you,” he began, hesitantly, “if you want to.” 
Fett chuckled. The sound rolled through Din more intimately than any touch. “Jate,” he praised. “You are quick, aren’t you.” It wasn’t a question, so Din didn’t bother with an answer. He looked at his hands again. His fingertips were red and raw. 
 Don’t move,  he thought, as anticipation swelled in his chest again, the leather at his leg disappearing.  Don’t move, don’t –
And the flogger came down, scattering Din’s thoughts like stars through the sky. He didn’t bother trying to keep count of Fett’s blows, this time. Din thought about it, but every time he tried to pull a thought together the flogger came down and all his thoughts fled – it was all he could do to stand up straight, to keep his hands on the wall like he’d been told, and to keep the most embarrassing sounds locked up at the base of this throat.
Everything else fell away. Even the pain transformed. Instead of a throb or a sting it became – something else. A tide or a current in the air, a rushing noise that Din heard with his jaw and his ribs, with the little bones in his hands. 
Each blow felt like a century of wind wearing down a rock face or like a hammer coming down on hot beskar. Blunting and purifying. Fett knocked the ever-present anxiety right out of Din’s head between one blow and the next. The worry over the kid, gone. Din’s prickling unease around Kryze and her tal'vode, gone too. Even most of his shame, the awful pit in his stomach that had opened when he’d broken the Creed on Morak, gone, hammered out, closed over. 
It would come back, Din knew – even as lost to the rushing wind in his ears as he was, he knew – but here, now, he didn’t have to worry about it. He didn’t even have to feel it. All he had to do was stand, was let pain fill every space and hollow of his body like a river filling a canyon, carving its path through him, and doing that grew easier and easier with every blow. 
Din didn’t even realize that Fett had stopped until several seconds after he was done. The pain was everywhere, and overwhelming. Fett had found a rhythm that matched Din’s breathing, so each breath felt like another blow all on its own. 
But Fett  did stop, eventually. Din became aware of it by degrees. Fett was there at his side, pressing a hand into Din’s hip, and Fett was speaking, but Din couldn’t hear him properly. Another hand closed around one of Din’s wrists and applied gentle pressure. 
Din resisted. Fett had told him not to move. 
“Djar’ika,” said Fett. Din turned to look at him and found that Fett was blurred. He blinked to clear his eyes. 
Fett tugged at his wrist a little harder. Din considered resisting more, but decided against it. Maybe Fett had changed his mind. Din let Fett pry his hands off the wall, let Fett gently break Din’s planted stance. As soon as he wasn’t rooted anymore Din wobbled, faint alarm wriggling its way up to slip through the thunder-beat of pain in his back, but Fett was there like a mountain, and Din settled again. 
Fett wouldn’t let Din fall. 
Din’s awareness blunted out again. He was vaguely aware of being ushered across the room, in the way that Din was always vaguely aware of most things moving around him. He thought that he might have been made to sit down. He wobbled again and reached out, gripping the edge of the table to keep himself from toppling over. 
 Where did Fett go? he managed to think. 
Something astringent and blue tickled his nose. 
 Bacta, he thought. Fett came back and was still speaking to him – had he stopped? Had he been speaking this whole time? – in low, praising tones. Din let the words wash over him. The warm tone made Din glow. He felt hands along his back, a spreading coolness down his spine, his shoulders, his fingertips, even his still-bruised leg. 
 Bacta,  he thought again, and then he thought,  Huh. I forgot about my leg.  
Then there was pressure against his right side, warmth at his shoulder and his arm and his hip and his leg down to his knee. A new smell, musk and beskar. Fett. 
Din tipped over and jammed his face against Fett’s shoulder. Fett was still wearing his loose robe. Din grunted, displeased. He wanted skin. He thought that Fett might have laughed at him. There was a hand in his hair, smoothing down Din’s sweaty curls.
“Still with me, Djar’ika?” Fett asked. His hand slowed. 
Din made a disgruntled sound in the back of his throat and pressed closer. Fett sighed and let him. His body was so warm it dazed Din almost more than being struck had – Din’s body knew how to parse pain, but touching another person like this was completely alien. Not bad, though. Different and overwhelming and new, somehow just as raw as the bruising skin on Din’s back, but not bad. 
Fett returned to running his hand through Din’s hair, fingers a gentle pressure against Din’s head. It was comforting. Safe.
 “Udesii,” Fett rumbled. “Gar morut’yc.” 
Din didn't have to speak Mandalorian to know that Fett was talking nonsense, was saying the sort of meaningless babble one used to soothe an injured animal or a frightened child, but he didn’t mind that either. Din tried to fit the sharp edges of Mandalorian in his mouth – vor entye, he wanted to say – but he couldn’t make his tongue work, so he offered Fett a wordless hum and pushed his face deeper into Fett’s shoulder. 
The hand in his hair kept moving. Time faded in and out, as did Din’s awareness; he was aware of everything, the pain still radiating forged-iron hot from his shoulders and back, Fett’s blunt fingernails, the sweat cooling down his ribs, and he was aware of nothing at all at the same time. The only sounds he could hear were Fett’s deep words and a rush between Din’s ears like the wind pushing against him as he flew the familiar loops and patterns of the Way of the Rising Phoenix. 
It didn’t last, of course. Gradually, sensation returned and stuck. The faded cramp in Din’s calves from holding himself up against the wall. The tension in his bad arm, strained by how tightly he was gripping the edge of Fett’s worktable. A pleasant tingling along the back of his neck, where Fett’s fingers were tracing circles through his hair. 
Reluctantly, Din peeled his forehead off Fett’s shoulder and made himself sit up. He groaned. Shifting made his back  pulse, a dull red throb spreading from shoulder to shoulder. Din bit back a cry and made himself push through it. He looked at Fett out of the corner of his eye. Even though Din had pulled his head away, he and Fett were still pressed against each other rib to hip. Din knew he should move away, should let Fett get on with his night, but he couldn’t quite manage to sit up on his own, yet. The warmth of Fett’s body, even clothed, was soothing Din’s own aches. 
Fett smiled a little, eyes turned up at the corners. “Back with me?” he said. 
Din flushed a little. “I’m – yeah,” he said. His own voice was hoarse. He swallowed. His mouth was dry and he felt sticky all over, both with drying sweat and bacta gel. That gentle rushing sound still hummed somewhere in the back of his head. 
Fett’s hand stopped moving. He cupped the back of Din’s head and gently but firmly tilted Din’s head back, then forward and back again. Din let him, eyes lidding in easy acceptance. 
“How do you feel?” Fett asked. 
“Like I just got the kark beaten out of me,” said Din thickly, his mouth moving before his mind could catch up. A thread of panic flickered, cutting through the gauzy calm that had settled over his thoughts like a layer of sand. 
But Fett only chuckled. “You’re Mandalorian,” he said. “Is that good?”
Din thought about it for a second. “Yes,” he admitted. He hurt all over, but it was a good, clean hurt. Like a spar won or a battle survived. A victory. 
Fett  hmmed. “You wanna go back under?” he asked. “Or do you wanna go sleep? You look like you need it.” 
This time it was a faint irritation that made it through Din’s hazy thoughts. He made himself scowl even though his mouth still felt soft. 
“‘M fine,” he said, still thick. 
“Water?” 
Din nodded against Fett’s hand. 
Fett leaned away, breaking the contact between them – Din felt utterly bereft, skin going cold, and then felt utterly foolish for being so affected – and came back with a canteen of water. If he noticed Din struggling with his sudden distress he didn’t say anything, but he did tug the curls at the back of Din’s neck gently and press his leg against Din’s.
Din took the canteen and drank so that he didn’t have to look at Fett and feel beaten raw all over again. 
By the time he’d emptied the canteen, Din had pulled himself mostly up and out of the windy, blissful place Fett had put him in. He  was tired, the day dragging at him, the weight of all that had happened sunk into his muscles as deep as the bruises. 
“Well?” Fett prompted. 
Din didn’t know what Fett had meant by  going under, but he was too tired to try and parse it out. “I could sleep,” he rasped. He could sleep for years, it felt like. 
Fett nodded. “Fair enough,” he said. “I’d like to check in with you tomorrow, if you’re alright with it.” 
Din’s brow furrowed.  Kark, I’m slow. “Check… in?” 
“Yeah, make sure you’re still feeling alright about all this,” Fett said patiently. His eyes searched Din’s face. Something he saw there amused him; he got that smile in his eyes again, even if his mouth didn’t follow. 
“Oh.” Din thought about it. He didn’t have any reason to argue against it, not really. He wasn’t sure what  checking in would entail, but Din couldn’t imagine that it would leave him more vulnerable than what had already happened. He blinked. “Okay.” 
Fett huffed, amusement deepening. “Come on, then. Up you get. Let’s get you to your own bed, Djar’ika.” 
Din frowned. He didn’t particularly feel like moving. Even sitting up had sent pain crashing through him – standing, gathering all of his beskar and making it to the lift would be insurmountable. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” said Fett. He  was laughing now, which Din would have bristled over if he’d been sharper, more alert. As it was, he resisted the urge to slouch over and sprawl over Fett’s worktable like a petulant apprentice. 
“I’ll help,” said Fett, gently. 
Din sighed. “Alright, I get it,” he grumbled. With Fett’s bulk supporting him, Din managed to lever himself to his feet. He hissed. 
“Don’t rush it,” said Fett, standing too. He didn’t have to haul Din to his feet or anything as embarrassing as that, but he kept a hand hovering just over the small of Din’s back to catch him if Din needed it. “Deep breath.” 
Din recognized the order and did as he was told, pulling in a deep breath. He regretted it almost immediately – even his  lungs felt bruised, swollen and sore and prickly-hot. His knees shook. 
“Again,” Fett said. 
Din glared at him – he  had to know that it hurt – but still obeyed. The second breath hurt just as much as the first, but the third and the fourth evened out, the pain spreading out, softening. 
“Better?” Fett asked. 
Din nodded. The bacta would help, he knew; when he woke in the morning, Din knew that the bruises across his back would be well and truly set, the pain deep but even. 
“You can walk alright?” 
Din took a few careful steps away from the workbench. He couldn’t break out into a sprint unless he really had too – even thinking about it made his still-sore leg tremble – but Fett had kept most of his blows to Din’s shoulders and upper back. Din could stand fine, and walk with only some discomfort. 
 Don’t think I’m going to enjoy bending down, though, Din thought. He grimaced and did it anyway, reaching for his helmet, which sat atop its little pile of beskar and watched Din with its impassive face. 
“Ah, easy,” Fett warned, catching Din around the middle. Din twitched, startled, but let Fett pull him back upright. “I’ll get your armor,” Fett said. “You don’t need to push yourself.” 
“It’s armor,” said Din. “I can carry it.” 
“You don’t have to.” Fett’s tone was firm enough that Din knew, by now, that what Fett meant was that he wouldn’t let Din try and carry it all to the lift and into Din’s room. Din thought that he’d probably be offended, once he’d slept a little. He didn’t need to be coddled. 
But now he was tired and the deep, transformative pain Fett had pushed into Din’s shoulders was just a burning ache, and Fett’s arm was still wrapped around Din’s middle, warm against the soft skin of his stomach. 
Din sighed. “Fine,” he said. 
“Jate,”  Fett said, pleasure a deep rumble that made Din’s skin prickle with pride. “I will take care of it,  ori’haat.” 
Din had only ever left his armor with Cara, on Morak, but he could safely say now that he had trusted Fett more than he had ever trusted any being outside of his tribe. The thought was enormous and frightening. Din shied away from it. 
“I believe you,” Din muttered, taking a careful step towards the lift. Exhaustion made him honest. “And I know where you sleep.” 
Fett barked a startled laugh and kept lending Din his support as they made their way to the lift. As they stepped inside, Din let himself lean into Fett’s touch, slumping against Fett’s side. It was easy to let Fett’s warmth lull him half-asleep before the lift had even shuddered to  a stop two floors down. Din managed to keep himself from tucking his nose back into the crook of Fett’s shoulder, but he leaned close enough that he caught that scent again, sweat and beskar and cedru wood, and let Fett gently manhandle him out of the lift and towards the room’s single bed. 
Fett nudged him. Din hid a jaw-cracking yawn. Fett gave a gentle push and Din tipped forward into the bed. He didn’t bother trying to catch himself and instead flopped, gracelessly, and buried his face into the pillow. 
Fett’s hand skimmed down the edge of Din’s shoulders, tracing the outside of the bruises that were beginning to form. 
“Djar’ika,” said Fett. 
Din turned his head enough to look at Fett out of one eye. He managed a questioning noise. 
“Ori’jate,” Fett said. His voice was as warm as his hands had been. Din smiled, the expression caught in his pillow. “You did very well.” 
“It was good,” Did admitted, quietly. “I… liked it.” 
Fett  hmmed, his hand moving up to tug Din’s curls again. He seemed to like doing that. Din didn’t mind it. 
"Cyar," said Fett, fondly. “Udesii, ah?” 
Din frowned. That had sounded like a question, but he didn’t understand. He was just out of sorts enough to say, “I don’t speak Mandalorian, you know,” though his pillow muffled most of the words. 
Fett’s hand stilled. Din frowned harder. He felt a vague sense of shame.
“I didn’t realize,” Fett finally said. There was a note in his voice that Din wanted to hide from. 
“They didn’t teach us, when I was found,” Din tried to explain, struggling to sit up. Fett had spoken a lot of Mandalorian around Din – he was probably realizing now that Din had just nodded along to avoid an uncomfortable conversation. “There wasn’t time, and after it – it wasn’t safe.” 
“Hey, relax,” said Fett, softening his tone. “I understand. Don’t worry about it, Djarin. I was just telling you to rest.  Udesii, that’s what it means. Rest. Be easy.” 
Din blinked. “Udesii,” he murmured, tasting the word. It sounded gentle, a sound that rose to a slope in the middle and dropped off on either side. 
“Good,” said Fett. Din’s chest warmed. He was going to have to look at that later, the effect that Fett’s praise was having on him. It was dangerous. “Udesii.” Fett started rubbing smooth circles against the back of Din’s neck again, like he could patiently buff out the pain Din carried there, given enough time.
 Be easy,  Din told himself, committing the word to memory. He closed his eyes.  Be easy.  
He slipped quietly into sleep with Fett’s hand still in his hair, and dreamed about a field of tall grass.

  

  


When Din woke up, he stretched without thinking about it, blurry with sleep, and then nearly fell off the bed when pain erupted behind his eyelids and sent him scrambling away, momentarily bewildered. 
Then the pain hit him, and he realized that he couldn’t get away from it. Din flopped back down, tucking his face away, and let himself groan. It wasn’t  agony, like being burned or stabbed, but it wasn’t exactly a stubbed toe, either.
It was a red roar, hot and sparkling. Whenever Din twitched or even breathed the pain swelled and crowded to the front of his thoughts. 
The bacta had helped, though. Din could move, more or less; his shoulders protested when he forced himself to roll over onto his side and sit up, but he could raise his arms, could breathe, could probably even stand, if he wanted to, though he didn’t particularly want to. 
 That was… different, Din thought to himself, squinting around his room. 
Sunlight glinted off the thick band of Umbaran glass separating him from the desert. He hadn’t slept quite so late this time around – it wasn’t yet mid-morning – but he’d managed at least a few hours of sleep.
Din had dreamed about – something, but he couldn’t remember what it was, now. He rolled his shoulders experimentally and hissed. 
 I won’t be leaning against anything today,  he thought. 
Din made himself stand and lurch gracelessly towards the ‘fresher. 
Once he’d sonic’d off and used the sink to work the sweat out of his hair, Din’s thoughts were clearer. He remembered most of what had happened up in Fett’s rooms. Hells, all he had to do was flex his shoulders and be reminded. He could hear the flogger sing through the air clear as struck beskar. 
 Speaking of beskar. Fett had kept his word and had brought Din’s armor down. It bothered Din a little that he didn’t remember Fett bringing it all – he had no memory of anything between falling into bed and waking up – but it was really just another sign that Din’s trust in Fett wasn’t misplaced. 
 He had me at his mercy,  Din thought. Fett could probably have gotten Din to do anything. He could have  done anything, and Din probably would have let him. 
That was a terrifying thought. Din shied away from it, rolling his shoulders a little to spark enough warm pain to chase it away. He would have to confront it sooner or later, but he wanted to bask in the bruising for a while. He turned sideways so he could look at his back in the mirror. Din caught sight of the bruising and his eyebrows shot up. 
Fett had done a thorough job. A thick, solid bruise stretched from shoulder to shoulder, turned blue and purple by the bacta. The edges were green and shot through with darker bursts of broken blood vessels. 
The bruising ended before the bottom of Din’s ribcage, but the ache of it went all the way down his spine. He ran his fingers over the edge of his right shoulder and hissed. Even the feather-light touch made his nerves crackle. 
A faint sensation stirred in his belly. Din tamped it down before he had to make another trip into the sonic. 
 No,  he told himself, reaching for the discipline he’d managed to find last night, the inner strength that had let him stand upright under the flogger.  Not right now, anyway. He didn’t want to think about that either, about pleasure, gratification. 
He wanted to work. He wanted to feel the bruises underneath his armor all day, and get paid for bringing Vanth from Mos Pelgo, and see what else he could do for Fett. He didn’t want to think. 
After the sonic, Din began the slow, stiff process of finding clothes, getting his kute on and adding his armor back one piece at a time. 
He had more bruises and scrapes than just the massive network of bruises over his back. Fett had apparently slathered bacta everywhere, even over Din’s fingertips, so he only had faint sore spots where he’d scraped his fingers against the stone, but he had bruises around his knees where he’d gripped them too tight too. Din covered it all up, straightening out his kute and carefully, painstakingly fixing his armor on. 
The good thing about  beskar’gam was that it was made to keep a warrior upright; it didn’t have any give to it, the overlapping plates of the cuirass locking together while Din was standing. 
The bad thing about it was that it was  heavy. Din felt every pound of his cuirass and his pauldrons, their weight snagging and pulling at his attention every time he shifted. It wasn’t even just that the cuirass pressed against his bruises; the weight of Din’s full besk pulled even at his legs, which were still sore from holding his position against the wall for so long. 
 Well,  he thought wryly, pulling his helmet over his head and engaging the seal,  I won’t have any trouble focusing, that’s for sure.  
Din ventured out of his rooms and set off in the direction of the far lift, aimed for the throne room. 
Part of Din wanted Fett to be holding court, so that Din could slip in and watch the court without drawing too much attention to himself, and part of him wanted Fett’s attention. Wanted Fett to see how well Din had recovered, how well he was bearing up. 
Another dangerous thought. Din pushed that away too. Today, he'd decided, would be about enjoying the focus brought by his bruises. Tomorrow he could confront his confused tangle of thoughts and feelings. 
Din climbed into the lift, turning his thoughts around and around in his head. He was going to have to sit with himself for a while and examine things – his thoughts, his feelings, the terrifying trust he’d placed in Fett – but, hopefully, Fett would have more work and Din could push thinking about the consequences off for another few days yet. 
He rolled his shoulders again, beskar clinking, just to feel the burn. 
 Maybe a week, if I’m careful with the bacta, Din thought, pleased. 
A faint, tinny chirp pulled Din out of his thoughts. He blinked. His comm hadn’t gone off in so long he’d nearly forgotten that he carried one. He looked down at it; the display was flashing red. Someone was calling him. 
 Who – ? The only beings that had Din’s comm code were Kryze, Koska Reeves, Cara and Fett. 
Din’s comm chirped again. 
He sighed, his prospects for the week rapidly dwindling.  I guess it wasn’t going to last, he thought, unhooking his comm from his belt. Kryze was always going to land on her feet sooner or later – she must have figured a new strategy out. 
Din thumbed the comm and the display crackled, an image wavering before the holodisplay managed to resolve itself. 
Din nearly dropped his comm in surprise. The Jedi from the light cruiser’s face pulled together, young and solemn. He was wearing the same hooded cloak. His brows were drawn together, forehead puckered in concern. 

   Luke Skywalker.  

When the Jedi saw Din’s helmet, his expression relaxed, just a little. “Oh, good,” said the Jedi, voice made almost metallic by the commlink. “I found you.” 
“How’d you get this comm code?” Din asked, surprise making him sharper than he meant to be. He hadn’t given the Jedi any of his information, not his name or his comm code or even a location. Din had honestly not expected to see the Jedi again, at least not for several years. “It’s supposed to be encrypted.” If Din had an encryption failure he’d need to warn the others. 
“I asked Cara Dune,” said the Jedi. 
“You know Cara?” Din supposed that made sense – Cara had known the Jedi’s name. They had served together, she’d said, though she’d been a drop trooper far beneath the ranks of the pilots, and Luke Skywalker had apparently been the best pilot in the Rebellion. 
“She knows me,” said Skywalker. The connection flickered. 
“What do you need?” Din asked. He couldn’t think of any other reason why the Jedi would go to the trouble of finding Din’s comm code. His heart dropped. “Is it the kid? Is he okay? Did something happen?” 
The Jedi’s face flickered again.  “Yes,” he said. “There’s a problem.” 
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“What happened?” Din demanded, clutching the comm. “Where are you? Is Grogu hurt?”
“He’s alright,” said the Jedi, raising a hand so Din could see it. “He’s – there was an incident,” he said. “But it’s over now, and no one – well, Grogu wasn’t hurt, and neither was any one else at the Temple.” 
“What. Happened,” Din growled. His aches were forgotten. His grip on the comm was so tight the leather of his glove creaked. The pins in his bad arm flared sharply. Din ignored it. 
“There was a… well. I’ve got a bounty out on my head, I guess. Left over from the war,” Skywalker explained. He picked up speed, talking faster, almost as if he sensed Din’s mounting panic. “Imperial Remnants, I think. A hunter found me here. Grogu – well, Grogu killed him. Broke his neck. But Grogu’s fine. The hunter didn’t manage to hurt anyone.” 
“You’ve got a bounty on you?” Din’s thoughts whirled. “Is that why you called?” Din could probably convince Karga to drop any Guild pucks on Skywalker, if there were any. Din had never heard of Skywalker prior to him showing up on the light cruiser, but if dropping the puck on Skywalker helped protect Grogu, Karga would do it. Karga'd taken to Grogu like the kid was his own flesh and blood, despite the fact that Karga'd once tried to have Din killed and the kid delivered back to the Remnants. That'd been before Grogu had healed Karga on Nevarro, though. Before all of them had faced Gideon the first time and had survived.  
“No,” said Skywalker. “It isn’t, actually. I wanted to ask – well, there’s not really a good way to say it – "
“Spit it out, said Din flatly. He needed to find Fennec. She might be able to trace Skywalker’s location through the comm. Din could go, could find the kid, make sure he was safe, hunt down any threats facing him or the Jedi –
“Has Grogu ever… hurt anyone with the Force?” Skywalker’s expression was difficult to read. Din stopped, pulling himself out of his thoughts. For someone so young and earnest-looking, Skywalker’s eyes were deep as lakes. Old, fathomless. When he looked like that, he didn't look young or earnest at all. He looked ancient. Wise. A little frightening, if Din were being honest with himself. 
Din's sense of unease mounted.  
“What do you mean? I don’t – if his powers are the Force, then yes,” Din said.  
Skywalker’s expression flickered. “Yes?”
Din nodded and suddenly wanted to take off his helmet and put his head in his hands. “Yes. Just once that I know of, and he didn’t  actually hurt her, but he tried – he thought that a friend and I were fighting. He tried to protect me.” He still remembered the confusion, Cara clawing at her throat, Grogu’s tiny hand outstretched. It had taken Din several seconds of staring, moving between Cara and the kid, to realize that it had been the kid hurting her. 
“How?” 
“He… it looked like he was trying to strangle her, but he wasn’t anywhere near her. He had one of his hands outstretched. And he stopped when he realized she wasn’t trying to hurt me,” Din added hastily. 
The Jedi chewed his lip. “I think,” he said, “that Grogu has killed people. Before this hunter, I mean.” 
Din blinked. “When?”
“It’s hard to tell,” Skywalker admitted. “His memories aren’t… human, or even near-human.” 
“The other Jedi could communicate with him through the Force,” Din said, confused. He had no idea how that all worked, but Tano had been able to understand Grogu with ease. Easier than Din did, anyway. 
“I’m not – well,” said Skywalker, expression closing off again. “I wasn’t raised as a Jedi. Maybe there’s a better way of communicating that I don’t know. But Grogu’s memories are different than mine, or any other human or near-human I’ve read with the Force.”
Unease prickled in Din’s gut. “You can read minds? Not just – not just with other beings who have powers?” 
“Force-sensitives,” Skywalker corrected. “And yes, sometimes. I didn’t read yours,” he added, realizing the source of Din’s concern. “It’s not very easy and it takes time, especially when the being you’re trying to read is strong-willed.” 
“How do you know I’m strong-willed? Din asked, still suspicious and unsettled. 
He didn't like the thought of the Jedi – or anyone, for that matter – in his head. 
That made the Jedi smile a little. “Grogu thinks you’re the strongest person in the galaxy,” he said. “And he’s a pretty good judge of character. The Force is – very strong in him. Instinctive. He’s used it to protect himself for years, probably without even realizing it.” Skywalker sobered. “That’s why I’m concerned.” 
“You said that he killed someone?” 
“On Moff Gideon’s ship, I think,” Skywalker said. He grimaced. “It’s hard to know for sure – like I said, Grogu  thinks differently, and his memories run together in a way that’s hard for me to understand. It might have been years ago. But I think it was on that ship.”
Din relaxed a little. “He was probably afraid,” Din pointed out. “He’d been taken. He didn’t know where I was or what was happening, and the Empire is his enemy. Gideon... he didn't have a problem hurting people to get what he wanted. Grogu knew that.”
Skywalker’s eyes narrowed. “This other person he tried to hurt, your friend,” he said. “Was she Empire? Had she tried to hurt Grogu?”
“No,” Din said. “He was just… confused. I don’t know if he’s ever seen a spar or a play-fight. He just got scared for me, that’s all.” 
Skywalker sighed. 
“Protecting yourself and your clan are natural,” Din said, not understanding what the problem was. It was never pleasant when a child had to kill, but the galaxy was not kind to children. Din would have preferred to keep Grogu out of harm’s way, of course – the kid deserved to be a  kid, to chase frogs and play games and run around without having to worry about being snatched up in the market or hunted across half the known universe. 

   But that’s not the galaxy he lives in.  

“He’s – well, he’s not Mandalorian, not yet, but he’s close enough. Mandalorian children know how to protect themselves,” Din said. “They know that sometimes, if it’s your life or the lives of your tribe in the balance, killing your enemy is the best option.” 
“Grogu’s a child!” 
“So was I, when I saw my first lethal action,” said Din dispassionately. "When I made my first kill." He had been eleven or twelve and the covert had been raided by Haxion Brood lackeys looking to turn a profit in the sorrowlanes. Mandalorians always did well in the fighting pits, at least for a little while, and children snatched up young enough could be trained to do almost anything. 
Din remembered what Vanth had said about the fall of the Jedi and frowned. “Weren’t the Jedi hunted, even the children? Didn’t you teach your apprentices how to survive?” 
“There’s a difference between survival and killing an enemy who can’t defend himself,” Skywalker said. “I’d immobilized the hunter. I was going to wipe his mind and send him away. The situation was under control.” 
“You can – Grogu probably didn’t know that,” Din said, trying not to be disturbed. He didn’t know what all a Jedi could or couldn’t do.  Wipe his mind was an alarming statement, but it was apparently within the realm of possibility for a Jedi. He didn’t have time to focus on that. He had to make sure that Grogu was alright. 
“A Jedi’s first instinct should never be to kill,” Skywalker tried to explain. Din frowned. That was ridiculous. Sometimes killing was the best option. If an enemy discovered the location of a covert, killing them was the only way to ensure the covert’s survival. A willingness to kill had saved Din's life. If he hesitated every time he came across an enemy, Din would've died a long time ago. 
“Why?” Din asked. “If I am attacked, whoever attacks me knows that their life is forfeit if they fail. That’s the way the galaxy works.” Din didn't kill because he thought it was fun, because he wanted to. He killed because he'd always had a tribe to protect. Secrets to keep. His own life to preserve – sparring with allies and friends was one thing, but most of the time when Din got into a fight, the consequence for losing that fight was death, or worse. 
“It’s different, for Jedi,” Skywalker insisted. “The Force is – ”
“Why?” said Din, baffled. “Grogu was afraid. That’s all.” 
“That’s why I’m concerned. He killed out of fear, not necessity. Fear leads to anger, anger leads to hate, and hate is the path to the Dark Side,” said the Jedi quietly. The words had an odd lilt to them, almost song-like. Din's neck prickled.  
“I don’t know what that is.” Tano had said something similar, hadn't she? She'd worried about Grogu using his powers to cause pain. About – about his attachment to Din. Attachment, she'd said, is the path to the Dark Side. 
“The Dark Side is – it’s a part of the Force,” said Skywalker. “It – it’s the Force channeled through anger, through hate.”
“So it’s bad?” Din didn’t understand. Anger motivated. Hatred could be a tool. It was never wise to let hatred be a warrior’s sole motivation – that was the way of the wurrek – but anger and fear were motivators, and a strong motivation could mean the difference between life and death. 
But the Jedi nodded. “It’s certainly dangerous,” he said. “Those who use the Dark Side… they use it to hurt. To dominate. The Dark Side corrupts, twists a Jedi away from their purpose.” 
Din’s eyebrows furrowed. Killing one’s enemy was honorable, especially when the act saved the life of another. It wasn’t like the kid had gone around torturing small animals or bullying other children – Mandalorians knew how to recognize a wurrek among them, a warrior who had been twisted by too much battle and not enough time among the tribe. It sounded like Grogu had tried to protect his teacher – his tribe – just like he'd tried to protect Din from Cara. Grogu just needed more time to learn, that was all. 
“Grogu doesn’t want to hurt anyone,” Din said. 
“He doesn’t want anyone to hurt  you, ” Skywalker corrected, gently. “Or me, or Grogu himself.” 
“That’s natural,” Din protested. 
Skywalker nodded. “Jedi defend themselves,” he said. “They even kill, if they have to. I've killed. But Grogu didn’t try to knock the bounty hunter out or to mindtrick them to go away. He went straight to – well.” 
Something about the conversation he was having prickled at Din, like the sensation of feeling eyes on the back of his neck. Something the Jedi had just said was important. But Din didn’t understand what the problem was, and said so. 
“He’s a kid,” said Din. “He’s – I don’t know how all of that Jedi stuff works, but it’s a lot easier for a kid to fire a blaster than it is to put an enemy in a Kashyyyki sleephold.” 
“That’s true,” Skywalker admitted. 
“Why is the Dark Side dangerous?” said Din. “You said that it – corrupts? How? I thought Jedi powers were just that. Just things that the kid can do. You’re saying that this Force thing is, what? Alive?” 
“Not… alive,” said Skywalker, scrubbing the back of his neck. “But not  not alive, either.” 
 I need to be drunk for this. Skywalker wasn't making any sense. Some of Din’s confusion must have come through even between the helmet and the comm, because Skywalker made a little frustrated sound and said, “The Force is everywhere. In everything. In you, me, Grogu. In the rocks and the wind and in gravity. It binds us. It holds the universe together.” 
“But it can think?”
“No,” said Skywalker. “At least, it’s not sentient. It just  is. And the Dark Side… you know how gravity holds you planetside?” 
“Yes,” Din said warily. 
“So gravity is good, and lets us stay alive,” said Skywalker, “but if you fall from high enough up, gravity will also kill you. The Force is like that.” 
“Oh.” Din supposed he understood  that. Gravity kept planets moving around their suns, kept moons in orbit and boots on the ground. Gravity also had no mercy; if it wasn’t subverted, gravity would dash a being against the ground or pull them into a black hole. Gravity  could be subverted – jetpacks and anti-grav drives, magnetism, thrusters, even the Force could work against gravity. The kid had lifted the mudhorn, after all. 
“So you're saying that the Dark Side is like… using an unstable mag well to resist gravity,” Din said. A mag well could be rigged fairly quickly and they  did work, but mag wells also karked with other energy fields and if one was set up too fast, it could fail while being used and kill everyone inside it. 
“Sort of,” said Skywalker, relieved that Din had grasped the basics. 
“And Grogu’s using it?” 
“Not intentionally, I don’t think,” Skywalker said. Din let out a breath. “He’s just… well. It’s hard to use it and then stop.” 
“He’s just a kid,” Din repeated. “Just… tell him not too. He’s a sharp kid. He’ll pick it up. What’s the worst that could happen? He kills another bounty hunter? He’s not going to turn it on you, if that’s what you’re worried about.” The kid wasn’t dangerous. Or at least he wasn’t any more dangerous than any kid with a Mandalorian parent and magic powers. He wasn’t  bad, at least. He wasn't evil. Grogu was just – trying to survive. Trying to protect the people he cared about. 
“The Emperor used the Dark Side,” said Skywalker quietly. His image flickered and wavered in Din's hand. “So did Darth Vader.”
“Grogu isn’t about to become the next Emperor,” said Din, snorting. The idea was ridiculous. Grogu chased bugs and chewed on lugnuts. “Aren’t you teaching him to be a Jedi? The Emperor wasn’t one, was he?”
“Darth Vader was, once.” 
“Really?” Din frowned. “I thought the Emperor had all the Jedi killed.” 
“Not all of them,” said Skywalker. His expression was oddly sad. He couldn’t have been very old at the end of the Clone Wars – he looked at least a good standard decade younger than Din himself was. “Some escaped and some… turned.” 
“And you’re worried that the kid’s gonna  turn?” Din tried to put the Jedi’s words into context, tried to make them make sense. He couldn’t imagine the kid turning out like Darth Vader. Vader had been a machine, a nightmare. Grogu was just a kid. 
“Not exactly,” said Skywalker, apparently sensing Din’s mounting agitation. “It’s just – Jedi are peaceful. Grogu isn’t, and I wanted to see if you had any insights. So I can help him better. So he  doesn’t turn.” 
Din folded his arms across his chest. “The kid attacked that bounty hunter because he thought he – or you – was being attacked,” he said flatly. “That’s all. His control might not be very good – hes only ever used his powers when he was scared, at least until we met Ahs – the other Jedi.”
Skywalker ran a hand through his hair. “Can you – would it be possible for you to come out here anyway? I want to – Grogu misses you, and I want to see if you can help me put things in order, a little. Grogu doesn’t really  get the passage of time like you or I do. He’s confused.” 
Din paused. “You… want me to come to your Jedi school?”
“It’s… not much of a school, yet, but yes, if you’ve got time,” Skywalker said. The earnestness was back in his expression. “I think it would help Grogu.” 
Din sighed. “Yeah,” he said. He didn’t know how he’d get out there – he’d have to borrow or buy a ship, and Fett probably didn’t want to let Din go just yet, not with things starting to pick up, but if Din’s presence would help Grogu, or help Skywalker realize that Grogu was  fine, then Din would do it. 
“Send me the coordinates,” Din said. Skywalker  beamed at him. “I’ll – it might take me a few rotations to get out to you, wherever you are, but I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’ll get there.” 
“I’ll comm them to you,” said Skywalker, relieved. “I appreciate it Mister – Mandalorian?” 
Din sighed again. “Djarin,” he said. He might as well paint it on his beskar in Aurebesh, the way he was handing his name out to anyone who asked. 
“Djarin. Grogu will be happy to see you.” 
“I’ll be happy to see him too,” Din muttered. He ended the call, Skywalker’s image flickering away. Din’s thoughts raced. 
 Fett will know where to find a ship.  Din wasn’t sure that Fett would be  happy  about it – Din wasn’t integral to Fett’s operation or anything, but it felt  strange to have shown Fett so much vulnerability and then hit the black so soon after.   

   Will he think that I’m afraid? That I’m running?  

Din was not a coward. 
 He’ll understand. It’s for the kid, Din told himself, picking up his pace. His back throbbed distantly, adrenaline keeping the worst of it away. He took the second lift down and strode towards the throne room, anxiety making his steps long despite the lingering ache in his lower back, his knees. 
Din made it out of the hall and pulled up short. His hand went to his blaster.
The whole room was echoingly empty but for the Twi'Lek, Noora, and a battered silver protocol droid, who both had mops in hand and were scrubbing blood out of the floor. Din stared at it, confused, before his training caught up with him. 
He swept his gaze over the room instinctively, cataloging information. He saw blood on the floor. Carbon burns scoring the walls behind the throne. A table near the steps overturned. Broken glass winking in the sunlight. 
 No bodies, Din thought. He flicked his visor’s readout over to thermal scans. There was no one else in the room except for Noora. The heat trails Din could see were at least an hour old, most of them filtering up towards the stairs, out of the palace, though a few went deeper in. 
“What happened?” Din asked. His voice was harsh and sudden in the empty room; Noora startled, dropping her mop to pull a small, snub-nosed blaster from the billowy folds of her pants, and the protocol droid turned and said, “Goodness  me.” 
“Oh,” said Noora, recognizing Din. She shook her head, lekku swaying. “It’s just you. You’re awfully quiet for someone wearing that much armor, has anyone told you?” 
Din pressed his mouth together. “What happened?” he repeated.  
Noora sighed. “Some lackeys from the Hutt cartel came gunning for the boss,” she said. 
Din looked at the bloodstain and blanched, though Noora couldn’t see him do it. 
“The  sleemo missed,” Noora added. She gestured at the mess on the floor. “The boss didn’t.” 
“Is he – is everyone alright?” Din asked, a strange, prickling feeling rising in his fingertips. He felt the urge to prowl through the hallways and kill anyone he didn’t recognize. He felt like he should go through the palace room by room. 
 This isn’t the covert,  Din reminded himself, fingers curling into loose fists. He tucked his hands into his belt to keep from scaring Noora.  It’s not on me to make sure it’s secure.  
That argument wasn’t very convincing.
Noora waved her hand, tucking her blaster away. “Yeah, everyone’s fine. Well, Zero took a pretty bad hit and Kasyyk’s missing some fur down his side, but none of us died.” 
“And the cartel thugs?” 
Noora just looked at the blood on the floor, then at Din. He nodded. Dead, then. He forced himself to relax, to table his spiking alarm. Fett was fine. Fennec was fine. None of Fett’s people had been too badly hurt. 
“When did this happen?” Din asked. He hadn’t heard anything, and he hated the thought of relaxing in the sonic, admiring his new bruises, while his friends’ – allies, he reminded himself – lives had been in danger. 
“Two, three hours ago now,” said Noora. She caught on to Din’s concern and softened some. “It was over pretty fast. I’m not surprised you missed it, if you were catching up after a long night.” 
Din stiffened.  She can’t know, he thought. Fett had promised him. Fennec would be able to figure it out, the shift between Din and Fett, but Fett had said that no one else would know. His armor, locked into place by the position of his spine, dug into his battered shoulders. 
“Where is everyone?” Din asked. If only two of Fett’s people had been hurt, where had the rest of the court gone? 
“Hutt-hunting in Mos Eisley,” Noora said. She picked up her mop again. “That’s the only spaceport they could’ve come through. No one would try and take the palace from the desert.”
“Where in Mos Eisley?” Din demanded. 
“Well I  never, ” the protocol droid muttered. Din mastered the urge to shoot it. It would make him feel better, but would probably frighten Noora. 
“They didn’t say, but my credits’re on the Quarter or the Gleaning,” Noora said. “You heading out after them?”
Din nodded. 
“Take my speeder. It’s the yellow model tee on the landing pad.” 
“Thanks,” Din said, making an effort to soften his tone for her. “I’ll – bring it back.” 
“Don’t get shot,” Noora suggested. “Fennec and the boss like you a lot.” 
Din didn’t really know what to say to that, so he just nodded – he’d try his best not to get shot, anyway – and made his way towards the palace’s landing pad, head whirling. 
A few of the palace’s other denizens were scattered here and there. Some guards stood menacingly in front of doors. The spindly droid Ay-Too dragged a very dead Duros towards a trash chute. A couple of Twi’Leks muttered to each other. Din ignored them all. 
Noora’s speeder was waiting where she said it’d be. Din climbed in, making sure his armor was sealed and his spear was secure, and raced off towards Mos Eisley in record time. 
 Two assassination attempts in as many days,  he kept thinking. His heart pounded.  Did Fett bite off more than he can chew?  
The Hutt Cartel didn’t have the reputation for bloody-minded viciousness that some of the other syndicates did – Din had tried to stayed away from Crimson Dawn his entire life, well-aware of their reputation for brutalizing their own for the slightest mistake – but a cartel was a cartel, and Fett  had laid claim to a pretty sizable chunk of Hutt space. 

   Can he really stand against them? 

The blunt white buildings of the city rose up around Din in record time. He’d never made the trip between the city and the palace so fast. He found a space for the speeder, noting its location so he could make sure it made its way back to Noora, and climbed down, taking stock of the city. 
Mos Eisley buzzed with nervous energy. Din could taste it in the air. The vendors were subdued, the usual noise of the city muted. Everyone in sight was sticking close to their own kind; Weequay smugglers had banded together underneath a sun-faded tent. Jawas clustered protectively next to their piles of salvage. Humans watched, sharp-eyed, from cantina doors. 
No one got in Din’s way as he moved through the streets. He felt their eyes following him and knew that everyone in the city had him marked as one of Fett’s people. Fett’s armor was green and Din’s silver, but the beskar tied them together. 
It was a familiar feeling, being marked as  Mandalorian,  as one among many or at least one of a tribe of two. Din wasn’t sure how Fett would feel about it, since he didn’t seem to want a tribe of his own, but Din couldn’t help the curl of pride that licked through his ribs, the sense of protection that came from being considered part of a tribe. Anyone who tried to take a shot at Din would face Fett’s retribution, and anyone who took a shot at Fett would face Din’s. Even if that wasn’t entirely true, Mos Eisley  believed it, and that was almost as safe. 
Din kept a ready hand on his blaster all the same, but he felt the weight of Mos Eisley’s assumption like beskar on his back as he walked.  
It wasn’t hard to find Fett. Din just had to follow the unease rippling through Mos Eisley’s streets like water disturbed by a stone. Fett would be in the middle of it all. Eyes kept turning inward, pointing the way as the streets became narrower, the shops seedier, the walls grimier and marked up by rival gangs. 
No part of Mos Eisley could really be called  nice, not even by Outer Rim standards, but Din was definitely moving into the worst part of the city. The Quarter was at least clean and well-kept, if desperately poor, but the path to Fett took Din through the Gleaning. 
The Gleaning saw plenty of credits move through its streets. Blood fights, skin work, paid killings, spice, sorrowtrade and cartel work all ground away in the Gleaning, flushing its narrow, hot streets with plenty of clink, but the beings who made the Gleaning their home didn’t give a kark about their surroundings. Mos Eisley had never had much by way of law enforcement – the only enforcers had been Jabba’s – and without the Hutt Cartel pushing some sort of order on the streets, the Gleaning had grown even wilder and filthier than it had been when Din had last walked the streets looking for bounty work. 
Heaps of trash piled in alleyways and streetcorners drew droning kirik-flies as big as Din’s fist. The buildings had once been the same dull white as the rest of Mos Eisley but had gone so brown and yellow with age it was hard to imagine that the Gleaning was part of the same city. Most window ports were boarded up with rusted sheets of metal. Bits and pieces of machinery – likely droids, as the Gleaning also supported several droid fighting rings – were scattered everywhere. Piles of sand one or two howlers away from being miniature dunes drifted up against buildings and crunched underfoot. 
Din didn’t need to look hard to find Fett. The Gleaning’s streets were even emptier than the rest of Mos Eisley’s. Din just had to follow the silence. 
Din found Fett at a cantina called Bu Beesga. The name was painted above the door in peeling Huttese, Aurebesh characters tacked on underneath as an afterthought. Even by Mos Eisley’s standards the place was a skughole. The exterior was the same sandstone-and-wattle construction as most of Mos Eisley, the stone turned unpleasantly yellow by age and lack of care. Sand heaped at the door, which was just a piece of durasteel that had been tossed to one side. The window-ports had been boarded up with corrugated durasteel and a variety of crude images and symbols had been sprayed over the metal and the walls.
Underneath a rough and inaccurate drawing of a particular piece of a male Rodian’s anatomy, Din spotted the mark of the Hutt Cartel. Bu Beesga was theirs, then. 
Hand on his blaster, Din purposely stepped inside. 
Fennec shot him in the chest. The blaster bolt zinged and Din’s cuirass hummed as it diffused the bolt. Din blinked at her. Fennec had taken up a defensive position behind Bu Beesga’s frankly disgusting bar, blaster trained at the cantina’s only door. Din could only see her eyes; the rest of her face was hidden behind her tactical mask. She was dressed head-to-foot in black. 
Din took his hand off his blaster. “It’s just me,” he said. He peered down at his chest. Fennec’s bolt had left a blackened score of carbon, but no other mark.  
“Oh,” said Fennec, muffled by her mask. “Sorry.” She didn’t sound sorry at all. Din supposed he should be grateful she had shot him with a normal blaster instead of her preferred pulse rifle. A pulse rifle at twenty feet  probably wouldn’t break through beskar, but it would definitely crack a rib or six. 
Din shook his head. He wasn’t bothered. He looked around the cantina. 
Fennec was the only living being inside. Three Rodians were slumped over the bar, dead. Two had been shot. One had met the bludgeoning end of a  gaderffii.  
A human man was dead too, sprawled facedown in the middle of the cantina. His blaster was still in his hand. Din couldn’t see what had killed him. A security droid lay near the far wall, legs akimbo. Its central chassis had been crushed. 
Din whistled under his breath. From what he could see, there wasn’t a mark on Fennec, and Fett would have come in his armor. They’d taken the cantina without much effort. “Where’s Fett?” he asked. “What happened?” 
“Boba’s in the back,” said Fennec. There was a dark doorway behind her, its mouth yawning wide. The door itself hung off its hinges, sheet metal caved in where someone in heavy armor had thrown a shoulder into it. “He’s cleaning house.” 
“What happened?” Din repeated. 
Fennec reholstered her blaster. “Someone in the Hutt Cartel paid off a little gang of  wermo  to come cause a commotion during morning court. They shot Zero and Kasyyk. Once we’d taken care of them, we tracked them back here. We got Zhalto to sing the other night – this is one of the cantinas that still gets regular marching orders from the Hutt Cartel. We’ll pay the other two a visit next, if this lead doesn't give Boba what he wants.” 
“How’d the Cartel make it into the palace?” Din asked. The destruction in the throne room hadn’t been so extensive. The palace doors had been in one piece. They hadn’t blasted their way in. 
“They dressed up as Tuskens,” said Fennec, darkly. “Authentic robes, masks,  gaderffii, all of it. One of them knew enough sign to convince the door guards that they were legitimate. Boba’s been making headway with some of the tribes in the Dune Sea. The guards let them in thinking they were raiders who wanted to negotiate a trade contract.”
Din nodded. Tuskens never showed their faces and thought that being asked to do so was unspeakably rude; no guard who’d spent more than a few rotations on Tatooine would even bother trying to check to make sure a being in Tusken robes was actually a Tusken. 
“How’s Noora?” Fennec asked. “She and Zero are – well. She was shaken, when we left.” 
“Alright,” said Din. “She nearly shot me, but she was calm enough. She and a protocol droid are putting the throne room back together.” Din hesitated. “You could’ve come and woken me,” he said. He was too old to be petulant, but it still – stung, he supposed, that Fett and Fennec had been in danger and they hadn’t come for Din’s aid. 
Fennec shrugged. “Boba said to let you rest. You’ve done enough for the outfit, the last few days; cleaning up the Hutt Cartel’s leavings isn’t exactly your job.” 
“But it’s yours?” 
Fennec laughed like an anooba. “I do a little of everything,” she said. “And Boba doesn’t have a problem getting his blaster warm.”
Din grunted. He still didn’t like the idea that he’d been sleeping or laying around while the palace had been attacked. While his allies had been in danger. Din was no coward – he would defend the palace just like he’d defend the light cruiser. 
From the doorway behind Fennec, there came a heavy  thud and a pitched scream. 
“Sounds like Boba’s found the kirik in the compost,” Fennec said. “He wants to know which Hutt put a bounty out on him. Zhalto didn’t know.”  
Din looked around again. “This is a front for the Hutts, right?” 
Fennec nodded. “One of several they’ve got in Mos Eisley,” she said. “Bu Beesga’s been the hub of their spicer operation since Jabba’s days. Seems like they’re running third-rate assassins out of here too. That man,” she gestured at the dead human on the floor, “is known for running down escaped slaves. He works for Gorga.” 
Din knew the name; Gorga was one of the few Hutts who’d managed to survive the chaos of the Clone Wars and the vicious syndicate infighting that had erupted later. He’d never been involved in Hutt operations on Tatooine – Jabba hadn’t shared. Gorga’d been one of the Hutts running the Cartel on Nal Hutta, and his name had come up on Nar Shaddaa a few times too. Din thought he’d taken a job for Gorga once, but wasn’t sure. “You think Gorga put a hit out on Fett?"
“Gorga or Gardulla,” said Fennec. “Maybe Rotta, Jabba’s son, but he’s not old enough yet to take an active hand in the Cartel. Gorga and Gardulla are the two at the top.” 
“You think they’re working together?” 
Fennect snorted. “No,” she said. “They hate each other, which is good for us. A divided Cartel we can stand against. The whole Cartel? No. Not yet, anyway.” 
There was another scream from the depths of the cantina. Fennec and Din looked at each other and made the decision together to ignore it. Raising the anger of a crime boss was never a good idea. 
“How bad was it?” Din finally asked. “The attack on the palace, I mean.” Two attacks in two days was bold even by Hutt standards – the assassin who’d shot Fennec with a slug thrower hadn’t even been cold in the sands before a larger band had attacked.  
“Not too bad,” Fennec said. “They didn’t bomb their way in or anything. Got a couple of lucky shots off before the rest of us caught on. Zero’ll live. Kasyyk’s hair will grow back. Probably.” 
Din thought for a moment, resisting the urge to roll his shoulders and feel his beskar digging into his new bruises, then said again, “You could’ve gotten me up. I would’ve helped.” 
“You could have,” Fennec agreed, cool as always. “But you’ve been busy. You earned a lie-in. And we needed to move fast. Boba’s trying to get his hands on whoever’s funded the last two attempts, or at least on whoever’s middling for the Hutts and the boots on the ground. Once they’d heard the attack had failed, the Hutts’ nexu-paw would’ve tried to hit the black. Boba had a reputation even before he survived the sarlacc.” 
There was another scream. 
“He find the middling?”
Fennec shrugged. “I don’t play with my food, usually,” she said. “So I can’t really say. But he found somebody, and it sounds like they’ll start talking soon.” 
Din stared down the doorway’s dark mouth, skin prickling. He looked away. Din had never gone in for torture. There was little point in bounty work, not when carbonite subdued a mark just as well and without getting blood all over Din’s ship. 
“Don’t take it personally,” Fennec advised. “It’s been… a rough morning. We didn’t spare much time between putting down the attackers and coming here. We’ve had Bu Beesga’s name since you brought Zhalto in. It just became more urgent, this morning.” 
Din nodded, once. In the heat of battle it was easy to forget things, even things like a warrior with full beskar sleeping upstairs. 
 It’s not because Fett thinks I’m weak, Din told himself, skin still prickling. 
Fett had sworn that the – arrangement he’d come to with Din last night wouldn’t affect any of the work Fett had Din do. Fett hadn’t left Din behind because he thought Din too fragile to face off with a few second-rate gangsters. He’d just – been busy. 
 And we aren’t clan,  Din reminded himself. The covert had rushed to Din’s aid against the Bounty Hunter’s Guild without a second thought, because that’s what tribe  was. It was support and aid and blasterfire without question or reserve, despite any disagreements between individual warriors. Paz hadn’t been pleased to find out that Din had earned his  beskar’gam by taking Imperial contracts, but he’d rushed to Din’s side anyway. His help had saved Din and the child. 
 But Fett and I aren’t tribe – he doesn’t want one, and doesn’t expect a tribe warrior’s loyalty from me.  Fett was Din’s employer and his ally and possibly even Din’s friend, if the care he’d shown Din last night was any small clue, but  tribe was off the table. 
Din rubbed the spot on his cuirass where Fennec had shot him again. From the depths of the cantina, the screaming had stopped. 
“I’ll have him get you next time,” Fennec offered, and somehow Din could tell that she was smiling underneath her mask, like she knew something that Din didn’t. “Three blasters are better than two, and that spear of yours is terrifying.” 
“It’s just a spear,” Din said, though he was a little pleased. 
“No one carries a spear these days,” she said. “The intimidation factor’s higher than the moons. You don’t know what you look like when you walk into a room.” 
“What do I look like?” Din asked. He looked like a Mandalorian. Rare but recognizable. 
“Like something out of a desert tale,” Fennec said. “A legend come to life. It’s the same with Boba. More intimidating, even, because you don’t have a name. You’re just  the Mandalorian. 
“I have a name,” said Din, torn between amusement and trepidation. He wasn’t a legend or a folktale. He was just – himself. A hunter. A dishonored warrior.  Dar’manda.  “You even know it.” 
“Yeah, but I’m not going to tell anyone,” Fennec laughed. “It’s more fun to watch people faint when you walk into a room.”
“Nobody  faints,”  Din began, feeling needled now, but he was interrupted by a heavy, rattling step. Fett emerged from the darkness beyond the cantina’s main room. His blaster was holstered at his hip, but he carried his  gaderffii easily in one hand. 
“Leave him alone, Shand,” said Fett. He sounded tired underneath the tinny echo of his vocorder. Guilt twinged in Din’s chest, a sister to the deep ache of his bruises. Fett had gotten even less sleep than Din – Din’d collapsed into bed after Fett had finished working him over, had slept well into the morning. Fett had slept less, if at all – he’d been holding court while Din had been lazing around. 
“You didn’t have to come,” Fett added, looking Din up and down. Din stood straighter, tightening his grip on his belt. “You’ve had a long few days.” 
“Noora told me there’d been trouble,” said Din. He lifted his chin, challenging. “I can help.” 
Fett huffed. Din couldn’t tell if it was amusement or annoyance. “This isn’t bounty hunter work,” he said. “And we’re done here, anyway.” 
“Got what you needed?” Fennec asked. 
Fett nodded. “Keedo gave it up. It’s Gorga. Gardulla’s busy trying to fend off the extended Clan; she’s got Rotta under her tail and wants to keep it that way. Gorga’s making a play for more power and thinks we’ll fold over easy.” 
Fennec snorted. “He ever meet you?” 
“No,” said Fett. “He doesn’t have much of a foothold here, either – Bu Beesga’s the only cantina that’d work for him. Bu Wermo’s run by Gardulla’s ilk and Netto’s out for himself, now. Fortuna was too soft on him.
“But,” Fett added, looking Din over. Din wondered what his expression was like underneath the helmet. “That’s a problem for another time. Cutting Gorga off from Keedo’s support will send enough of a message for now. Mos Eisley’s  mine. The palace is mine. Gorga can fight me over other cities, if he wants. He’s not going to win here.” 
Fett said it with such conviction that Din couldn’t help but believe him. The confidence, strong as beskar, made anticipation thrill down Din’s back. 
He frowned to himself.  Ally,  he told himself firmly.  Employer. Keep it separate, Djarin.  
“What’s the word, boss?” Fennec said. “We burning it?”
Fett should his head. “No,” he said. “I don’t want fire to spread. I’ve made my point. Word spreads fast in the Gleaning. If they’ve got the sense the desert gave a dewback anyone working for Gorga’ll change their tune. If not…” Fett looked at Din. “I’ve got hunters of my own, now.” 
Din nodded, firmly. He had other responsibilities. He couldn’t take on the whole of the Hutt Cartel, not now. Not when he’d come down the spire intending to find Fett and ask for a ship so he could go to Grogu. But he  would help where he could. If that meant running down Gorga the Hutt’s supporters and bringing them back to Fett like a massiff fetching a bone, well. Din had done worse for less. 
“Actually, Fennec, put the word out,” Fett said. “Any friends of Gorga’s have until sunsdown to get off Tatooine. When the moons come up, I’ll pay a hundred Imperial credits a head.”  
“Done,” said Fennec. She hopped over the bar nimbly. “Djarin, you good to make sure this  koochoo gets back to the palace in one piece?”
“I don’t need a minder, Shand,” said Fett mildly, but Din ignored him and said, “Yes.” 
Fennec gave both of them a little salute and sauntered past Din, disappearing back into the grime of the Gleaning and leaving Din and Fett standing together in a catina full of the dead. 
Fett sighed, the sound crackling. “Drink?” he asked. 
“No,” said Din. “Thank you,” he added, remembering Fett standing over him last night.  That means good manners, Djarin.  
Fett grunted. “Probably nothing worth drinking in this skug hole anyway,” he muttered. He cocked his head. “How’re you holding up?” 
“Fine,” said Din, trying not to sound cross.
“Slept good?”
“I – yes, I slept fine.” Din had to fight down the urge to flex his shoulders again. Fett would know what he was doing, and why. “I’m – sorry I slept through an attack on the palace.” 
“Don’t be,” said Fett easily. “It was over fast. Hardly made a commotion. We – I – would’ve come up and woken you, but you didn’t sleep well in Mos Pelgo. Thought you’d earned a restful night.” 
Din grunted, mirroring Fett. “That’s what Fennec said,” he admitted. 
“She’s the sensible one between us,” Fett said. “How’s the palace? Still standing?” 
Din nodded. Awkwardness made him fidget. He wanted to – he had many things to talk about, not the least of them that he needed to leave, at least for a while, but he didn’t know how to bring any of it up now that the threat of an assassination attempt had passed. He didn’t want to sound weak or churlish or cowardly. 
“Was when I left, anyway,” said Din. “Are you – you’re sure you don’t need help right now?” 
“Yeah,” said Fett. “This isn’t the kind of work I need you for. Fennec and I have got this part of it. ‘S gonna be bloody around here for a few days. You’ve got other kark going on.”
“I’m not bothered by a little blood,” Din said. He swallowed. That hadn’t – sounded right, but it was too late to snatch the words back now. 
“No,” Fett agreed, “you wouldn’t be. But it’s not something you’ve got to worry about. We’ll handle the wetwork, at least for now. A  beroya’s  work isn’t the same as a  kyramud’s.” 
 This is a test,  Din realized. He stood even straighter, annoyed. “Kyramud,” he repeated, mimicking Fett’s cadence as best as he could. Din had always had a head for languages. He didn’t pick them up as fast now that he was fully grown and frequently concussed, but he  could learn. “Is that – does that mean assassin?” 
Fett inclined his head. “From  kyr,” he said. “‘End,' or 'death.’” 
“Kyramud,” Din repeated, mostly to himself. He’d known  beroya, but he treasured the new word even if it had been given, as he thought it might, as a test. As a measure of how Mandalorian Din really was. 
There were Mandalorian assassins. Din wasn’t stupid. His covert hadn’t had the use for any. It was a rare warrior who would accept the dishonor of assassination over hunting. Other coverts Din had visited or had moved through the network had kept assassins instead of hunters – assassinations typically paid quite a bit more – and a few coverts had even blurred the two, with  beroya  accepting kill contracts alongside regular ones, but even though Din himself disliked the idea of an assassin’s work, he’d still  do it, if he had to. 
Fett watched him for a moment. “You were a foundling,” he said. 
Din blinked, surprised. He nodded. “Yes,” he said. 
“But your  buir  didn’t teach you  mando’a?”
“My what?”
“Your – parent.” Fett’s visor gleamed. He still held his  gaderffii loose in his hand. “The one who adopted you, when you were brought into your clan.” 
“Oh. I didn’t have one,” said Din. “It was – I was found during the Clone Wars. The warrior who found me – he dropped me off with the Fighting Corps and died on his next mission. I didn’t have a – a  buir? Is that right?” 
“Boo-eer,” Fett corrected. Din nodded, committing that word to memory too. “There was no one else in your clan to take you?”
“I didn’t have a clan until I found the kid,” Din explained. He shifted, uncomfortable, but he had promised Fett honesty too. “We lived in – we call it a tribe. A covert. There’s no one clan. When the Purges started, there wasn’t time to split off by clan. We went with whoever was around.” 
“Ah,” said Fett, rubbing the top of his helmet like he would the top of his head. Din softened fractionally, put a little more at ease by Fett’s own obvious discomfort. ‘But no one in your tribe taught you?” 
Din shook his head. “When we went underground it… wasn’t safe, to be so obviously Mandalorian,” he said. “There wasn’t much the warriors could do about it – they all had  beskar’gam, or something close enough, but us kids… For a while we were hand to mouth. Stealing when we had too, moving from place to place. It was safer to speak Basic or Huttese or whatever the locals around us spoke. Mandalorian was too obvious.” 
“Mando’a,” Fett said. “That’s your tongue.  Mando’a.  You are – Mando’ad.” There was a note in Fett’s voice that Din couldn’t parse. Anger, maybe, but that didn’t make sense. Why would Fett be angry that Din didn’t speak Mandalorian? 
“I didn’t lie to you,” Din said, wondering if Fett was upset because he’d spoken Mandalorian around Din and Din had played along, either nodding along or piecing together the word with context or ignoring it outright.
“I didn’t say that you did, said Fett. His tone was still hard to read. Din looked away, upset and not understanding why. “The Purges were hard for everybody. I’m just… surprised, that’s all. I would think the  mando’ade who survived the wars would want to pass their tongue on. I would think they would want to take in foundlings.” 
“We did,” Din said. “We do. That’s how I ended up with the kid. My  alor charged me with his care.” 
“You were his  buir,” said Fett. 
 Parent.  Din wondered if there was a word for  placeholder-parent – he had never set out to keep the kid. Grogu belonged with the Jedi. Even this Luke Skywalker’s doubts couldn’t change that. Grogu had a Jedi’s powers, so with the Jedi he would go. For now, anyway. 
If he wanted to return to the covert, to grow up and take the Creed, well. Din would bring Grogu back in. A Mandalorian was made by choice. 
“I was his clan,” Din acknowledged. He touched the mudhorn on his shoulder. “A clan of two.” 
“You know some  mando’a,  though,” Fett pointed out. “You know what an  alor  is. You know  beroya.” 
“Some things we picked up,” Din said. “It was… almost a game, for us kids. We’d sneak around listening to the elders, bring back the words we learned. I mostly know insults. And  mirshmure’cya, because my teachers kept encouraging me to do it.” 
“Most of  mando’a  is insults,” Fett admitted. His tone had lightened. “Allit. That’s a word you should know.” 
“Aliit,” Din repeated dutifully. It sounded familiar – the first syllable was the same as  alor.  
“It means  clan,” Fett clarified. “Family. You’re of  Aliit  Djarin. I’d be  Aliit Fett.” 
 Clan Djarin.  Din startled, a little. He’d never thought about that before. If he  was Grogu’s parent, Grogu was entitled to Din’s name, to his history, thin and meager as it was. The thought cheered Din, some. 
 I’ll have to tell him, he thought. He swallowed; if Fett truly didn’t need Din’s help here on Tatooine, then Din had other, more pressing duties. 
“Thank you,” he said, sincerely. “I… well, I’d given up on ever learning Mandal – mando’a, to be honest. Didn’t seem like something I should ask Kryze about.” 
Fett snorted. “No,” he said. “I’d advise against it. She’s an anakkona around the chest. Her family ruled Mandalore, after the Civil Wars. She thinks she’s entitled to it.” 
Din frowned. He’d known that Kryze had been a leader of some kind, had once held the darksaber and with it apparently the throne of Mandalore, which Din hadn’t even known had  existed – his  alor  taught that there  was no one throne. The Mandalore of old had been a thousand tribes, each ruling themselves, warring and hunting as they wanted. 
“I’ll… avoid telling her, then,” Din said. He smiled crookedly underneath his helmet. “I’m trying to avoid her as much as I can, if I’m being honest. The Quest she’s on… it’s madness.” 
“It’s  jareor,” Fett said quietly. Din cocked his head. “A death wish. Reckless to excess.”
Having stood on the ruins of Mandalore, Din had to agree, but he held his tongue. His own Quest had been just as mad. Kryze’s death wish was her own, and Din had taken her aid in exchange for his own. 
“About… the kid,” Din began. Fett’s head came up. Din swallowed, suddenly nervous. He hadn’t expected to leave Tatooine so soon. “The Jedi commed me,” Din said. “There’s been – there was an attack on the place where he’s training new Jedi. He’s worried about the kid.” 
“Is he hurt?” said Fett, alarmed. 
Din shook his head. “No. Grogu… killed the bounty hunter.”
“Was the hunter there for him?” 
“No,” said Din. “The hunter was there for the Jedi. The Remnants have it out for him. He was some important soldier in the Rebellion, Cara said.” 
Fett stiffened. “Luke Skywalker?”
If Fett had done work for Vader, Din supposed that he  would know many of the Empire’s high-profile bounties. Din nodded. 
“The Luke Skywalker? The pilot who blew up the karking Death Star?” 
Several pieces fell into place at the same time. “...Oh,” Din said. Luke Skywalker was a Jedi. He’d apparently destroyed the Death Star, making him a hero of the Rebellion. Darth Vader had been hunting that pilot, who’d been a friend of Han Solo, who Fett had captured and brought back to Tatooine. 
A few heroes of the Rebellion had come to Tatooine to retrieve Solo. Vanth’s people thought that a Jedi had killed Jabba. If Luke Skywalker was a Jedi and had come to Tatooine, he’d been a part of Jabba’s end. 

   The same end that saw Fett in the belly of a sarlacc, too injured to reclaim his father’s armor for years.  

“Oh,” Fett growled darkly. “Of course he’s the karking Jedi who’s teaching your kid. The universe just works like that, doesn’t it?” 
Din paused, uncomfortable. “The other Jedi wouldn’t teach Grogu,” he explained. “Skywalker’s the only one who… who came when Grogu called.”
Fett snorted. “I’d think twice before leaving your kid with him,” Fett warned. His tone was black. “I saw how much the Empire wanted him. He’s worth the whole planet,” Fett gestured sharply, encompassing all of Tatooine, “five times over. He killed the karking  Emperor.” 
Din paled. 
“And Jedi,” Fett continued, “are no friends of the  mando’ade.” 
“He – " Din started, but Fett shook his head. 
“I  knew Jedi,” Fett said. Din blinked. He hadn’t thought Fett that much older than Din himself – maybe a handful of years.
“How?” Din asked. “I thought they’d all died out in the Clone Wars.” 
“I fought in the Clone Wars,” said Fett, flatly. “Well,  around  the Clone Wars. I was there when they started on Geonosis. A Jedi killed my father. I’ve  fought Jedi. Kark, I nearly blew up Skywalker’s own father.”
“The Hero With No Fear?” Din asked, remembering Cobb Vanth’s description of the slave who had become a Jedi. Anakin Skywalker. So Luke  was this Anakin’s son. 
“He wasn’t who I was after at the time, but yeah,” Fett spat. “I would’ve killed any of them. Skywalker too, if Vader hadn’t wanted him alive.” 
“He doesn’t seem… that dangerous,” Din said doubtfully, concerned now. Had he sent the kid off with someone who would hurt him?
“Jedi are more dangerous than you realize,” said Fett. He shook his head, made restless with agitation. “Why’d he comm you, then, if your kid wasn’t hurt?” 
“He – Grogu killed the hunter who’d come after Skywalker,” Din said. “Skywalker’s… concerned. He thinks that Grogu might jump to violence too quickly.” 
“If a bounty hunter came after you, would you kill them?”
“Yes,” Din admitted, coming back to the core of his confusion with Skywalker. A threat was a threat. Anyone who came after a Mandalorian knew that they were taking their life into their hands – Mandalorians tolerated no threats to their children, to their tribes. Din would have killed the bounty hunter himself, even if the hunter’s target had been Skywalker. Grogu lived in the same place as the Jedi. A threat to Skywalker was a threat to the kid. 
“Why’s that dangerous, then? That’s what any Mandalorian would do.” 
“Skywalker said – he said that the Force, the source of a Jedi’s powers, is good and evil,” Din tried to explain. “That what Grogu did touched the… Dark Side. Whatever that is. He said that a Jedi only kills as a last resort.” 
Fett snorted. “That  is a lie, whether Skywalker knows it or not. The  jettise have never understood Mandalorians.” 
“Grogu needs to learn how to control his powers,” Din said. He could feel the edges of a deeper anger running through Fett, a dark, toothy rage that yawned somewhere beneath their conversation like a rathtar’s mouth, but Din didn’t know enough about the Jedi, or even about Mandalorians, to want to argue. 
The galaxy was much bigger than Din had ever imagined it to be. 
He took a steadying breath and resisted the urge to get on his knees for Fett, to offer his back as an outlet for Fett’s anger. 
 I don’t know where  that  came from,  Din thought. Fett hadn’t struck him out of anger last night. He’d done it because Din had wanted it. Because Din had  liked it. 
But the idea was there now, tingling hot-cold down Din’s spine. 
He swallowed.  This is work,  he reminded himself.  Duty. Not – not whatever we had last night.  
“Skywalker wants me to go see Grogu,” Din repeated. “To – I think he wants to know what’s happened to the kid, to understand what his life was like with me, on the run. He doesn’t think Grogu is evil.” 
“What if the kid decides he wants to be  mando’ad? ” Fett challenged. “What will Skywalker think then?” 
“I don’t know,” said Din, honestly. “Grogu’s species ages so slowly it’ll be another fifty years before he’s old enough to even think about that decision, and by then I’ll be rust and dust.”
Fett blew out an irritated breath. “I… apologize,” he said, roughly. “That was out of line. The kid’s decisions will be his own. And you’ll do what’s best for him. You’re a good  buir.  I just – be wary around Skywalker. A Jedi is not to be trusted. They have no clans, no tribes. They don’t understand  family. ”
Din’s skin prickled again, this time with a sort of slow horror. “They don’t have families? But then where do Jedi come from?” 
“Other  families,” said Fett. “Before the Republic fell, the Jedi would take children from the families they were born into. Children were kept away from their parents, raised to know only the Jedi. They were forbidden from having children of their own. My father – ” Fett stopped, pulled in another breath. “My father said that was why the Jedi and the  mando’ade fought. Because Jedi wanted to take Mandalorian children to raise as Jedi from their clans, and the clans wouldn’t give their children up.” 
“The Jedi  took  children?” Din had been taken from his birth family, but his birth family had been dead. He couldn’t imagine the  alor allowing anyone to take a child from the tribe. Any and all of the warriors would have fought and died to keep Din with them as a child, even when he’d been weak and frightened. 
The only time the tribe let a child go was when it would be better for the child to leave. Some children just didn’t thrive in the tribe. They couldn’t adapt to the tribe’s way of life. Grogu had needed to leave for his own safety. 
Din shook his head. “I’ll – talk to Skywalker,” he said. “I’ll make him understand. The kid’s not Mandalorian. He didn’t swear the Creed. But he  is a foundling, and he was just doing what he’s been taught.” 
“Be  careful," Fett stressed. He shook his head. “If I had the bodies, I’d send someone with you.” 
“I don’t need a minder,” Din reminded Fett. 
“But you could use an ally,” Fett countered. “Mandalorians who go against Jedi alone usually end up dead.” 

   His father.  

Din didn’t know how he knew that was what happened, but he did know it; Jango Fett had stood alone against a Jedi, and the Jedi had killed him. Din had seen first hand how Jedi fought. He himself was no match for Luke Skywalker. Din wondered how old Fett had been, when he'd seen a Jedi fell his father. 
He swallowed. “He’s not my enemy, I don’t think,” said Din, slowly. “He’s worried about the kid, that’s all. I – can’t blame him for that. I worry about the kid a lot.” 
Fett huffed, some of his anger bleeding away. “As is your place,” he said. He ran a hand over his helmet again and looked at Din. “We agreed to honesty,” he said. 
Din nodded. “We did.” His fingers tightened around his belt. 
“I don’t like sending you away so soon after your first time under,” Fett said. “How are you, really? How much pain are you in?
“It’s… manageable.” 
“And your head?”
“Doesn’t hurt any more than usual,” Din reported. If anything the twin jolts of adrenaline, of getting Skywalker’s comm and then seeing blood all over the throne room floor, had cleared more of Din’s pain than he wanted. The point of taking all those blows had been to  earn pain. To have something Din could use to ground himself, to focus. To clear his head. 
Fett huffed. “That wasn’t what I meant,” he said, but he didn’t push it. He paused, then said, “It’s… not my place to ask,” he said, “but will you come back?” 
“I planned on it,” Din said, startled into honesty. “I doubt Skywalker wants me to  stay. I’m hardly going to help Grogu learn his Jedi stuff. I haven’t heard from Kryze, either – I was going to come back when Skywalker had gotten what he wanted out of me.” 
“Good,” said Fett, sounding pleased. “You’re your own man. You don’t owe me anything. But it’s been good to have you around, and it’s hard to find warriors I trust.” 
Din was warmed despite himself. “I am coming back,” he promised. It was easier to promise this than it had been to promise anything to Fett last night on his knees. “I just need to make sure the kid’s okay first.” 
“If the Jedi tells you your kid’s going to grow up to be a Sith Lord or something, bring the kid here,” Fett instructed, seriously. Din didn't know what a Sith Lord was, but he didn't like the sound of it. “I don’t think me or Fennec’ve ever spent any time around a kid, let alone a  Jedi kid, but if he’s yours he’s got a place with us.” 
 Tribe,  said the part of Din that was still a Mandalorian.  Clan. Aliit. 
That wasn’t what Fett was offering. Din  knew that it wasn’t. He and Fett had only known each other for a handful of days, really. Their trust was battleforged, true – Fett had pulled through on Morak, had come back to the light cruiser, had seen Din’s face and still taught him words in Mandalorian. But it was still new. Too new to be clan and tribe. 
“If it comes to that,” Din said, though he privately thought that Fett’s palace was probably not the safest place for a magical toddler, at least until the Hutt Cartel had been chased off. He winced, remembering what he needed. “And I need to borrow a ship. I’ll pay for it.” 
That  did make Fett huff in amusement, the sound more or less familiar now. “Actually,” he said. “Come with me. I’ve got a better idea.”
They left Bu Beesga together, walking in step like soldiers in the same formation, and to Din’s surprise turned out of the Gleaning and into the Quarter. 
The Quarter had a spaceport, of course, because a sorrowlane ended there. Slaves could be shipped across the galaxy, unloaded and put to auction in the same place they’d live and work. 
“Want to earn a little beskar while you’re off tolerating a Jedi?” Fett asked, stopping in front of the spaceport. There was only one ship on the port. Din stared at it. 
“Is that a hawk two-ninety?” Din asked, stretching out the word. He’d only ever seen a few – HWK-290s were Corellian, light and lean and mostly kept for work in the Core or the Inner Rim. Most Corellian-made ships were too well put-together to end up out here in rimspace. 
Hawks were old – pre-Imperial, like the  Crest  had been, but the ship in front of Din was slimmer than the  Razor Crest, long and narrow like a shriek-hawk stooping for a dive. 
Fett tilted his helmet, visor gleaming in the sun. “Looks like it to me,” he said. “She won’t have your  Crest’s firepower, but your friend Vanth tells me this particular ship has been crossing the sorrowlanes for decades. Never been taken, he says.” 
Din’s eyes narrowed. “This is Vanth’s ship?”
“No,” said Fett. “But from what I understand, she’s part of his network.” 
 A freedom ship. “Where am I going?” he asked, understanding now what Fett wanted him to do. He was surprised that Fett was getting involved in the network, but Vanth had probably made it a condition of Mos Pelgo’s cooperation with the palace.  
Fett clapped him on the shoulder. Din hissed, pain flaring, but Fett wasn’t apologetic. He’d probably done it on purpose. “I’m surprised your signet’s not a shriek-hawk, sharp as you are,” he said. “‘S part of my agreement with Mos Pelgo. You’re making a drop-off in Boz Pity, if it’s not out of your way.” 
Din hadn’t put Skywalker’s coordinates into a nav-computer yet, but in hyperspace everything was relative. Going out to Boz Pity wouldn’t be that much of a burden. 
“How many?” 
“No idea,” said Fett. “Vanth doesn’t trust me much. You’re already loaded; I was going to have Kasyyk handle it – he’s a fair pilot – but you’re better, and you haven’t been shot recently.”
Din had been shot plenty, but he understood the point. “Fine,” he said. 
“Jate,” said Fett. He gripped Din’s shoulder gently enough that the pain only murmured down Din’s back. “Be careful. If you need us, you’ve got my frequency. Offer stands for the kid.” 
Din nodded. “I’ll be fine.” 
“Ret'urcye mhi,” said Fett, in the tones of a teacher. 
"Ret'urcye mhi,” Din repeated. “What does that mean?” 
Din got the impression that Fett was smiling. “Ask me when you get back,” he said. “Good luck.”
Din looked at the HWK-290. Her name was painted on her sides in crooked Aurebesh. She was called the Kirik-Fly, of all things, but Din could see it – the nose was long and pointed like a kirik-fly, and he could tell just from looking at her that she was light and maneuverable.
He sighed. “Can you take Noora’s speeder back? I told her I would. It’s the yellow one parked in the trade district. And try not to get killed on your way back. I told Fennec I'd make sure you made it safely.”
Fett’s hand tightened for a moment, a true, bright pain, then he let go and stood back. Din crossed the distance between himself and the ship’s sideport, climbing up the ramp. He paused in the open doorway. 
As Fett had said, Din’s charges were waiting for him. There were six – two Twi’Leks, three humans and a Rodian. They had a raw, hungry look about them, fire shining in their eyes. They were survivors. 
Din remembered what Fennec had said to him inside Bu Beesga.  You look like a legend come to life.  
 I don’t want to be a legend, he thought. He cleared his throat. 
“I’m – Djarin,” he said. “You know where we’re going?”
None of the beings in the  Fly’s hold gave Din their names, but one, a male Twi’Lek with a freshly-scabbed cut at the hollow of his throat, nodded. 
“Strap yourselves in, then,” said Din, heading towards the cockpit. He’d never flown a HWK-series freighter before, but it couldn’t be that much different from the  Crest, could it? “It’s a long flight to Boz Pity. Any of you manned guns before?” 
The escaping slaves shared looks among themselves, then one of the humans, a scrawny brown-haired human girl, tentatively raised her hand. “I have,” she said. 
Din pointed to the co-pilot’s chair. “Climb in, then,” he said. “I’ve got a feeling we’re going to need you, before we land.” 

  

  

  







  
    Chapter End Notes

    Chapter content warnings: Oblique references to extreme violence. Dead bodies and blood. Mentions of slavery/trafficking. That good old Mandalorian morality. Mentions of children being forced to fight or kill to survive (canon-typical, I would say.)  
Chapter thoughts:
-Spot the videogame references, there are several!
-I've been thinking a lot about accents. I think it would go like this: 
Bo-Katan: You all are not.
Boba Fett: Y'all ain't.
Din Djarin: Y'ain't. 
-HWK-290s are pretty sexy.
-I've had several comments now talk about the initial wariness re: the "deradicalization" tag and also the portrayal of Din's covert as a cult. To clear a few things up: it's not necessarily that I think Din's covert is a cult, at least any more than any Mandalorian subgroup is a cult. Mandalorians are very clannish by nature; the "our way of being Mandalorian is the ONLY RIGHT WAY" is super prevalent through the entire culture, and maybe understandably so; Mandalorians have been in diaspora for several hundred years with varying degrees of interaction between each subgroup/subculture. 
What Din thinks is not necessarily what I think, or what I'm trying to portray. Din canonically experiences a TON of culture shock in a very short period of time. His covert isn't around. He has questions -- why were we never taught that there were other Mandalorians, why don't I know these integral parts of my culture, what are the Children of the Watch, what's Death Watch, who are the true Mandalorians, what, if any, Way of the Mandalore is the right way. These are questions that sit at the core of the show. What does it mean to be Mandalorian? Who decides?Why?
Canonically there are like, half a dozen characters who try to answer this for Din -- the Armorer believes one Way, Bo-Katan another, Gideon a third. Din is in the process of sorting through some very complex ideas, but he  doesn't have all the information yet, and so far no one he's talked to or interacted with has been able to give him an unbiased answer, not even Boba, who also has a lot of cultural trauma w/r/t being Mandalorian. I'm not sure what all Disney's going to pick out of Legends, but going by Bo-Katan's Boba-specific racism, we can at least assume that Boba has been soundly rejected by most mainstream Mandalorian subgroups. 
(FASCINATED by the concept of Boba meeting what's left of the Protectors, since the Protectors and the True Mandalorians are so ideologically similar.) 
"Bo-Katan was part of a cult too!" Did doesn't know that, though. All Din knows is that Bo-Katan has the legitimacy (however supposed) of being from Mandalore, being backed by other warriors, with a lot of knowledge that Din just doesn't have. He's working through it, but for him it is a lot of processing and experiencing and expanding his worldview in a way he couldn't before as part of the "in-group" of the Children of the Watch. Remember, Din thinks he can't go back. He now has to navigate the incredibly difficult task of, as an adult, restarting his life and reshaping his identity outside of what canonically is a very closed-off, insular group. 
He's working on it. 
-On that note... Mandalorians and Jedi dislike each other for several reasons, chief among them a) Mandalorians don't give up their kids, like, ever b) Mandalorians think someone who won't do what is necessary to protect their family/tribe/clan are weak and cowardly and c) the Jedi tend to view those who embrace violence as enthusiastically as Mandalorians do as dangerous, peace-threatening criminals. Remember that the role of the Jedi was ostensibly "peace-keeping," even though they were pretty thoroughly twisted from that purpose.
-I love Luke! I would absolutely, 100% prefer to portray Luke as the loveable "your Jedi Path is your own and I can't dictate that for you" Jedi Grand Master we grew to know in Legends/the EU. Canon!Luke, however, apparently tries to replicate the Jedi Order as it existed prior to the Empire, though, so.... We'll be.... doing that at least a little, I guess, to keep more-or-less compliant with canon. 
This note is too damn long lol.  Thank you for reading!
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    Chapter Summary

    Din visits the Jedi and nobody, except maybe Grogu, is particularly thrilled about it.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello everybody! We are just going to pretend that time doesn't exist anymore! Started a new role at my job and while it's a blast I am so out of sorts because my schedule shifted and it's just. Chaos. In my life. My multiple calendar system has broken down entirely. Happy update day. 
This is about four thousand words longer than I intended it to be. Luke Skywalker does a lot of talking. 
As always, thank you for your comments, kudos and feedback! Love you all, hope you enjoy this chapter! 
Content notes/warnings in the end note.
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  jetiise.
 
Boz Pity was hot, desolate and took up entirely too much of Din’s time. True to his prediction in Mos Eisley, Din did  need a gunner’s help before he made it planetside; Din and his passengers got  through hyperspace okay once they left Tatooine, but as soon as the Kirik-Fly dropped out into sublight over Boz Pity, a gang of slave hunters pinged them and came sniffing around. 
Din quickly learned how the  Fly handled in a dogfight. His temporary co-pilot was twitchy but competent – she introduced herself as Pirra Windrunner, and this particular freedom run was not her first. Her experience in the gunner’s seat came first-hand. 
Between Din’s piloting and Pirra’s trigger finger, the  Fly  made planetfall in decent shape. The hunters might have been good at finding terrified people, might have even been good at catching terrified people, but they weren’t up to scrapping over Boz Pity with Din. Pirra made short work of them. The  Fly’s  shields held, more or less, and the worst damage Din could feel was a slight wobble in her nose as the  Fly eased down through Boz Pity’s wet, heavy atmosphere and touched the surface. 
Din'd only intended to drop his passengers off in the shell of an old Separatist base, its roof cracked open and its sides scored by blasterfire, but Pirra managed to talk him into helping her make sure that the base was secure first – Din could hardly count the job as finished if he dropped a bunch of defenseless people off to immediately get eaten by the local wildlife or recaptured by slavers, after all – and somehow  that turned into a three-day slog through a series of abandoned bases, towering gravestones and sticky humidity while Din tried to protect his charges from a particularly stubborn band of Trandoshan slave hunters.
(Boz Pity didn’t have any wildlife, at least none that wanted to eat an irritable Mandalorian and a few stringy escaped slaves. Din would take his victories, small as they were, if it meant he didn’t have to fend off Trandoshans  and gundarks.) 
Trandoshans weren't especially skilled hunters, in Din's experience. They relied too much on their sense of smell. But they were tenacious, and picking them off took some time. 
By the time the last Trandoshan had been killed and Pirra'd declared Boz Pity safe enough to radio an intermediary for the next step in her people's journey, Din’s internal climate controls had busted out, corroded by the humidity, and he was ready to leave Boz Pity and never come back. 
He stayed long enough to make sure that Pirra’s next banthaback made it planetside, then climbed back into the  Fly, got her into hyperspace aimed at a moon called Yavin-4, wherever that was, and spent the next several hours stripped down to his underclothes, scrubbing every inch of his beskar and his kute. 
Boz Pity had unsettled Din. It was an entire planet full of graves. The native species, whoever they’d been, had died out a long time ago. The Separatist bases had been just as bombed-out as the Rebellion and Republic bases. The planet had been covered in monoliths and bones. 
 It reminded me of Mandalore, Din thought, inspecting the underside of his cuirass back on the Fly. He’d taken each individual piece of wiring out, dried it and returned it to its place. The delicate work cramped his fingers. 
Mandalore had been a lot like Boz Pity, though less green. Boz Pity was verdant and lush; Mandalore had been colorless and dry. But the feel of both planets had been the same. Dead worlds. A long stretch of silence and nothing else. 
Now that Din wasn’t on Tatooine anymore throwing himself headlong into whatever work he could get, Din found himself thinking about Mandalore more often than not. He couldn’t help it. He  was  still bound to Bo-Katan Kryze’s Quest, and even if Din himself knew that he was  dar’manda, no one else seemed to. 
It was dishonest to keep – pretending. Din had broken his Creed. By the very words he’d sworn when he first put on a helmet, he wasn’t Mandalorian anymore. That he kept putting his armor back on, kept letting others call him  Mando, was disgusting. Cowardly. 
 But why doesn’t anyone else know that?  The confusion of non-Mandalorians Din understood – it wasn’t like he’d gone around spouting off the tenets of the Creed. People like Cobb Vanth and Fennec Shand had no way of knowing what Din had sworn and how he'd broken it. Mandalorians, at least Din’s kind of Mandalorians, didn’t share their faith or culture with outsiders. It was too dangerous. Non-Mandalorians  wouldn’t know. 
But Bo-Katan  should. She should know, and she still didn’t care that Din had broken the Creed. Neither did her  tal’vode. Fett didn’t care. 
Fett himself had said that he hadn’t sworn to the Creed, but he still wore the armor and carried around his father’s name, broadcasting to the galaxy that he still considered himself Mandalorian. Kryze was  from Mandalore – if that didn’t make her Mandalorian, what did? She had the armor, the language, the history. She should know that Din had broken his Creed.  

  So why doesn't she act like she knows?

 I’m too old for this, Din thought, setting his cuirass aside. He pressed his knuckles to his forehead, pushing back against the headache that was building there. 
He kept picking at those thoughts like they were rusted wires, like if he fiddled with them enough, he could make things work again. The Creed wasn’t like that. It wasn’t a piece of armor that could be reforged or a broken circuit that could be rewired. It  was, or it wasn’t. It wasn’t something Din could put back together.
 It’s not something I should even  try  to put back together.  
The most honorable thing to do would be to take of his beskar, find a covert and turn it over to that covert’s  alor.  Then Din was supposed to leave, and never come back. He had skills – he would be able to make a living, to feed himself at least. He could probably even keep working as a hunter. He just couldn’t be a Mandalorian hunter anymore. He couldn't be beroya anymore. 
 Fett would keep me on,  Din thought. Fett might not want to, if he cared about honor much, but he  would. He didn’t have many other allies. He’d told Din that himself. 
 Maybe his tribe had a different Creed, when he had one.  Maybe being Mandalorian meant something different to Fett, and he wouldn’t care that Din had become  dar’manda. Fett and Fennec got along, after all, and Fennec wasn’t the type to swear the Creed. 
Din would have to ask Fett when he got back. 
He was going back. Din wasn’t stupid – he knew what Fett had done, sending Din off with a fast ship and a new job. He was giving Din a way out. With the  Fly Din could go anywhere. He didn’t have to go back to Tatooine at all. 
But Din wasn’t a wild anooba to be nursed back to health, or whatever it was that Fett thought he had done with Din, and then sent back to the sands. Din was a warrior, and he was a warrior who kept his word. 
 Well,  he thought, half-bitterly, turning back to the problem at hand.  Most of my word, anyway. He’d broken the Creed but that didn’t mean he had to break his agreement with Fett. Din was going back to Tatooine once he’d settled his business with Luke Skywalker and the Jedi.
Something – trepidation or anticipation, Din couldn’t be sure – prickled underneath Din’s skin. His back throbbed. 
Three days on Boz Pity hadn’t given his shoulders much time to heal. He’d barely slept. Of the escapees, only Pirra had been sharp enough for Din to trust her with the other watch, so they’d traded off two- or three-hour shifts looking over the rest and catching sleep when they could. 
He hadn’t eaten much, either. The  Fly’d come stocked with standard hyperspace rations, but the trip hadn't ever been planned as a multi-cycle slog, and some of Din’s passengers had been so skinny that he’d given up most of his share of the rations anyway. His appetite, which had come back a little on Tatooine, had shriveled back up when confronted with the stink of Trandoshans and the bland texture of the ration bars. 
Between that and the few hard knocks Din had taken on Boz Pity, he’d actually picked up a few new bruises instead of healed the ones he’d already had. (He’d given Pirra the  Fly’s medkit, too. None of her people'd had armor.) 
The bruises on his chest and side just plain hurt, in a rote, mundane sort of way. The bruises on his back hurt too, but when Din set his kit aside and rolled them, experimentally, a different sensation entirely flooded his nerves. 

   Satisfaction. 

Din was familiar enough with the concept. A successful hunt, a handful of credits to bring back to feed his covert, a victory in a spar. Even something as simple as fixing a damaged circuit or patching a hole in his kute could bring Din satisfaction. There was no harm in taking pride in one’s accomplishments. In what Din could do with his hands, with his body.
But the only thing Din had accomplished in Fett’s room was taking a beating.
That’s what Fett wanted, though, he thought, flexing his shoulders again just to feel them ache and burn.  That’s what  I  wanted, even if I didn’t know it.  
If Din sat up straight and flexed his shoulders hard enough, the pain deepened to the point that he could almost smell Fett in the room with him, could feel the night breeze, hear his own harsh breathing and the crack of the flogger across his shoulders. Everything was tangled up together in Din’s memory, a knot of sensations pressed into the back of his ribs, his fingertips. 
The bruise on his thigh was finally fading. The very heart of it was still blue and sore, but its edges had gone green and yellow somewhere on Boz Pity. By the time Din made it back to Tatooine it would be almost fully healed. His shoulders would be on their way. 
Din licked his lips. He was alone on the  Fly, unarmored and a few hours out from Yavin-4 still; here, in the black of space, he could at least admit to himself the reason he wanted to go back to Tatooine. 

   I want Fett to hit me again.  

There was the loyalty Din owed Fett in return for loyalty shown, of course. There was the beskar sitting in Jabba’s treasure-rooms unused and unknown to Din’s people. There was even the ease Din had found trading barbs with Fennec and catching nexu-naps on Vanth’s couch. 
 But I want Fett to hit me again. To  show  me.  
Fett had promised to show Din how to turn pain into a tool. How to use it. How to turn it into strength. 
 I want that.  
And while Din was sure that he could find others out in the galaxy who would hit him if he asked – plenty who’d do it if he even showed up at their door – there wasn’t anyone else he trusted like he trusted Fett. 
Fett had seen Din on his knees, after all. Helmetless, armorless, struggling to parse his own reaction to pain. Din couldn’t imagine being more vulnerable than that – Fett had already seen him laid that bare. 
And besides, it wasn’t like anyone else was clamoring for Din’s attention right now. Kryze seemed content to leave him be. She hadn't commed or called, and Din had been down on Tatooine for several days now. Cara and Karga didn’t need anything out on Nevarro. If anyone from Din’s own covert had survived the Imperials, they wouldn’t accept his help now anyway, even if Din could figure out how to find them. 
 Grogu first,  Din reminded himself, relaxing his posture, letting the sharp pain in his back fade back to a pleasant background hum.  Then back to Tatooine. The kid came first, even if the kid's problems were Jedi problems that Din had no hope of understanding. 
He thought of Fett’s offer to bring Grogu to Tatooine and let himself smile. The gesture had been – Din didn’t want to say  sweet, because it had been offered out of utility, not sweetness, but it had certainly been appreciated. 
If Skywalker thought that the kid was going to grow up to be a monster, Din would take Grogu back. They’d probably have to move around from place to place again, but a Hutt palace on Tatooine would at least be harder to get into than a hut on Sorgan. 
Din eyed his pile of beskar and sighed. His fingers were still cramped and his eyes blurry. He’d cleaned the wiring on his cuirass, his gauntlets and one of his pauldrons, but the rest would have to wait. 
Din stood up, joints creaking, and left his beskar where it was. He checked his course on the  Fly’s nav-comp. He was still six standard hours out from Yavin-4. There wasn’t a straight route between Boz Pity and the Yavin system – Din had wanted to avoid the Hydian Way – so it would be a while yet before he had to be up and ready to drop out of hyperspace. 
 Gear’s more or less taken care of,  Din thought, reaching for the earliest lessons instilled by his time in the Corps.  Food next, then a sonic, then sleep.  
He forced himself to choke down half a ration bar – the texture really was awful – and managed a decent sonic without his intermittent vertigo kicking in too dangerously. Sleep was harder to find.
Din had slept fine on the  Razor Crest, but then he’d had it for years. It had been safe and familiar, even if he’d trained himself to sleep lightly anyway. 
The Fly’s berth was comfortable enough. Corellian ships usually were. But Din wasn’t familiar with all of the sounds the Fly made as she sailed through hyperspace, with the hiss of the life support systems starting a new cycle, the drive rattling, the gravity equalizers grumbling and murmuring to themselves. Every strange noise the ship made jarred him awake. 
He slept fitfully curled up on his side, watching the blue lights of hyperspace stream past the viewport with half-lidded eyes. 
Eventually the nav-comp  pinged, announcing that Din would be reaching his exit window in the next few minutes. He climbed out of the berth and shrugged his kute back on, hooking his armor back up piece by piece, then returned to the pilot’s chair for the approach. 
The  Fly  came out of hyperspace smoothly, without any of the  Crest’s coughs or rattles. Din tried not to hold it against her. 
Yavin-4, as it grew in Din’s viewports, turned out to be a moon. It was green, greener even than Boz Pity had been, and moved in stable orbit around an enormous red planet. Din could see white clouds drifting across Yavin-4’s surface. Flashes of blue. 
Din switched his comm channel open, ready to receive orders from anyone down on the moon watching for approaching ships, but no one pinged. 
Din’s nav-computer was narrowing in on an exact set of coordinates planetside. The coordinates Skywalker had given him. No one had commed, so Din hoped that he was welcome. That this wasn't a trap. Din waited in orbit for a few more minutes to see if anyone was going to challenge his approach, but no one did so after a few more moments of waiting, he nosed the  Fly down into Yavin-4's atmosphere and began landing protocols. 
The  Fly cut through Yavin-4’s atmosphere, sinking easily and equalizing to Yavin-4’s gravity. As he descended, more of the moon resolved itself. The green was a sprawling, lush jungle, as old and wild as any Kashyyyki forest, and the glimmers of brown and yellow became enormous, geometric buildings. 
 Pyramids, Din thought, watching them grow larger and larger. The coordinates he’d been given led to one such pyramid. Its top was completely flat and mostly overgrown, but it was serviceable enough as a landing pad. 
Din set the  Fly down and disengaged her engines, still watching the comm for any incoming transmissions. 

   Nothing.  

He shrugged. These were the coordinates he’d been given – if he was in the wrong place, it wasn’t his fault. Skywalker would at least know where to find him, and Din hoped that  someone had seen his approach. 
He opened the  Fly’s plug door and stepped down the ramp, engaging his helmet’s seal and raising a hand to shield himself from the glare of the sun. He strapped his spear to his back but left the darksaber behind, not wanting it to be mistaken for a stolen or looted Jedi weapon. He brought a blaster too, to fill the space where the darksaber usually rested. Din wasn’t sure what social conventions the Jedi followed but Din had always been taught that it was rude to show up at a meeting between two different tribes lightly armed. 
If Skywalker took offense to any of Din’s weapons, well. Din had seen what Skywalker had done to those darktroopers. One Mandalorian with a spear and a blaster wouldn’t give Skywalker too much trouble, though if it came to a fight Din hoped that at least his flamethrower would be a surprise. 
 So,  Din thought, stepping out of the shadow of the  Fly, this is Yavin.  
He could already feel the humidity licking around the edges of his armor. Unlike Boz Pity, which has been carpeted in low-climbing vines and moss, Yavin-4 was a true jungle. Din was fairly high up on the top of a pyramid, but some of the trees still towered another fifty or sixty feet over his head. Yavin wasn’t as hot as Boz Pity or Tatooine, and it wasn’t as desolate as Boz Pity either – Din’s visor tracked several animals up in the trees, though there wasn’t anything up there big enough to worry about. Yavin-4 was entirely alive. The whole planet seemed to hum with it. 
The landing pad itself was half-overgrown and mostly empty. Four or five other pyramids were clustered together near this one, all of varying heights. Din was on one of the lowest pyramids. The tallest stood in the center and its summit wasn’t flat like Din’s was, but rather was capped by a large, square building made out of the same yellow slabs of stone as the pyramid. 
Din could make the trip over to that pyramid pretty easily by jetpack, but he wasn’t sure he’d be welcome. The fact that Skywalker had sent him to this pyramid specifically, alone and away from anyone else, told Din that the Jedi wasn’t entirely comfortable with the idea of Din hanging around. 
Given that Din had entrusted the kid’s safety to Skywalker, Din couldn’t complain. Caution was good. Caution would mean fewer bounty hunters getting the drop on Skywalker to the point where Din’s kid had to intervene. He leaned back against one of the  Fly’s landing struts, folded his arms across his chest and settled in to wait. 
Yavin-4 seemed peaceful enough. Din hadn’t spotted any settlements or cities as he’d come into orbit, just the large, empty pyramids and the endless jungle, a few glimmers of far-off oceans. He hadn’t seen any military installations either, at least none that were obvious. The pyramids could probably hide a lot, and Din doubted that they were solid all the way through. Maybe there were whole cities on Yavin-4. 
Din doubted it, though, and was content enough to wait. 
He didn’t have to wait very long. Either someone had seen the  Fly  come down or there was a sensor on the landing pad somewhere, because Din only had to wait a handful of minutes, head tipped back against the  Fly,  before a figure in black emerged at the far end of the landing pad.
Din thought about standing up straight but decided against it, settling deeper into the  Fly’s  support. The pressure sparked dully down his back. The shadows of pain made him think of Fett and his steadiness, his dark eyes. Din pulled comfort from that even if that hadn’t been the point behind the flogging – Din was alone in potentially hostile territory, but at least he had an ally  somewhere. 
“Skywalker,” Din called, as the robed figure drew closer. Details were hard to see in the visor sometimes, but the height and general shape of the figure approaching matched what Din remembered from the light cruiser. 
“Djarin,” the figure called back. 
“Bah!”  a familiar voice shrieked, and then a tiny shape was pushing itself out of Skywalker’s arms,  floating lightly to the ground – Grogu had already picked up a few new tricks, it seemed – and then rushing for Din’s legs at a surprising speed. Despite their weeks apart, it looked like Grogu remembered Din.  
“There you are, you little womp rat,” Din said roughly, relieved despite himself – Grogu remembered him – reaching down to meet the kid’s grasping hands. A month or so hadn’t changed much – Grogu was still tiny and easy to heft. Din raised the kid up, surreptitiously inspecting him. 
He looked healthy enough. There were no bumps or bruises Din could see and the kid’s cheeks were round. His eyes were bright. He had grown another tooth. 
Grogu warbled happily and reached for Din’s helmet, patting its cheeks with enthusiasm. 
Din very gently tipped his forehead down to meet Grogu’s. 
“Yeah, kid,” he murmured, pressing their foreheads together in greeting. “Missed you too. Told you I’d see you again.”
Grogu cooed. 
“He’s been beside himself with excitement all day,” Skywalker said, coming to a stop a good few feet away from Din and Grogu. The Jedi pulled his hood down and smiled at Din. He was young, but there was a solemn quality to Skywalker that made him look older. A weariness, carved into the otherwise soft angles of his face. “I think he knew you were on the way. He had the whole creche looking up at the sky.” 
“It’s good to see you,” Din told the kid. Grogu cooed and patted Din’s cheeks again. 
Tucking Grogu into the crook of his arm, Din looked the Jedi up and down. Luke Skywalker was shorter than Din, sandy-haired, with an open, soft face and clear eyes. He was dressed in the same severe black tunic and pants he’d worn on the light cruiser, the same flowing cloak. Apparently Yavin’s temperature didn’t bother him. Din wondered if that was a Jedi thing. 
A black-and-silver weapon hung from a clip at Skywalker’s waist. 

   A lightsaber.  

Skywalker smiled again. Din’s visor didn’t give him the exact color of Luke’s eyes, but Din thought that they were blue. “You made it alright?” he said. “We’ve been expecting you for a few days. I didn’t know where you were when I called you.” If Skywalker was nervous or wary at the sight of a warrior in full beskar, Din couldn’t tell. “I like your ship. A hawk two-ninety, right?” 
Din blinked, disarmed. “I – yes,” he said. 
“Corellian?” 
Din nodded and looked at Grogu, who made a happy, chattering noise and curled one tiny fist around the edge of Din’s gauntlet. He was comfortable, at least. Not afraid. 
“Any trouble finding us?” 
Din shook his head. “No, no trouble. What  is this place?” 
Skywalker smiled. “This,” he said, sweeping a hand out to encompass the cluster of pyramids rising out of the jungle, “is the Jedi Academy.” 
Din blinked. 
Skywalker caught on to Din’s confusion, because he dropped his hand, grimaced a little and scratched the back of his head. “Or it will be, eventually. We don’t have many students right now. Mostly it’s just empty pyramids and old equipment. We – the Rebellion, I mean – used some of these as bases years ago.” 
“Why build a school here?” Din asked. Some of the animals he’d seen up in the trees weren’t big enough to bother Din, but they were certainly big enough to think something Grogu’s size a good snack.  He tried not to tighten his grip on the kid too obviously.  
Skywalker shrugged. “Why not?”
Din narrowed his eyes, sensing an evasion, but Skywalker didn’t owe Din any Jedi secrets and Din didn’t particularly care to know any anyway. He had enough secrets tucked away under his beskar as it was. 
“Is it… safe?” Din ventured. 
“Why – oh, because of the bounty hunter,” Skywalker said, nodding. “It’s pretty safe. The New Republic runs patrols through the sector and the temples here are pretty remote. That hunter was the first one who’s showed up here since we started.” 
“When did you start?” One bounty hunter coming along after ten years was much different than one bounty hunter after four months. 
“Three years ago,” said Skywalker. “It took us a bit of time to clean up after Rax and Jakku, but once most of the Imps were taken care of I had the time to start – well. Building this.” 
Din nodded, though he didn’t put the kid back down and his eyes stayed narrowed. Grogu didn’t mind; he snuggled up to Din’s chestplate and kept tapping his claws against the beskar, giggling at the notes they made.
“So,” Din said, surreptitiously adjusting the kid so he was snug against Din's chest, “about Grogu – ”
Skywalker held up an apologetic hand. “I know that’s why you came,” he said. “And we  will talk, it’s just – I have a lesson,” Skywalker continued, tone growing more and more apologetic in the face of Din’s expanding silence. “The kids – I thought maybe Grogu could show you around first? Then once you’re comfortable, we can – talk.” 
Din eyed Skywalker through his helmet and shifted Grogu around. It didn’t  sound like Skywalker thought Grogu too dangerous to be around other beings, so maybe the issue wasn’t urgent as Din had thought. 
“If you and your Jedi don’t mind me moving around,” Din said, aiming for neutral. It would be good to spend time with Grogu, to make sure that he was really happy with the Jedi. That he was still the same kid Din remembered. 
Skywalker’s face relaxed, shoulders dropping. 
“We don’t mind,” he assured Din. He smiled at Grogu, who gurgled back. “Grogu’s – well, Grogu trusts you, and he’s a pretty good judge of character. You’re welcome here. That pyramid," Skywalker said, pointing to the largest, "is the main one we’re all living out of. Grogu knows where most things are. My lessons are usually only an hour or so. We don't have too many older students, and the little ones can only handle an hour at a time. Alright?” 
Din inclined his head. He wasn't sure that arguing with Skywalker would get him anywhere, and didn't want to ruin things this early by trying. “Grogu can show me around,” he said. Grogu burbled in agreement. 
Skywalker smiled again. He was much friendlier than Din had expected him to be. He made his apologies again, which Din more or less waved off, then turned and went back the way he’d come. 
Din let him get far enough away that he couldn’t see or hear Din – Din hoped, anyway, given that he still had no idea how Jedi powers worked – and hoisted Grogu out at arm’s length, looking the kid up and down again. 
Grogu flapped his arms and gurgled. His ears twitched. 
“You look fine,” Din said grudgingly. The Jedi had given Grogu some kind of soft, comfortable clothes to wear and the clothes were clean and all in one piece. The rest of the kid was just as well-cared for. Whatever Skywalker’s reservations about Grogu’s powers, he hadn’t been mistreating him. 
Din felt a little better at that. He’d wondered on his most sleepless nights if letting Grogu go off with a person Din had never met had been the right decision. Grogu had seemed sure – Din had assumed at the time that it was another Jedi thing – and Cara’d been able to vouch for Skywalker once Din had managed to stop bleeding into his brain, but still. 
Din didn’t know anything about Jedi, not really. He had no idea what their attitude towards children was – all he knew was that Skywalker had come when Grogu had called, and that Fett believed Jedi and Mandalorians had fought because Jedi wanted to steal children. 
Skywalker's taken good care of Grogu, Din reassured himself. And he didn't steal him. He asked me if I'd let Grogu go, and I said yes. Letting Grogu go with him was the right decision. 
Grogu babbled and patted Din’s gauntlets. His ears went up and down. He looked after Skywalker, who had disappeared off the other end of the platform by now, and made an inquiring sound.
“Alright, kid,” Din said, since he was apparently going to be on Yavin-4 for more than a few hours. He set Grogu back down. “Show me around, then.” 
Grogu understood, or at least understood well enough that he made an agreeable “eeh” noise and started toddling off around the wide lip of the pyramid, down a few stairs towards a wide walkway that linked this pyramid with its nearest neighbor, checking behind him every few steps to make sure that Din was still there.     
Din smiled. It was good to see the kid again. Din hadn’t realized how much he’d liked having the kid around until Gideon had taken him on Tython. Din had – adjusted, again, to not having a child around, but he’d missed the kid fiercely. 
Grogu led Din across the walkway to the next pyramid, which was a little larger than the first. Din looked around. 
Skywalker’s Academy was very much still in its developing stages. The overgrowth had been cut back some to allow the Academy’s inhabitants to get from one place to another but the jungle was still creeping up over the pyramid’s stairs and sides, curling around every step and landing. Heaps of scrap, old gear, dilapidated equipment, the evidence of an army forced to make a very sudden move, were piled around the lower levels or shoved into corners. 
Despite that, though, it was also apparent that the old pyramids were once again someone’s home. The pathways cut out of the jungle were tidy, the stones clean. When Din tuned up his auditory sensors, he could hear voices underneath the jungle’s chatter. 
He didn’t see another living being until Grogu rounded a corner, toddled up a short set of stairs and ran headlong into a droid. Grogu clapped a hand to his forehead and shrieked; Din took the steps three at a time, scooping him up and holding him close, and reached for his blaster with his other hand. 
“Woah, hey! Take it easy, Bee-Dee, give him some room.” Another Jedi came jogging from the opposite end of the path, skidding to a halt in front of the droid.  
This new Jedi was a human man, probably around Din’s age, skinny like Cobb Vanth and armed with a shock of red hair and an old, faded blaster scar creasing his nose and the side of his neck. He had the beginnings of a stubbly red beard and a few streaks of grey at his temples, and he was dressed in a flight suit and a tattered poncho instead of robes like Skywalker. At least, Din assumed the man was a Jedi – the only things that marked him as a Jedi were the lightsaber, this one made out of some sort of very dark grey material with a dramatic, almost pinser-shaped emitter, clipped to his side, and the same sort of solemn serenity set into the creases of the man's face, the slope of his shoulders, that had been hanging around Skywalker too.
Din tucked Grogu close anyway, his thumb resting on his blaster's grip. 
“Sorry if we startled you,” said the new Jedi. He smiled disarmingly and gestured at the droid, which had scrambled to back behind the Jedi's legs and was now, photoreceptors blinking like a human's eyes, studying Din curiously. “This is Bee-Dee One. He likes playing with the younglings.” 
Din eyed the little droid warily. It  was pretty small, two-legged with a big, squarish head, and Din didn’t see any attachments or hardware that would make it particularly dangerous, but still. He adjusted his hold on Grogu. 
“I’m Cal,” said the Jedi, sticking his hand out. While Din watched, the little droid scrambled nimbly up the Jedi’s leg and perched atop one shoulder, its mismatched photoreceptor lenses still clicking and shuttering like a humanoid would blink. 
“...Mando,” said Din, deciding to keep his name to himself for now. He gingerly reached out and shook the Jedi’s hand. As he did, he caught sight of a faded Scrapper’s Guild tattoo half-hidden on the Jedi's wrist underneath a leather cuff. Din couldn’t see enough of it to pinpoint the origin, but he’d guess Kuat or Bracca. 

  Jedi hang around with scrappers? 

“You’re Grogu’s family, right?” Cal asked. “He talks about you a lot. He was excited that you were coming.”
“He talks?” Din said, letting go. Cal waved a hand. 
“Sort of. He… projects, I guess you’d call it. Through the Force.”
“Right,” said Din doubtfully. “The Force.” 
Cal laughed. He seemed friendly enough, for a Jedi. Just as steady and serene as Skywalker. Din couldn't help but relax around him a little bit. “A lot of younglings learn how to communicate that way,” Cal tried to explain. “It’s… easier, especially when most of the people taking care of you are connected to the Force too. It's like a two-way comm link.” 
“Oh,” Din said. He doubted that he would ever understand, but it was good at least that the kid was around people who could understand him. Din had more or less gotten the hang of Grogu’s noises, chirps and explosions of temper, but their first few cycles together had been rough, to say the least. “You spend a lot of time with Jedi kids, then?”
Cal’s face did a strange little twist, halfway between a smile and a grimace. “Not… so much anymore,” he said. “Though Master Skywalker’s doing a pretty good job finding them. But I was a Temple Jedi, before the Purge. I was raised there, like Grogu. We were actually in the creche together for a little while, which is kinda weird to think about now.” 
Cal made an exaggerated face at Grogu, who burst into giggles. Din softened despite himself. 
 Be friendly,  he told himself. It was obvious that Grogu liked it here, liked this older Jedi, these people. Din should make an effort to be – tolerant, if nothing else.  The Jedi are supposed to be peacekeeping monks,  he reminded himself.  Harmless. 
He decided to purposely ignore the detail of the Jedi being Mandalore's ancient enemies. Din wasn't from Mandalore and he wasn't a Mandalorian any more. He didn't have to carry Mandalore's old feuds with him. 
“It’s weird to think he’s older than me,” Cal continued. “Where’d you find him? One of the Masters must’ve – well.” He grimaced again.  Must have saved him during the Purge, Cal meant. Din’s grip tightened on Grogu. He hadn’t really thought about that, that the Jedi had been Purged just like the Mandalorians. Grogu’s home, this Jedi Temple, had been ransacked just like any of the half-dozen coverts Din had passed through. 
“I found him on a planet called Arvala-Seven,” Din said. He instinctively understood the grief on Cal’s face. “He’d been – the Bounty Hunter’s Guild had put out a bounty on him, financed by a Remnant Moff named Gideon. A bunch of Trandoshans had him.” 
“Was there anyone with him?” 
Din understood that instinctively too. Cal was asking after any older Jedi, a peer or a teacher, who might have survived. He shook his head. “No,” he said. “The – one of the other Jedi we met while looking for Skywalker told me that Grogu had been alone for a long time. I don’t know who got him out during the Purge, if it was one of your people or someone else, but they weren’t with him on Arvala-Seven.” 
Cal nodded once, a muscle jumping in his jaw. But whatever he was thinking or feeling, he pushed it aside to give Grogu a big smile. “Well, we’re glad you’re here now, kiddo,” he said. “I’ll see you around. Nice to meet you,” he added, nodding at Din, before he and his little droid ambled off together in the direction of one of the other pyramids. 
Din watched him for a moment, then looked down at Grogu. “Well, kid?” he asked. “Any more old friends you want me to meet?” 
“Patu,” said Grogu, wisely, and made a motion with his hands; he wanted to be put down. 
Din obediently set the kid on the ground and Grogu trundled off at speed, stopping now and then to investigate things – strange carvings on the pyramid walls, leaves blowing across on the ground, a lizard he tried in vain to catch and eat. Din followed behind, trying not to be too rigid or on alert. 
It was obvious that, despite a run-in with a bounty hunter, Grogu felt comfortable here. It was equally obvious that Skywalker’s little base wasn’t really a  base.  It was more like a covert than anything, or the training rooms in the Fighting Corps. There were places to eat and sleep and train, an overgrown but deeply peaceful garden where a grey-skinned humanoid woman with facial tattoos and white hair meditated, another landing pad that housed a battered X-wing and a handful of transports, doors and windows into the pyramid. 
There weren’t too many living beings around, but there were enough. Grogu excitedly introduced Din to a gangly, youngish-looking Wookiee, a pair of identical Zabraks about as tall as Din’s knees, a grizzled Whiphid with wicked-looking tusks and an odd little pack of sentients that included three human children, a Togruta, a Mirialan, a Nautolan and a very small furry child Din initially mistook for a tach. 
Most of the kids greeted Grogu with excitement and swarmed around Din like they weren’t bothered by him at all, but the Wookiee eyed him with suspicion and the old Whiphid with open hostility. 
Din ignored both, keeping his attention on Grogu and the other kids, if only to make sure he didn’t accidentally step on one. 
The Jedi children – younglings – all wore the same kind of modified tunic and pants that Grogu did. The few older Jedi Din saw either wore robes like Skywalker or practical, plain clothing like Cal. None of them had armor on. Maybe they didn't need it. Skywalker had either avoided blasterfire or returned it with a few swipes of his lightsaber. 
“Bah!” Grogu said, waving a claw at the pack of younglings, who seemed to understand that Grogu was saying goodbye and all trundled after the Whiphid with waves and noises of their own. 
“Those your friends, kid?” Din asked, leaning down. Grogu’s ears were drooping. He must’ve worn himself out running all over the place. Din held out his arms and Grogu obliged, letting Din scoop him up and set him safely into the crook of Din’s arms. 
“Alright,” said Din. “A nap for you, I think. Where do you sleep, kid?” 
Grogu made a contented sound and tucked his face into Din’s chest. Din took that to mean,  Right here, thanks.  
He smiled behind his helmet. “Noted,” he said, and found himself a quiet place to sit on the broad steps of the pyramid, his back supported by the thick stones.
Grogu took a short nap there, a hand fisted in Din’s cloak. Din let him rest. He wanted to get up and see if he could find Skywalker again – more than an hour had passed – but the kid looked so comfortable that Din hated to think of bothering him. 
Eventually, Skywalker found him, or at least sent someone to find him; a human woman with shaggy dark hair and rich brown skin trotted up to Din as the sun started to sink behind the jungle’s towering trees. 
Grogu didn’t even twitch, so Din just titled his head back and looked up at her. 
She favored Skywalker’s choice of a tunic and robes. A lightsaber hung at her hip too. Unlike most of the other older Jedi Din had seen, she greeted Din with a polite smile. 
“Hello,” she said. “You’re the Mandalorian, right? I’m Chase.”
Din tipped his head forward in greeting. “Hello,” he said. The noise woke Grogu, who yawned and greeted Chase with a "mmba" and a sleepy wave. 
“Master Skywalker wanted me to come find you,” Chase explained. “It’s getting late and he thought you might be hungry. You’re welcome to eat with us if you like – the whole Academy eats together, when we can – or you can take something to eat on your ship, or in one of the visitor’s rooms.” 
Din frowned thoughtfully, stretching and standing. The kid didn’t seem to be in any hurry to be put down, so Din kept him in his arms. He probably should eat, even if his appetite had vanished, and Grogu would want something too. The kid ate like an urusai. 
“You have visitor’s rooms?” Din asked. 
Chase nodded and started off back up the stairs, moving towards the largest pyramid. “We do,” she said. “We get visitors sometimes. The kids’ parents, siblings, friends we’ve made. The New Republic checks in every few months when they remember we’re here.”
Din winced. The  Fly  probably wasn’t on any Republic radar, not like the  Crest had been, but he would have to make an effort to stay out of sight if any representatives of the New Republic came to visit while he was here. 
 Am I going to be here a long time? He wondered, frowning to himself. 
Skywalker had been – not frantic, exactly, over his comm call with Din, but he’d been concerned. Din would have thought that Skywalker would have wanted to get answers out of Din immediately. 
But so far, that hadn’t been the case. 
Din would have to think about that. 
“We could eat,” Din finally said. Chase smiled at him in that polite, faintly distant way. 
“We take turns cooking,” she said. “Greez and Merrin had the mess tonight. Dathomiri food. Ever had any?”
Din didn’t know what Dathomir was. He shook his head.
“It’s kind of spicy, but pretty good,” said Chase. “And there’s meat in it, which should make young Grogu happy, hey, kid?”
The kid burbled at Chase, which Din took as a Yes, very happy. He found himself softening towards the Jedi again. It was obvious that the Jedi cared about their kids. They weren’t bothered by Grogu’s more predatory habits, at least.
Chase led Din across another walkway to the largest pyramid, which they climbed together. The mess was at the very top of the pyramid, guarded by a sturdy durasteel door that Chase opened with a wave of her hand. 
Din watched, interested.  The Force? he wondered. 
Inside, the mess was just like any other Din had seen; homey and warm, with mismatched tables crammed together and what looked like almost every Jedi Din had seen today packed inside, sharing a meal, talking, laughing. 
 They’re not so different from Mandalorians, really, Din thought to himself, setting the kid down when Grogu patted Din’s gauntlets impatiently. Once on the ground, Grogu immediately made for a large, communal-style table laden with food, being manned by the grey-skinned, tattooed humanoid Din had seen meditating in an overgrown garden earlier and a short, pot-bellied Latero. 
Din kept one eye on Grogu and swept over the room for threats. Unless he counted the Jedi, several of whom were eyeing Din in return, the mess seemed safe enough. Din nodded to himself, satisfied, thanked Chase and went after Grogu. 
Din ended up with two plates. One was for Grogu and was almost entirely meat. Din had taken some sort of puffy, doughy-looking bread to go with his meal, a red stew of some sort that had a fair bit of meat mixed with root vegetables and small grains. 
Din let Grogu decide where to sit – he planned on taking his own meal back to the  Fly to eat when he was alone, since the thought of taking his helmet off in front of all of the Jedi made him dizzy – and helped the kid through his dinner. Other Jedi drifted by from time to time, saying hello to Grogu and eyeing Din, which Din tolerated. 
He figured that the Jedi were allowed to be wary of him. He was glad to see that their reputation as peaceful monks didn’t mean that they accepted any stranger who wandered into their midst. 
He did not, however, see Skywalker. The meal dragged on for a while. Grogu got tired of eating his food and started levitating it instead, which was a new and mildly alarming trick, though Din spied a few of the other kids doing the same thing. 
 Should I get up and go find him? Din wondered. The light from the windows faded quickly, darkness falling over Yavin-4. Grogu and several of the other small kids began to yawn mightily. 
Din thought about just scooping Grogu up and taking him with Din back to the  Fly but before he could execute the idea the grizzled Whiphid Jedi loped over, moving with inhuman grace, and loomed over Din. 
Din looked back up at the Whiphid steadily. Whiphids were larger and stronger than humans, but they weren’t as strong as Wookiees and they had an unfortunate weakness in their knees. Din probably wouldn’t be able to make it out of the mess if he started a fight with a Jedi, but if the Whiphid started a fight with him, Din wouldn’t go down easily. 
“The younglings are tired,” the Whiphid growled, his voice low and deep. He looked down at Grogu pointedly. “This one is used to sleeping in the creche with the others.” 
 Ah,  Din thought.  We’re posturing now.  
 He’s only been here for a month,  Din could say.  He was mine first.  
But he didn’t want to start a fight with one of the kid’s teachers, not on the first day here, anyway, and Din could back down and play nice if it meant easing his path later. He didn't usually, but then Din wasn't usually in a room with a bunch of enemy wizards who had all been smart enough or strong enough to survive an Imperial Purge. 
Not enemies, Din reminded himself. If Grogu was going to stay with the Jedi, then the Jedi weren't Din's enemies. 
He chose to play nice. 
“I’d hate to upset his routine,” said Din, blandly. He tweaked one of Grogu’s ears. Grogu looked up at him and warbled, sleepy again. “Be good, kid. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
The Whiphid snorted. If he was upset that Din had denied him a fight he didn’t show it, which soured Din’s enjoyment some. The Whiphid held his arm out for Grogu, who patted Din’s gauntlet first, babbling something that sounded sage and wise, then let the Whiphid scoop him up and usher him off with the rest of the youngest kids out of the mess, presumably to wherever they bedded down for the night. 
Din watched the kid disappear. A knot of anxiety sank through his chest into the bottom of his stomach.  
 Tomorrow,  he told himself.  I’ll see him tomorrow, and then I can show him the  Fly  and tell him about Fett and Fennec, about Cara, about everything that he’s missed while he’s been here.  
Rather than stick around and endure the Jedis’ looks any longer, Din collected his plate, now cold, and made his way out of the mess and across a series of walkways back to the pyramid that housed the  Fly. He nodded politely to the Jedi that had been friendly – Cal and Chase – and didn't drop his guard until he was back aboard the Kirik-Fly. 
Only when he was safe inside, the ramp sealed behind him, did he take off his helmet and eat. 
Chase had called Dathomiri food  spicy, but it wasn’t really; there was a pleasant heat to it, but Din had eaten hotter. The stew was good, though, whatever it was, and woke his appetite some. He managed most of the plate, including the doughy bread, before he had to push it aside. 
The  Fly had her own water cyclers, so Din poured himself a glass, drank it and looked out the viewport at Yavin-4. The jungle was no less busy even though darkness had fallen. The planet the moon orbited was enormous and red in the sky. 
Din felt like most of the day had been wasted. While it had been good to see the kid, he didn’t like that Skywalker had avoided him. He didn’t like the older Jedi and their suspicion, though he could understand it. 
 This entire trip has taken too long. Din had been gone longer than he’d thought. Seeing Pirra and her people safe on Boz Pity had been the work of days, and it looked like making sure Grogu was safe here would be the same. 
Din sighed. 
It was out of his hands. As much as he might want to go prowling through the Jedi Academy and shake answers out of Skywalker, Din doubted that that would help the situation.
The best thing to do would be to exercise patience. Prove to the Jedi that Din was a reasonable being, if only for a Mandalorian, if only to prove that Grogu had been cared for with Din. 

   But I hate waiting.  

He was going to have to find something to do in the morning, especially if Din’s instincts were right and Skywalker was trying to avoid him. Din grimaced. He hated being idle. 
 Maybe Skywalker will be like Fett, he thought, trying to be optimistic as he stripped off the rest of his armor, his kute and collapsed into his little berth again, determined to catch a few hours of sleep before he had to face the Jedi again.

   Maybe he’ll have something I can do to provide that I’m useful. That I can be trusted.  

Even as Din slipped sideways into a restless sleep, he sort of doubted it. 
 
 
Whatever sleep Din managed to find didn’t last long. 
He woke up a few hours later drenched in sweat, a dream already fading behind his eyes. In his sleep he had reached for the nearest weapon and brought it up to defend himself. The darksaber, lit, hummed in his hand. 
Din stared at it, pulse hammering, disoriented.  
 What was I dreaming about? he wondered. He’d woken up with a weapon in his hand before, usually when some sound or feeling jolted him out of sleep, but reaching for the darksaber was new. 
Din deactivated the weapon. The blade cut out and the humming stopped. He strained his ears, listening past the tinny, ever-present whine, but couldn’t hear anything inside or outside the  Fly that would have startled him awake.
Din tossed the darksaber away, letting it clatter into the pile made by his kute and beskar and flopped back into bed, dragging a hand through his hair. 
 Really do need a trim, he thought, his fingers catching on the curls. If he waited much longer, his hair would start getting caught in his helmet, which was never comfortable. 
Restlessness padded underneath his skin, pacing through his chest like a vine tiger. 
Din rolled over, trying to get comfortable enough to fall back asleep, but when he shifted, his belly and side dragged against the thin mattress. An interested spark flickered up his belly. Din’s eyes opened again, surprised. 
He was hard. 
Din had woken up hard before. He was a humanoid – of course he had. But it hadn’t happened in a while. He was older now, more disciplined. He usually just ignored it. 
But now that he’d noticed it, Din was having a hard time  not noticing. Not shivering at the sensation of fabric shifting, nerves twitching with every little shift and adjustment.   
Din bit his lip. 
 You’re not a young warrior jumped up with battle-lust anymore, he scolded himself. He was too old to be getting hard in his pants like this. 
Din curled his hands into fists, fingernails digging crescents into his palms. The bright little nips of pain didn’t do anything to ease the tension beginning to coil in Din’s belly. 
 No,  he told himself sternly. He didn’t need this. He’d never needed this, no matter what the other warriors in the covert had said. They’d chased relief with each other in dark corners and under the covers in their bunk rooms. Din had gone in for it a few times when he was younger, mostly just to see what it was like, but he didn’t  need it. He had never needed it. 
His cock disagreed. 
Din swore under his breath and gave in. He slipped a nail-bitten hand underneath the waistband of his sleep pants and took his cock in hand roughly. The skin was forge-warm and slick at the tip. His cock twitched, faint pleasure sparking up his spine.
Din just held himself for a minute, his grip just tight enough to verge on painful. It didn’t do anything to chase away his arousal. 
 I guess I’m doing this, Din thought, irritated, and took his hand back to spit in it before taking himself in hand again, stroking up and down a few times to ease the burn of a dry palm. 
Din’s body came awake slowly, sensations sparking and fading. Sensitivity spread; he could feel cool recycled air prickling across his arms, the rough standard-issue sheets scraping the back of his neck, his heels. He could hear his own breath hitch, a contented sound escaping before he could catch it and cage it behind his teeth. 
The berth wasn’t very big, but there was enough room to sprawl out and make himself comfortable. Din shifted, planting his feet on the bed and letting his knees fall open a little to ease some strain in his lower back. 
The newer position was more open, more vulnerable, but Din was alone. There was no one to hide from. 
Biting his lip to stifle any more sounds, Din started to stroke himself in earnest. He kept his grip tight but his pace steady, almost mechanical. He  had done this before – he knew the process. A few minutes of steady sensation and pressure, like scratching an itch, and Din could wipe his hand, roll over and go back to sleep. 
 Easy, he thought, until he shifted again, pressing back into the mattress unintentionally, and jarred his still-healing shoulders. 
A current jolted through him and punched a gasp out of his throat. His cock jerked. Pleasure burned behind his eyes. 
 What the kark, Din thought, eyes flying open. He was so startled he half-sat up, surprised by the building sensation. 
It wasn’t  pain, exactly. His shoulders still ached, the bruises deep and sore, but it was more than pain. The muscles in his stomach shivered. A bead of clear fluid welled up at the tip of his cock. 
The gasp that had torn itself free from Din’s mouth made him think of Theran, the first time Din had seen Fett strike someone. The deeper current in Theran’s voice. The muted sounds of pain, yes, but sounds of pleasure too. 
Arousal swelled up and washed over Din’s head like a wave, leaving him dizzy, disoriented and harder than ever. His grip around himself felt like iron, so tight it  should have been painful, but it wasn’t. 
 It feels good, Din thought, dazed. He slowly sank back into his bunk. He couldn’t stop himself from pressing down on his shoulders again, slowly but steadily. Pressure built along his shoulder blades, through the tense bundle of muscles in his back, but when it reached his spine his nerves didn’t sing with pain. 
They sang with something else entirely. 
Din picked his rhythm back up, swiping a thumb over the head of his cock. He grabbed at the sheets with his other hand, fabric scratching his fingertips, but it wasn’t enough, wasn’t the right kind of sensation.
Grabbing at the old bruise on his thigh wasn’t satisfying either. Din growled, half-frustrated. His grip faltered, his weak hand straining. 
Din thought of Fett. He couldn’t help himself. He thought of the kitchens under the palace, of Fett’s weight bearing down. He thought of Fett’s hand around his throat. 
 In for a peggat, Din thought, and paused for a moment to settle his left hand against the underside of his chin. He could feel his pulse fluttering against his fingertips. Everything was sensitive, Din’s fingertips, his throat, the corners of his jaw. Stubble dragged against his hand. He swallowed and felt the motion push past his hand. 
Carefully, he closed his fingers. 
The sensation alone made Din’s vision narrow, animal panic kicking in. His pulse thundered. A strangled noise spilled out of his mouth, wet and ragged. His fingernails pricked the soft skin underneath his jaw. 
Din tried to get back into his rhythm again, but couldn’t catch it; stroking his cock still made pleasure sparkle in his belly, the base of his spine, but his body couldn’t move past the fear, the instinct to thrash and fight. 
Din let go of his throat and the feeling eased. 
 Okay,  he thought, panting,  that’s not it.  
But maybe pain was what he wanted. Needed. He stopped stroking himself again, just held his aching dick, and shifted a bit again, rolling his shoulders. That felt good, heavy and solid, deep. It felt like someone was with Din, pushing him into the berth’s thin mattress. 
Din groaned quietly. His body wanted him to think of scars and big hands, dark eyes, a warm chuckle, but that made fear yawn in Din’s chest, a deep and dark ravine. He needed to think of something else. Anything else. 
On instinct, Din grabbed at his left leg, at the smooth, unmarked skin of his thigh. He dug in with all his strength. Pain flared, bright and sweet, sharp as teeth, and it was enough. 
Din came in his hand with a muffled cry. He lay there panting, hand wet, cock softening, and blinked the stars out of his eyes. He let go of his thigh. The tiny cuts he’d made with his fingernails stung and a shiver of pleasure, almost too much to think about, twitched through him. 
 What the kark,  Din repeated to himself, though the thought was muzzy now, wrapped in layers of contented pleasure,  was that?  
He made himself climb out of the berth and change pants, uninterested in waking up to find himself sticky, then collapsed back into bed and curled up against the wall. His body felt loose, open. Relaxed. 
Din was too tired to want to think about it. He tugged his blankets back up over his shoulders and fell asleep thinking of hands and bruises, and this time he didn’t dream. 
 
 
Din woke up to what sounded like a very large bird smacking into the side of his ship. He startled awake, scrambling for a weapon, and lurched out of his berth, but whatever’d crashed into the ship had apparently righted itself and flown off. 
Dawn had come and gone. Din had slept longer than he’d meant to. The Academy was probably already up and buzzing – Din had vague memories of school starting with the sun, of early mornings and hot tea and lessons – but Din would probably be able to find his way around and track down either Grogu or Skywalker without too much trouble. 
He ignored the discarded pair of sleep pants on the floor and the tiny scabs on his thigh. Night activities, Din had always been taught, had no bearing on the business of the day. 
He dressed and armored up, eating the last bit of the Dathomiri stew from dinner for the first meal, then hesitated before lowering the ramp and stepping back down onto Yavin. 
 The older Jedi were uncomfortable around me,  Din thought. Usually he wouldn’t care. The point of going around in full armor was to remind everyone who saw Din that Din was a warrior, that he was strong and fierce and not to be tangled with. The Jedi  should be wary. 
 But these are Grogu’s teachers. His – aliit.  His family. Until Skywalker gave Din a reason to take Grogu away, Din wanted Grogu here. Ahsoka Tano’s warning kept ringing in his ears. It was too late to keep Grogu from using his powers. He wouldn’t just forget about them. He needed to be trained. 
 Skywalker’s the only Jedi so far who’s been willing to train him. The kid would need to stay here, which meant that Din needed to play nice. He needed the Jedi to – tolerate him, at least. 
With that in mind, he stripped off his most obvious weapons and stowed them away. He left his spear and his blaster behind, his boot-knives, the larger knife he carried against his thigh. He kept the vibroknife stowed in his belt and the smallest knives, which were tucked into the sleeves of his kute, and he kept the darksaber. Din arranged his cloak so its folds covered it. He didn’t need the Jedi to see it but he did want to have at least a few weapons on him, just in case. There was a line between setting the Jedi at ease and finding himself facing an enemy woefully unprepared. 
Din missed the weight of his spear as soon as he stepped out of the  Fly. He’d gotten used to carrying it around. 
But he’d made his decision, so he made himself close the  Fly back up and made his way down to the walkway and over to the main pyramid. 
None of the youngest kids were anywhere to be seen, including Grogu. Din passed the grey-skinned humanoid again – Merrin or Greez, though he was pretty sure Greez had been the Latero – meditating in the same overgrown garden carved out of the side of the pyramid. He passed another Jedi, this one a human man with greying black hair, who gave Din what could be considered a polite nod. 
Din began to climb the main pyramid, wandering around each wide level to see what was around. Halfway around the back, he found another walkway and took it; this one led to another pyramid about the size of Din’s, its top flat and occupied by several Jedi. Din didn’t cross, remembering the Whiphid’s hostility, but he watched, curious.  
 It’s a lightsaber lesson, Din realized. Everyone on the platform had a lightsaber ignited, standing in loose rank and file in front of the Whiphid, whose lightsaber was green. 
Din was actually surprised at the range and color of lightsabers – he’d thought that they’d only come in white, like Tano’s, or black, like the darksaber. But the Jedi training had blue and green lightsabers, yellow, orange, even one that was purple. 
Din watched them train, fascinated.
The Whiphid was good. The way he moved with the lightsaber was easy and graceful, the lit weapon an extension of his hand. 
The kids were a little bit less graceful. None of the very youngest children, Grogu included, were present at the lesson. Most of the Whiphid’s students were older, roughly the age a foundling would be when they first swore the Creed, but a few were adults and all of the students weren’t nearly as practiced with a lightsaber as the Whiphid seemed to be. 
 It’s not  par’kad, Din thought, leaning back against the wall to watch with interest.  Par’kad was forward and aggressive, like most Mandalorian styles of fighting. The way the Jedi moved was almost liquid, almost alive. 
Din figured out the pattern of the lesson quickly. The Whiphid would demonstrate a series of moves, three or four steps long, then he would step back and watch his students as they repeated what he had shown them. The Whiphid would move among them, correcting stances and demonstrating his set of moves again as needed, and then when he was confident that all his students had learned the pattern, he would teach them a new one. 
Din’s fingers twitched. He had the darksaber with him. It wouldn’t be hard to draw it and follow along – Din had never learned  par’kad or lightsaber combat before, but he could always try. The Whiphid was telegraphing his motions clearly enough that Din could pick them up. 
Out of all the Jedi here, though, the Whiphid was the most displeased to see Din. Din didn’t know why – for all he knew the Whiphid had fought Mandalorians before – but he didn’t want to get too close to any of those lit blades and find out why. 
Din contented himself with watching intently, filing away patterns and sets of moves. He could try some later, if he wanted – some of them would even work with the beskar spear. 
Skywalker found him still watching the lesson some time later. The Whiphid had finished the basic three- and four-move sets now and was working through longer, more complicated series. It was harder to keep up with these sets than it had been for the basics. Din had given the Whiphid most of his attention. 
“Enjoying yourself?” Skywalker asked lightly, approaching from the side. He didn’t have the kid with him, so Din assumed that Grogu was still in his lessons. 
“It’s interesting,” said Din, sliding around the question. “I’ve never seen fighting quite like it before.” 
“It’s not very common anymore,” said Skywalker. Din nodded – he understood. 
“I like to jump in and learn from K’Kruhk too, when I have the time,” Skywalker continued, watching the lightsaber practice too. K’Kruhk must be the Whiphid. “He’s very good.” 
Din nodded again. He didn’t know anything about lightsaber combat but he knew a skilled warrior when he saw one, and K’Kruhk was very skilled. 
“Well,” said Skywalker, still watching, “I’m off to take care of a few things, but if you need anything else – "
“Wait,” said Din, turning around with a frown, “you’re going somewhere?”
Skywalker nodded, his expression shifting for a moment before returning to its open serenity. “I am,” he said. “Unless you needed something?” 
Din folded his arms across his chest. “You know why I’m here,” he said. “You know what I need.” He shook his head. He didn’t understand – what had been the point of bringing Din out here, if Skywalker was going to run around and avoid Din? 
“I do,” said Skywalker earnestly. “And I appreciate you coming out here to help. It’s just – this isn’t a really good time,” he said. 
“It’s not a good time?” Din returned, tone flat.
Skywaker winced. “That’s not – exactly what I meant,” he said, tracking back. “There’s been a few things that have come up, is all. I’ve got to – well.” 
He was dancing around something that he didn’t want to share. Jedi business, most likely, or New Republic business that he wouldn’t share with an outsider. Despite that, Din scowled. 
“When will you have time, then?” Din asked. “If you’re worried about Grogu – "
“I’m not worried about Grogu immediately,” Luke assured Din, trying to smile and put him at ease. Din couldn’t help but bristle at that – he hadn’t come here to be condescended to by a Jedi who barely looked old enough to shave, regardless of whether or not that Jedi was apparently one of the most powerful people in the galaxy. 
“I have some other responsibilities,” Skywalker continued. “But we can talk this evening? Before dinner?”
The prospect of spending another day doing nothing but polishing his armor made Din feel twitchy and trapped, but he nodded anyway. He didn’t see another option, not if he wanted to maintain a decent relationship with the Jedi. 
“Fine,” Din said. “Before dinner.” 
Skywalker grimaced apologetically. “Thanks,” he said. “You can – there’s some holos in the archives that might be interesting, or I can find you on your ship.” 
Din snorted. He wasn’t going to  read all day, that was for sure. “You have anything that needs fixing?” he asked seriously. “I’m a passable mechanic. I can hunt if you need food.” 
“You’re our guest,” Skywalker protested. “You don’t need to do anything.” 
“I am a terrible guest,” said Din flatly. “And I’m making some of your Jedi nervous. If I’m out of the way  doing something, everybody’ll be happy.” 
Skywalker balked again, but Din could see that he was grateful that Din was making an effort to put the other Jedi around at ease. 
Din spread his hands. “The kid's got lessons now, right?" Skywalker nodded. "So put me to work,” Din said. “What needs doing?” 
Skywalker winced, though his grateful expression didn’t fade. “What doesn’t?” 
That was how Din found himself working his way through the depths of the main pyramid, vibroblade in hand, hacking his way through what felt like a thousand years of undergrowth. 
Yavin-4, Skywalker had explained, was alive. Its jungles never stopped growing and its original inhabitants had let the trees and vines grow as they would, even through the temples. The overgrowth didn’t bother the Jedi overmuch but after being attacked by that bounty hunter, Skywalker was determined to build safe rooms and escape points in the depths of the pyramid, so that if the Jedi were ever attacked they could at least get the children to safety. 
Din approved, so he didn’t mind clearing out old vines. He was less thrilled by the creatures that apparently made the gloom their home, but none of them bothered him except to startle out of their nests when Din got too close, fleeing deeper into the temple.  
It was almost peaceful, in its way; methodical cuts, wrestling with the vines, dragging debris to the mouth of the tunneled hall. A few hours in Din’s muscles started to ache and burn, sweat gathering underneath his armor, but he didn’t mind that either. The exertion was good, mindless. Din didn’t have to think about anything. He just had to work. 
A strange sort of peace settled over him. He pushed past the burn in his back and shoulders. He didn’t have to think. He didn’t have to worry about Grogu or the Force or the Dark Side or any other Jedi nonsense. 
The deeper Din pushed into the pyramid, the thicker and wilder the vines grew. Eventually his vibroblade couldn’t handle the job and Din had to step back, exhausted and sweaty.
He took his helmet off to take a drink and survey his progress. He’d cleared a good stretch of the long, dark hall, though there was still an indeterminate stretch to go. The walls, now that some of them were cleared of vines, were detailed and ornate, carved with time-worn images. Din had no idea what any of the carvings meant or said, but they were interesting enough. Grogu would probably like them. 
Din surveyed the rest of the tangled vines and considered his options. He could go back up to the Academy and try and find something with a little more power. He could bring out the flamethrower and burn his way through. 
 Or,  he thought, remembering the lightsaber lesson he’d watched,  I can try something else.  
Din unclipped the darksaber from his hip. He ignited it. Down here in the dark it was bright and vivid, the plasma blade snapping and snarling like a live wire. 
Din took a few practice swings, trying to mimic the Whiphid’s movements. The darksaber was awkward in his hand. 
But it would cut well enough, so Din put aside the lesson he’d watched and got back to work. 
The darksaber wasn’t as familiar in his hand as his vibroblade, but Din fell back into that quiet, steady space easily enough. Even the thicker vines gave way after a few seconds of heat, the darksaber burning through what it couldn’t cut. 
Din didn’t bother to put his helmet back on. The deeper he moved into the temple, the more vines he dragged out of the way, the warmer it got. He would need to stop soon or risk keeling over in exhaustion. 
 Just a little more,  he told himself, determined to do this job well.  Just a little more.  
He was so focused on his task that he didn’t hear anyone approach until there were footsteps right behind him and a voice spoke, startling Din. 
“Where’d you find that?” Skywalker asked. Din whirled around, bringing the darksaber up instinctively. He met Skywalker’s eyes and felt his own widen in shock. 
“Is that a lightsaber?” Skywalker asked, inching closer. His hair turned silver under the darksaber’s glow. “Where did you get it?”
“No,” Din said. His grip tightened on the darksaber’s hilt and he didn’t know why. “It’s – I don’t think it’s a lightsaber, anyway. It’s not a Jedi weapon. It’s – " Ours, he almost said, but bit his tongue. “Mandalorian.” 
Din looked past Skywalker. His helmet was fifty feet away atop a pile of discarded vines. 
“Can I see it?” Skywalker asked. 
Din wrestled with the urge to punch Skywalker and bolt. Skywalker had already seen Din’s face. 

   He’s teaching Grogu. He’s – not my enemy.  

Din swallowed, carefully fixing his gaze just to the left of Skywalker’s eyes, and reluctantly deactivated the blade and handed it over. 
“It’s sort of built like a lightsaber,” Skywalker noted, turning the darksaber over in his hands. “Emitter, switch, that’s all there, but you’re right. It’s not a Jedi weapon.” Skywalker shifted the darksaber over to one hand and used the other to reach down to his hip, unclipping his own lightsaber and bringing it up to show side-by-side. 
The lightsaber was cylindrical, made to fit comfortably in the hand. Its emitter was circular and its blade, when Skywalker pointed it up at the ceiling and ignited it, was bright green. The blade was shaped differently than the darksaber’s, too – where the darksaber’s plasma blade looked more like a traditional  kad,  with a point that curved and one cutting edge, the lightsaber had a tapered point and looked more like a double-edged  ori’kad, which could cut from either side. 
Skywalker ignited the darksaber too. The notes of both weapons – a steady hum from the lightsaber, the plasma evenly regulated, and a higher, crackling pitch from the darksaber – vibrated against Din’s beskar. 
“Were there Mandalorian Jedi?” Skywalker asked. He was watching the weapons’ blades, transfixed. 
Din shrugged, desperately uncomfortable and not sure how to get himself out of the conversation. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I… I was told that Mandalorians and Jedi were ancient enemies. Would a Mandalorian Jedi even be possible?” 
“Anything is possible,” Skywalker said, extinguishing both blades. He handed the darksaber back to Din, who took it. “Mandalorians are human, right?”
“Some of – some,” said Din. “But not all.” Annika was a Zabrak. There were Twi’Lek Mandalorians in other coverts – covering lekku in beskar was a challenge – and Din was pretty sure that his own  alor was a Zabrak too, though he’d never seen any part of her unarmored. She’d forged the same spikes into Annika’s helmet that she had in her own. Paz was Pantoran. 
“Humanoid, though?”
Din nodded. 
“Just about anyone can be Force-sensitive, regardless of species,” Skywalker explained. “It comes up a lot in humans – I don’t know why – but plenty of other species can have it, too. Anyone can – well, could be a Jedi. Master Yoda – my teacher – told me that during the days of the Republic the Jedi Council had been made up of everyone from humans and Mirialans to Togruta and Kel Dor.”
Din tilted his head, thinking of Tano and Grogu. 
“Then maybe there were Mandalorian Jedi, before we were enemies,” Din said, looking at the darksaber. Its hilt was formed so close to a  kad  that Din couldn’t imagine an  auretii building it. 
“Are we enemies?” asked Skywalker, lightly. 
Din blinked.  
“No,” he allowed. Whatever the relationship between Mandalorians and Jedi  had  been, Din wasn’t interested in carrying that with him. He needed Grogu to have a safe place to grow up and learn to use the Force, which meant that Din now had a vested interest in keeping Skywalker and his students safe.  “I’m not your enemy, anyway. I can’t speak for all Mandalorians.”  Any Mandalorians, really. He thought of Fett’s voice when he’d told Din that a Jedi had killed his father. 
“You’re the first Mandalorian I’ve ever met, so I’m not too concerned about the others,” Skywalker said, smiling a little. 
“I won’t tell them where to find you,” Din said. “We didn’t – my covert didn’t even know what Jedi  were.”
“I’d never heard of Mandalorians either. When I saw you on the light cruiser in your armor, I thought you were someone else. I didn’t realize that you all wore the same kind of armor.”
 He thought that I was Fett, Din realized. He hid a wince. He should probably tell Skywalker that Din knew Fett, was working for him, considered Fett an ally, but he had just told Skywalker that Din was no enemy of the Jedi. Fett and Skywalker were enemies. 
 My allies are none of Skywalker’s business. Din would keep it to himself for now, just like Skywalker was keeping his own business private. 
“It’s called  beskar,” Din said, gesturing to his armor. “We all – all Mandalorians have at least some. Helmets, at least.” He glanced at his own helmet, still feeling exposed. 
Skywalker nodded. “Beskar,” he repeated. “Are there a lot of you? Mandalorians?”
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. 
“There’s not many Jedi left either.” Skywalker looked around at the ruins of the pyramid. “I’d hoped that more had – that more would come out of hiding now that Empire’s gone, but…” 
“The Empire’s not really gone,” Din pointed out, quietly. 
Skywalker opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again. He and Din had met on an Imperial ship, after all. Skywalker had come to rescue Grogu from Imperials. 
“Yeah,” he finally said, mouth pulling down. “That’s true.” 
Din felt abruptly like he’d kicked a massiff puppy. He frowned. He shouldn’t need to tell Skywalker that the Empire was still around, especially in the Outer Rim. The New Republic was wrestling more and more of the galaxy under its control, but the Empire still made plenty of noise. 
“You think the Empire will be a problem for you?” Din asked neutrally, already planning out ways to help fortify the temple, to hide it. He hadn’t gone to all of this trouble – a literal standard year’s worth – to have Grogu snatched back by the Empire just because Skywalker underestimated the threat that they posed. 
“No,” Skywalker said, shaking his head. He must have caught on to Din’s disbelief, because he grimaced and amended, “Not because I’m a Jedi. There’s still a bounty out on me, but it’s because I was part of the Rebellion. The Empire ended the Great Jedi Purge just before we destroyed the Death Star. No one is hunting Jedi anymore. Darth Vader… he was the only Jedi hunter left, and he’s dead.” 
“You’re sure?” Din asked. 
Skywalker nodded, mouth still pulling down. Din had to bodily resist the urge to comfort the kid – something about Skywalker broadcasted a sorrow so deep Din could almost taste it like blood in the mouth, hot and sharp with iron. “I was there,” Skywalker said. “I saw his body burn.” 
 Skywalker killed the Emperor, Din reminded himself. Skywalker didn’t look like much head-on, but Din had to remember the ease with which he’d destroyed the darktroopers. This was the pilot who had blown up the Death Star. This was the hero of the Rebellion. He didn’t need Din’s sideways comfort. 
“And there’s no one else who’s got an interest in Jedi? Not even people like Moff Gideon?”
“I had Leia – my sister, she’s part of the New Republic government – look into that,” said Skywalker, pulling himself out of whatever old grief he’d been sitting in. “Whatever Gideon was working on, his darktrooper project, doesn’t have any records she could find, and she’s a good splicer. She thinks his project was off the books. Unsanctioned. The Emperor… he was Force-sensitive too,” Skywalker explained. 
Din paled. He knew a little bit more about that that meant, now. What a Force-sensitive person could  do.  
“That’s part of the reason why he had the Jedi Purged. He didn’t want other Force-sensitives around to challenge his power.”
“But he let Vader live,” said Din. 
“Vader answered to Palpatine, and only to Palpatine.” Skywalker’s tone was dark enough to shutter further comment. Din just nodded. 
He felt the edges of a deeper, more frightening conversation creeping around the edges of the tunnel. It breathed. 
Skywalker felt it too, because he grimaced and said, “You think I’ve been avoiding you, don’t you?”
Din folded his arms across his chest and wished that his helmet was closer. “You commed me for a reason,” Din said, as evenly as he could manage. “We have yet to talk about that reason, despite the fact that I’ve been here for a few days.”
Skywalker nodded. “I did comm you for a reason,” he allowed. “Come on, then. This isn’t a conversation to have down here. Want to go see Grogu? He’ll be getting out of his creche lessons.” 
Having the kid around would give Din a buffer, and the conversation he’d be having with Skywalker concerned Grogu’s future. Even if Grogu didn’t understand it all, he should be there. 
Din nodded.
“Come on, then,” said Skywalker. “The creche’s up near the top – thought the kids would like to see sunlight – but it’s not far.” 
Din followed Skywalker back out of the cleared tunnel-like hall, pausing only to scoop up his helmet and fit it back over his head, though he didn’t reengage the seal. He wanted to have this conversation with Skywalker face to face. He wanted Skywalker to see his eyes. 
Din had never felt that way before and was a bit jarred by it, but Skywalker had seen his face twice now, and Skywalker was young. Earnest. If Skywalker could see Din’s face, maybe he’d understand better. Maybe he’d be able to see what the kid meant to Din, and what Din would do for him. 
The pyramid was mostly quiet as they made their way back up to the more livable levels. The lift was still out – Din saw one of the older Jedi, the shaggy-haired human woman who’d brought him to the mess yesterday, elbows-deep in some wiring, goggles pulled over her eyes and sparks flying everywhere – so Din and Skywalker took the stairs. 
Din, already exhausted from his restless week, felt the ache building in his knees, his hip, but he pushed past it. Skywalker didn’t seem bothered by the climb at all. 
 Youth, thought Din irritably. 
The creche was at the top of the pyramid, just below the mess, and window ports had been carved out of the walls to let Yavin-4’s bright sunshine in. 
The younglings were being tended to by the Whiphid Jedi K’Kruhk, Grogu included. When Grogu saw Din and Skywalker enter the creche, he shrieked happily and abandoned his playmates, trundling over to Din and holding his arms out, demanding. 
Din smiled and lifted the kid, settling him into his preferred spot in the crook of his arm. 
“Master K’Kruhk,” Skywalker said warmly. “Younglings.” 
“Good afternoon, Master Skywalker,” the younglings chanted with enthusiasm. Grogu couldn’t speak Basic yet, but he said “Gaah-rooo” along with the rest. 
Din’s smile widened. The Jedi kids were pretty cute, if he was being honest. Din hadn’t been involved much in the training of foundlings, but he’d always liked spending time with them. He couldn’t imagine that Jedi children were that much different than Mandalorian ones, despite the magic powers.
Skywalker said his goodbyes to the Whiphid and the kids, then ushered Din out of the creche and down the hall to a spare, sparsely decorated room. It was someone’s sleeping quarters – there was a simple bed, a pile of datapads on a desk in the corner, a scattering of small bits of machinery, a spare robe hanging on the wall. A small window port looked out over the rest of the Academy complex, the jungle visible past the pyramids’ yellow flanks. 
Skywalker sat down on the bed and gestured for Din to sit at the desk. 
 Oh,  Din realized.  This is his room.  
Din sat where he was pointed, settling Grogu in his lap, and looked at Skywalker. Before he could talk himself out of it, he hooked a hand under his helmet and pulled it off, setting it on the desk. Grogu craned his head up and cooed, apparently delighted. 
Din met Skywalker’s eyes. 
“So,” he said. The apprehension from the bottom of the temple had followed them up here, had crowded this sunny little room. “That conversation.” 
Skywalker nodded, leaning forward on his elbows. “Before we get to that,” he said slowly, “I’d like to get some things laid out right in my head. Can you tell me about what Grogu’s life was like, with you?”
 Loud,  Din wanted to say.  Chaotic. Not very safe. But I did my best. He swallowed. “Where do you want me to start?” he asked. 
Skywalker cocked his head. “From the beginning,” he said. “How did you find Grogu?”
So Din told him. He started with Arvala-7 and took Skywalker through the first days he’d spent with the kid, the jawas, the mudhorn, rebuilding the  Razor Crest and returning to Nevarro. He told Skywalker about the client and Pershing, about going back for Grogu and the covert’s aid, about Sorgan and Tatooine and drifting from safe port to safe port. The mess aboard the New Republic prison ship and going back to Nevarro to put down the Remnants there, Gideon’s arrival, Grogu saving them all from the flames. 
It wasn’t like all Grogu could do with the Force was hurt or kill. He had healed Karga on Nevarro and held the fire back so they all could escape. He liked to float bolts and knobs around and used the Force to steal snacks more often that he used it to hurt people.
“But he has seen violence,” Skywalker said sadly, as Din finished covering his search for other Mandalorians and the Jedi – carefully omitting both Fett and Ahsoka Tano from the story – and fell silent. 
Din’s throat was hoarse and scratchy. He didn’t like talking so much. This hadn’t been like sharing stories with the children of Mos Pelgo. Din wouldn’t call this an  interrogation, necessarily, but it hadn’t been fun either. 
Grogu, mostly asleep, gnawed comfortingly on the corner of Din’s cloak.
“Of course he has,” Din said. “The galaxy is violent. He’s been hunted for almost as long as he’s been alive.”
Skywalker tipped his head, conceding the point. “Thank you,” he said, recognizing that the story was over. “That… helps me put some things in order, at least. Arvala-Seven is a desert planet, isn’t it?” 
Din nodded. 
“I was getting his memories of Arvala-Seven confused with what he remembers of Tatooine,” Skywalker explained. “I’m from Tatooine, you know. I thought that it was odd he spent so much time there, but it turns out he hasn’t.” 
“He was on Arvala-Seven for a while?” 
“Years,” said Skywalker. “The Trandoshans weren’t his first keepers. They came later, after the Imperial Remnants put a bounty on him. Do you know how Moff Gideon learned about him?” 
Din shook his head. “I can guess,” he said. “Gideon was Eye-Ess-Bee. That’s how – that’s how he knew who I was. My name was recorded in the rosters on Mandalore, and Gideon was part of its purge.” 
“You think he had access to Jedi data?”
Din shrugged. He didn’t know what sort of records the Jedi had kept, but if the Grand Army of the Republic had sacked its hub on Coruscant, the Empire had had access to Jedi records for decades. “That’s a question for your other Temple Jedi,” he said, thinking of Cal. “But that’s what makes sense to me. Do you know if the Empire kept track of the Jedi it killed?” 
“I know that the Inquisitors – a group of Force-sensitive Jedi hunters – tracked the Masters and full Knights they killed, but I don’t know about the Padawans or the younglings.” 
“The what?” 
Skywalker smiled faintly. “Padawan,” he said. “It’s the old word for a Jedi apprentice. They had several ranks. Initiate – that’s a youngling – Padawan, Knight, Master, Grand Master.” 
 So Grogu is an Initiate,  Din thought, looking down at the kid.  Or he was, under the Republic. Skywalker hadn’t said yet if he was planning to keep the old Jedi ranks.
“The Inquisitors are all dead,” Skywalker continued. “The last died before the Battle of Yavin. It was just Vader and the Emperor left, after that. So I don’t know. Maybe Gideon had a list?” 
“He’s in New Republic custody,” Din pointed out. “You could probably ask him. But I’d be careful letting him know too much.”
Skywalker grimaced. “Sound advice,” he muttered. He looked down at Grogu too and sighed. 
“It’s not that I’m… convinced that he’s going to be evil, you know,” Skywalker said. “I know that the kind of life I had growing up, safe and looked after, isn’t common for Jedi these days.” 
Din cocked his head. “You weren’t touched by the Purge?”
Skywalker shook his head. “Not really,” he said. “My – the Purge took my mother and father, but another Jedi, a friend of my father’s, knew where to find my father’s family on Tatooine and took me there. My aunt and uncle raised me. I didn’t know anything about Jedi until – well. Until the war landed right in front of me and I met old Ben properly.” 
Din frowned. The name was familiar, but he didn’t know why. 
“Most of the other Jedi here weren’t as lucky,” Skywalker said. “They’ve been in hiding for years, or fighting in the Rebellion under secret names. So I understand that it hasn’t been easy for Grogu. But for a Jedi to jump to such violence… it’s dangerous.” 
“Explain,” said Din, still frowning. “For a Mandalorian, killing is sometimes necessary. Defending one’s self and one’s tribe is good. An enemy that is dead is an enemy that can’t pursue you or bring you more grief.” 
“Mandalorians aren’t Force-sensitive, though,” said Skywalker, gently. He frowned and amended his words with, “At least, I can’t find any records of any. K’Kruhk – the Whiphid, one of the few Masters we have here – said that he’d never heard of any Force-sensitive Mandalorians, at least not in living memory. You’re very skilled warriors, I’m told,” Skywalker added hastily, like he was worried he had offended Din, “but for a trained Jedi… the damage we can do is enormous. The Force grants us many powers, but also many responsibilities.” 
Din looked at him steadily. “You mentioned a… Dark Side, over the comm,” he said. “What is that, exactly? Can a Jedi be…  Dark? I was told that you were peacekeepers, before the Clone Wars.” 
“The Jedi were supposed to be,” said Skywalker. “And yes, being able to touch the Force doesn’t mean that someone is automatically good. The Force isn’t good or evil necessarily, it just  is, but it can be used for good or for evil. What we call the Dark Side is less a state of the Force and more like – shortcuts. Techniques that offer quick and easy access to power, but corrupt the user.” 
Din nodded. He could understand that. He had seen enough despots and crime lords go mad with their own inflated sense of power, had heard rumors of  alore who’d grown too proud and torn their coverts apart through greed or hubris. He supposed that it made sense that a Jedi could be the same. 
 The kid’s not like that, though. Grogu was a good kid. He was just – practical. And scared.
“Just… teach him not to do that,” Din said. “To use the Dark Side, or whatever it’s called. He’s a smart kid. He learns.” 
Skywalker dipped his head. “He does learn,” he agreed. Something about his tone made Din’s hackles rise, defensiveness bridling in his chest, but before he could open his mouth and get into it with Skywalker, the Jedi held up a hand. 
“I did talk with some of the others, after – after the bounty hunter,” Skywalker said. He looked a bit sheepish now. “I may have… overreacted, it seems. K’Kruhk says it’s common for younglings to touch the Dark Side without meaning to. It’s tied into emotion, and it takes a while to learn to control all of that while you’re touching the Force.” 
Din’s forehead creased. Of course Grogu had gotten upset – his teacher had been attacked, and from what Din had seen wandering around the pyramids, Grogu liked this place, these people. 
“I haven’t… spent a lot of time around kids,” Skywalker explained, rubbing the back of his neck. “The only one’s my nephew, and he’s only four. So this has been an adjustment for me as well as Grogu.” 
“So you’re not worried he’s going to end up Dark?” Din asked, just to check. He thought of Fett’s offer. The  Fly had plenty of fuel. Din could take Grogu and be gone. 
“Not any more than I am about any of the other kids,” Skywalker said. He scratched his chin, still sheepish. “I’ve… seen what the Dark Side does to a Jedi first hand, is all. Han says I’m being too sensitive.” 
Din frowned again. “Han Solo?” he asked. 
Skywalker blinked. “Yeah, you know him?” 
“I know  of him,” said Din darkly, thinking about Fett’s scars. 
Skywalker winced. “Oh, yeah. You were – are? – a bounty hunter, aren’t you?” 
Din nodded. 
“You don’t work for the Hutts, do you?”
“No,” said Din, skirting the issue of Fett again. “I worked through the Bounty Hunter’s Guild. Haven’t been doing much bounty work lately. Taking care of the kid and managing bounties at the same time wasn’t very productive on either front.” 
That made Skywalker smile again. “Yeah, I’m figuring that out for myself,” he said. “I didn’t realize how much  time would be involved, running a school. Makes me feel bad for the teachers I ignored when I was a kid.” 
“Fair,” Din allowed. He forced himself to let go of some of his tension, letting it bleed away. Skywalker wasn’t going to cast Grogu out or worse. It sounded like Skywalker was wise enough, if young – he’d encountered a problem and had gone to his elders, which was right. It didn’t sound like Jedi had  alore, but Skywalker had gone to the closest thing he had for guidance. Din approved. 
“So no, I don’t think Grogu’s going to become a Sith Lord,” Skywalker said, tone lightening. “I really did mostly just want to talk to you about what happened to Grogu. It helps to be able to put some of his memories in order, and in context. And I wanted to – well.” 
Din raised an eyebrow. “Well what?” he asked, suspiciously. 
Skywalker chuckled. “The old Jedi Order wasn’t perfect,” he said. “They didn’t – believe in letting younglings grow up with their families. They preached against attachments.” 
Din remembered Tano on Corvus.  He’s strongly attached to you, she’d said, and she hadn't said it like it was a good thing. Din tucked Grogu against his side, pointedly.
Skywalker noticed. “I’d be a hypocrite if I said that I believed the same thing,” he promised. “I love my family. My friends. Attachment isn’t an evil or a burden to get over. Grogu’s not – better or worse, for loving you. It just  is. ” 
 Like the Force, Din thought, but he must have said it out loud because Skywalker nodded, a pleased little smile taking a few years off his face, and said, “Exactly.” 
Skywalker ran his gloved hand through his hair. “A lot of what the Empire said about the Jedi was propaganda," he said. "But still. I don’t want to take kids from their families,” he said. “We frankly don’t have the resources. And I don’t want the Jedi to be… a ghost story. A threat. You know? That was how the Emperor turned the galaxy against us – no one knew what the Jedi really were, so it was easy for the Emperor to make us something we weren't. I don’t want families to hide their kids from us because they’re afraid that we’ll take them forever. It’s important to teach younglings how to use the Force safely, but I’m not interested in making anyone be a Jedi.” 
“So what are you saying?” Din asked, still wary. 
Skywalker spread his hands. “That you don’t have to stay away, I guess,” he said. “That Grogu loves you, and he’s happy when you’re around. I know you’re not a Jedi and that Mandalorians and Jedi might not have gotten along, but for Grogu – "
 He’s saying that it’s okay if I stick around,  Din realized.  That I can come visit. He relaxed.
“I think,” Din began, carefully, “that Grogu is safe here. He likes being here, and it’s important for him to learn how to control his powers. Isn’t it?” 
Skywalker nodded. 
Din looked down at the kid, who had well and truly fallen asleep now, snuggled up against Din’s side. “So I want him to stay,” Din finally said. He looked at Skywalker. He felt entirely naked without the helmet on, but maybe that was for the best in this situation. “But if it’s okay that I visit now and then, I’d… like that too. If I won’t scare the other kids.” 
Skywalker  beamed. “They’ll get used to you,” he promised. “And the older Jedi will too. We don’t get many outsiders here, but Grogu will keep everyone in line, even K’Kruhk.” 
Din probably should ask about why the Whiphid Jedi was so hostile, but he honestly didn’t care. He was relieved. Grogu was going to be safe here. Din was going to get to see him, to help him grow up. 
“I won’t cause K’Kruhk any trouble,” Din said softly. Din settled Grogu more comfortably against his chest. Skywalker might come to regret that offer, might change his mind, but for now, Din didn’t have anywhere else he needed to be. 
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    Content warnings: Oblique references to some of the fucked-up shit the Jedi Order did. Less oblique references to trauma, including genocide (Jedi & Mandalorian Purges), PTSD and paranoia. Masturbation with a little bit of painplay thrown in; Din experiments a little with self-asphyxiation and doesn't like it. I would like to emphasize that self-asphyxiation can be extremely dangerous, especially if practiced with aids, and is an activity that should be practiced with supervision in real life. 
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-Boz Pity is a cool place! But it would absolutely wig me out, since the entire planet is pretty much a graveyard.
-I'm not sure of the plural of alor is alore, but a lot of Mando'a words that end in a hard consonant pluralize with an -e, so. I'm doing my best.
-A day on Boz Pity is 55 standard hours, so when Din says "three days" it's been about a week. He's not having a great one.
-A non-comprehensive list of Jedi present at Luke's Academy (note that none of these are supported by canon; the only confirmed Jedi at Luke's Temple was Ben Solo):
Cal Kestis, now somewhere in his mid- to late-thirties and the delight of my heart
Gungi, because he's too cute to have died in the Purge
Nighsister Merrin, very much Not A Jedi but also very much Attached to Cal at the Hip
Shen-Ji Collun, a badass
Ferus Olin, an OG from Anakin's cohort and perennial thorn in the Empire's side
Chase Piru, K'Kruhk and the Soaring Hawkbats, most of whom are now adult Jedi in their own right
Quinlan Vos, because fuck canon. My other beloved
Vedram and Vrasta, two of my Zabrak PCs from my SWTOR days. They're Iniaties in this fic and are absolutely not relevant at all, but I love them, so
A variety of younglings
-In Legends, Yavin-4 has a lot of Force energy, which is part of the reason Luke chose to build his New Jedi Order there. A lot of SW planets and/or moons have Force signatures, wells of Force energy or some other sort of Force resonance; some places have a stronger connection to one side of the Force, like Dathomir to the Dark Side or Yavin-4 to the Light. I tend to assume this is bullshit, but I have radically different ideas about what the Force is compared to Dave Filoni.
-Zabrak!Armorer is one of my favorite Armorer theories. I love her little helmet spikes. I also, if you couldn't tell, love Zabraks.
-Conversations that happened in my house that all parties wish hadn't happened: "Hey, what do you think the circumcision situation is like in the galaxy far, far away?" (I am a burden to live with)
-Also, the slang/colloquial terms for genitalia in SW must be INSANE, but now that Disney's got a grip (get it? told you I was a burden) on it we'll never know :(
-The Yavin-4 map in Battlefront II was one of my least favorites, because I'm an idiot who's bad at videogames. I get murked every time. I'm really bad at "defend x objective" maps lmao.
-I have extremely complicated feelings w/r/t the old Jedi Order. We don't need to unpack all of that -- or any of it, lol, to avoid infodumping where it's not helpful -- but suffice to say I think a lot of their original rhetoric instituted to protect Jedi from the Dark Side got massively twisted around by the time the Republic fell. (Much like Mandalorian rhetoric became more and more extreme.) I'm not anti-Jedi either, but I think it's something to think about. 
 
Your song of the week is "Beside Myself," Hestia Pyrnn. As always, thanks for reading! I'm going to stop putting dates on these updates; expect the next chapter some time in the next 5-10 business days.
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Four rotations later Din found himself hiding in the top branches of a massassi tree, hoping that none of the younglings had seen him climbing up there. 
Jedi kids, Din had learned, were just like covert kids, except twice as dangerous and three times as fearless. Din had grown up playing hide-and-explode like any other self-respecting foundling. He’d learned to fight knives and blasters and whistling birds. He’d had access to a jetpack at  thirteen.  
Jedi kids were worse. They ran around like a pack of wild loth-wolves. Din’s kid wasn’t even the worst of them – Grogu was  calm compared to a few of his creche-mates. Grogu would at least check in with the nearest adult before haring off to scramble up the sides of the pyramids or go poking at lizard crabs and piranha beetles. The rest of the younglings just did whatever they wanted. One of Grogu's agemates, a Mirialan girl named Eulia, had even figured out that if she jumped from the edge of a pyramid, she could use the Force to float down to the ground while all the adults in the area rushed towards her shouting. 
 She  thought that it was hilarious.  Din  thought that he’d gotten more grey hairs in the four days he'd been here than he'd gotten in the last four years. 
Still, Din had managed to win the approval of most of the older Jedi by diving over the edge after Eulia, snatching her up and using his jetpack to bring them both to the top of the temple again, which was good. He’d been swearing in four languages at the time, which had been less good, but the Jedi hadn’t seemed to mind. The Whiphid K’Kruhk still tended to follow Din around glaring fiercely, but after that the rest of the Jedi got comfortable enough to introduce themselves. 
In addition to Skywalker and K’Kruhk, the younglings were taught by two of the Jedi Din had already met – Chase Piru and Cal Kestis – and by another pair, a Kiffar named Vos who came and went from the temples at all hours and the human man with greying dark hair Din had seen before, who introduced himself as Ferus Olin. 
(Din had dropped his plate at that – he hadn’t known that Ferus Olin was a  Jedi. The Empire had been after Olin for years. His bounty had sat at the top of the stack of Guild pucks for as long as Din could remember. By the time Din’d come up in the Guild enough to be considered for such high-risk pucks, Karga had stopped offering Olin’s puck to anybody, tired of losing his top-tier hunters.)  
The rest of the older Jedi were either still considered students themselves, like the Wookiee, or were unable for one reason or another to handle being around the kids for a long period of time. 
Din supposed that he could understand. From the bits and pieces he was able to gather lurking around the edges of conversations and watching K’Kruhk’s lightsaber practices every morning, all of the Jedi at the Academy had either survived the Purges because their friends had died to protect them or by walling themselves off from the galaxy entirely. Skywalker’s Academy was the first time in nearly thirty years that some of them had come together as a community again. 
The Jedi Order’s wariness didn’t bother Din. He stuck around anyway, either keeping an eye on the younglings, hunting, clearing out parts of the old pyramids for Skywalker or finding increasingly creative ways to watch lightsaber practice, which was why he was up in a massassi tree. 
K’Kruhk had caught Din out the second morning Din had gone to watch from across the walkway and had firmly turned Din away. Lightsaber combat was a Jedi-only art, K'Kruhk had said, and most of the students at the Academy were nervous enough without a stranger watching them like he was trying to steal their secrets. 
Din had stayed polite, agreed to leave and gone to the top of the main pyramid to watch practice through his binocs. That had worked for two days until the sun had caught the edges of Din’s beskar and given him away. 
The next day Din had stripped off his armor before he could think about it and had gone to hide in the trees. That was working so far. 
 I should probably leave them alone, Din thought to himself, balanced on a particularly sturdy bough, hidden by the leaves. K’Kruhk wasn’t comfortable with a Mandalorian hanging around. That was fine. Din knew he should respect that and leave the Whiphid to his practices. 
It was just that lightsaber combat was so  interesting.  It was like no other style of fighting Din had ever seen before. A few of the very oldest warriors in his tribe had been masters of  par’kad, their blades an extension of their bodies, but even they hadn’t moved like K’Kruhk did with a lightsaber in his hand. 
Some of the moves the Whiphid demonstrated would be impossible for Din. From what Din could piece together, lightsaber combat relied heavily on the use of the Force. Din wasn’t a Jedi. He wouldn’t be able to pull off the tight flips and enormous leaps K’Kruhk was capable of, the preternaturally fast, dancelike strikes and swings. 

   But the basics, I think I can do.  

Din had been practicing. The  Fly  didn’t have much inside her, despite being a light freighter. Din supposed that if the  Fly mostly did freedom runs, there wasn’t any need for the clutter that usually accumulated in a freighter. All the space was reserved for bodies. 
But that meant that there was plenty of room inside the ship for Din to mark out a rough training ring using paint he’d had Grogu swipe from the creche while Piru hadn’t been looking.
He’d started by practicing with his other weapons, to make sure Din himself was still sharp. Despite the humidity, Yavin-4 was temperate enough that Din was starting to feel better. The nausea and vertigo were abating. His headaches faded. His energy returned, bolstered by decent food – the Latero, a friend of Kestis’s named Greez, who  definitely had once had a pretty high bounty on his head, was a good cook, though his definition of what was spicy or not and Din’s definition varied wildly. 
Two or three days into his visit Din started feeling better, stronger, more like himself; he started to feel like he had on Tatooine. 
So he went through his drills with his knives and his blasters and his spear, the darksaber swinging against his hip, and after he’d watched a few of K’Kruhk’s practices Din started practicing with that too. 
 It’s not that I want to keep it, it's that since I have it, I should probably know what to  do with it, Din thought to himself, watching K’Kruhk move carefully through an eight-point form just basic enough Din thought he could manage it. Lightsaber combat – at least the kind that K’Kruhk taught – was more like the movements of a mynock than a rancor. Din had been taught to fight like a rancor. Hard, fast, dangerous. 
There could be grace in a rancor, but grace wasn’t the point. Winning was. 
The closest Din had ever got to a  graceful  fighting style was  par’bevi, but the darksaber was too short to function well in that style. Din had tried it and flailed around like an idiot. 
He shifted his weight, careful to keep the branches underneath him from rustling or creaking. Din had always been good at making himself disappear. It had been necessary as a kid – he hadn’t been able to outfight the other foundlings but if he outhid them, he still won. He’d learned how to be invisible and silent, every thought turned towards remaining unseen, unnoticed, though it was harder in beskar and now he rarely bothered. 
 Still,  Din thought, watching the students follow the Whiphid’s pattern,  it’s useful. 
Din had figured out Grogu’s schedule, more or less. Younglings had class and play time in the mornings with Chase Piru, then a free stretch of time to run around after lunch, more classes in the afternoons with different Jedi teachers and then free time until lastmeal, after which they were put to bed. 
Din had some time left before Grogu got out of his morning class. Din had taken to stealing the kid away between his morning classes and lunch, before he got too tired. Din would bring Grogu aboard the  Fly and talk to him, or just watch Grogu putter around touching the ship’s walls, making inquisitive noises when he encountered something that he wanted Din to explain. 
It was… nice. Peaceful. Din knew better than to expect it to last much longer, but for now Skywalker’s indulgence meant that Din was welcome here. Sooner or later the itch to get moving again would start prickling between Din’s shoulder blades, but he was in no hurry for now. 
Thinking about that made Din want to roll his shoulders, testing them. 
He’d been stingy with the bacta while he’d been on Yavin-4. All the practice he’d been doing meant the ache in his shoulders had lingered, stretched, a clean burn of pain flickering through him even as his bruises faded and healed. 

   But all the practice in the world won’t let me keep them much longer.  

Din would be heading back to Tatooine soon. He hadn’t brought it up to Grogu, not wanting to upset the kid, but he wanted to – well. Din wanted to work again. He wanted to see Fett. Hunting for the Jedi and entertaining the kids was fine, good, even, but the Jedi didn’t  need Din. The Jedi had strange powers and the backing of the New Republic – the Jedi would be fine. 

   I’m needed elsewhere.  

Down in the training ring below, the lightsaber lesson was coming to an end. K’Kruhk was walking among his students now, having them all repeat the eight-pointed form he’d shown them. 
Din committed the form to memory as best as he could, already itching to try it out. The darksaber was shorter than any of the lightsabers Din had seen among the Jedi, but it could handle most of the forms Din had seen and had been able to replicate. 
Din waited up in the massassi tree until the lesson had ended and the students had all filtered off back towards the main pyramid, where all the Jedi lived. K’Kruhk left the platform last. He looked suspiciously all around, checking the sides of the pyramid and shading his eyes against the sun, but Din held very still and focused all his thoughts on his breathing, his heartbeat. 
 You don’t see me, he thought, watching K’Kruhk through narrowed eyes. 
Holding very still worked. K’Kruhk nodded, satisfied that Din was nowhere around, and lumbered off the platform after the others. 
Din stayed where he was until the Whiphid was too far away to see or hear him come down and then began the slow, careful descent back through the tree to a more reasonable height. 
Din had stored all of his gear in a whisper bird nest halfway down, beneath the lip of the pyramid. From there it would be easy to suit back up, strap his jetpack on and coast back to the  Fly; the Jedi had gotten used to seeing Din crossing their skies, usually with a dead animal or a bag of sweet fruits in tow. 
Din had been keeping himself busy. The Jedi lived their days more or less peacefully, following the same routine every day, and Din disliked the long periods of quiet that fell over the temple. The silence and stillness made tension build underneath his beskar like an itch he couldn’t scratch, and his bruises were fading – their effectiveness at honing his focus was fading too. So he hunted or cleared out empty rooms in the lower levels of the pyramids, and it more or less worked to keep Din from getting too restless. 
But even wandering out the Yavin jungle was starting to stretch thin. 
 I need to leave,  Din thought. He jumped out of the tree and used the jetpack to get himself safely to the ground. He’d already brought some meat in for the kitchens. Nobody’d asked Din to cook yet, which as a little disappointing because Din had half-formed plans of winning all the kids over with  uj  cake and scandalizing K’Kruhk with  kyr'adyc’riduur, which was so spicy it had once made Annika cry and Paz hallucinate. Din didn’t have all the ingredients here but he’d found some sort of native pepper that would probably work, if he added enough. 
He was getting restless, though, and when Din got restless he tended to get trigger-happy and hyperalert. He didn’t carry a blaster with him when he moved around the Academy, but Din knew he could still hurt someone who surprised him, which meant that it was time to move on. He would hate to scare the kids or hurt one of the other Jedi, even K'Kruhk.  
Din began the climb up the pyramid – he could fly up, but liked the exertion – and sighed. 
 The kid’s gonna be upset.  Grogu liked having Din around. He liked riding on Din’s shoulders and showing Din the things he found around the temple. He liked napping in the  Fly and seeing Din’s face. Every time Din had brought Grogu up to the ship, he’d taken his helmet off so the kid could get to know him. Grogu loved it. He shrieked with joy and liked to pat Din’s cheeks, his nose, tapping tiny claws against the bare patches along Din’s jaw and the scar between Din's eyes. 

   He’ll be disappointed.  

Din would come  back,  of course – Skywalker would have to move to get rid of Din now, and even that wouldn't stop Din for long. Din was an excellent hunter. He'd find the kid again. But Grogu might not understand that. It was hard to tell how much Grogu understood and how much he didn’t. 
Din sighed as he crested the top of the pyramid and crossed over to the walkway towards the main pyramid. By the time he made it up there, Grogu’s morning lessons would be more or less done and Din could take the kid around for a while. Yavin’s days were long and sunny; they still had plenty of time. 
 There’s nothing for it, he thought unhappily. Din did need to go – he had other responsibilities. Grogu would understand, he hoped. Din’d had to leave the kid behind a few times before, with Pelli or Cara or Omera. Din had done his best to teach the kid that he’d come back and eventually Grogu'd gotten used to it. Still, Din wasn’t looking forward to breaking the news. 
He crossed over and made his way into the main pyramid. Din knew his way around pretty well by now and found the creche without any trouble. His internal chrono had also held up. Lessons were just ending, the younglings all running around with cheerful abandon. 
Grogu had developed an uncanny sense – a Force-sense, now that Din thought about it – of when Din was near, because Din had no sooner stepped into the room than the kid’s ears pricked up and he turned around, a snack hanging out of his mouth, and started searching for Din. 
 “Bah!” Grogu called, holding out his arms excitedly.
Din smiled. “Kid,” he said, bending to scoop Grogu up. Grogu immediately started babbling about his day, waving his hands. He lost most of his snack down the front of Din’s kute, but Din was used to it. 
“Well?” Din asked, once Grogu stopped babbling enough for Din to get a word in edgewise. “Good day, kid? Were you good for Master Piru?”
“Patu,” said Grogu happily. 
Din looked at Piru, who was rumpled and covered in a variety of stains, but smiling. “Very good,” she said. “He’s earned a break. They all have,” she added, looking at the younglings milling around. She looked at Din, hopefully. 
Din sighed. Piru was one of the Jedi who’d figured out that, in addition to cutting down vines and hunting for dinner, Din could always be counted on to put up with an hour or two of youngling-minding. 
He nodded. “Alright, kids, Master Mando’s going to be your teacher for now,” she told the younglings, who all started to yell with delight. Din winced at their volume, but couldn't be too upset about it – they were good kids, mostly.  
The younglings said their goodbyes to Piru and streamed out of the creche, leading Din back out into the sunlight, where they spilled down the sides of the pyramid to one of the lower levels. This one had been converted into a sort of rough meditation garden. Usually it was full of adult Jedi or the grey-skinned Zabrak woman, Merrin, all of whom liked to meditate in the green space, but Merrin had gone off with Cal Kestis yesterday and the other Jedi in the garden weren't meditating. The younglings shouted, excited; no meditating Jedi meant they could play some of their more exuberant games. 
Some of the kids went off to play, careful to stay in Din’s line of sight, or attached themselves to one of the other Jedi hanging around the garden. The rest, including Grogu, demanded Din’s attention. 
Din didn’t even teach them much. He doubted that Skywalker would appreciate Din passing along his particular skillset, which was mostly combat-oriented or dubiously legal, especially if Skywalker was New Republic. Youngling-minding usually just meant that Din served as a convenient climbing post for the future of the Jedi Order. It was easy, once Din had figured out that the most effective strategy for managing them all was standing very still and letting the kids do what they wanted. 
Grogu was pretty good about keeping the other kids in line, anyway – he liked to be the tallest, perched on Din’s shoulder with a hand curled underneath Din’s helmet for balance, and wasn’t afraid of babbling what Din was pretty sure were toddler curses at any of the others who dried to climb higher than Din’s chest. 
 I should probably have a talk with him about his language, Din thought idly. Mandalorian children were proficient in cursing before most of them could even walk, but the Jedi were more… proper. Civilized. A lot of the older ones had Core World accents, every word crisp and careful, and even the ones who didn’t, like Skywalker, were so serene-faced that it was hard to imagine them invoking a Hutt’s anatomy if they dropped their caf or stubbed their toes. 
“Bah,” Grogu said, patting Din’s cheek insistently. Din carefully craned his head around, holding the rest of himself still; he had Eulia and the little Rodian boy hanging off him like woolamanders. 
“What, kid?”
“Bah-ah-bah,” Grogu said, patting Din’s face again. His claws clinked against the beskar and his ears twitched. 
“Oh,” said Din, catching on. Grogu wanted him to take the helmet off. He shook his head. “Not here,” he said. “Later. Back at the ship. Later, okay?”
Grogu warbled, disgruntled. 
“No,” Din repeated. 
Eulia and the Rodian stopped swinging off Din’s arms; the Rodian let go and landed on his feet, cushioned by the Force, and Eulia turned her head around to look up at Din. 
“Grogu’s gonna cry,” she informed him. 
Din sighed.  Grogu is a little terror.  “Crying is okay,” Din told her. “He’s allowed to cry. He is  not,” and he shot Grogu a stern look through the helmet that had Grogu’s ears wilting, tears already welling up in his big eyes, “allowed to be a bully.”
It wasn’t that Din was afraid to show his face to a bunch of Jedi kids, but it wasn’t really something he wanted to do. Din wasn’t ready yet. Maybe it was his own weakness, especially since he’d already shown his face to Skywalker, but Din wanted to – to keep the helmet on for a little while longer. To use it as a barrier between himself and the rest of the Jedi. 
If Grogu wanted to see Din’s face, Grogu could wait until Din had him aboard the  Fly.  
Eulia sighed. “Sorry, Grogu,” she said, letting go of Din’s arm and floating to the ground. She tugged the Rodian boy’s tunic and pulled him away; the kids waived at Din, trundling off in their little wolf-pack with the nearest Jedi, the gangly Wookiee who'd finally worked up the nerve to introduce himself two nights ago as Gungi. 
Grogu whimpered. 
Din looked at him, not impressed.
“Go on,” he said. “Have your tantrum.” 
He figured out why the other kids had left pretty quickly; Grogu’s tantrums, while always loud, now included  magic.  
Grogu started to wail in earnest, fat, fake tears spilling down his cheeks, and when he curled his claws into tiny fists and started to kick his feet, things around them started to  move.  
Din sighed. He took Grogu down from his shoulder so the kid wouldn’t topple off and hurt himself, tucking the kid against his chest, and settled in to ride it out. Grogu wailed louder. Din turned his auditory sensors down. Grogu had learned from experience not to beat his hands against Din’s beskar, since beskar had no yield to it, so instead he waved his hands around frantically, his wails muted by Din’s helmet. 
Vines all around them coiled and twitched. Rocks and pebbles rattled. Leaves shook and birds scattered. Din could feel the force of the kid’s anger pushing against him, childish and stubborn, but Din was fairly heavy when he was armored up and he knew that Grogu didn’t want to hurt him. Grogu had lifted the mudhorn like it was nothing – if he really wanted to, he could toss Din around like a doll. 
But Grogu was a good kid and Din had become very practiced at waiting out his explosions of temper, so after a handful of minutes, Grogu’s wails quieted into upset little whimpers and the force of his temper faded. Real tears leaked down his cheeks now. He rested his cheek against Din’s chest and sniffled. 
Din patted him on the back gently. “I know, kid,” he said. “It’s hard to be a foot tall, isn’t it?” 
“Bah,” Grogu whined. 
“After your nap,” Din promised. “You’ve gotta learn you can’t just throw your magic around to get what you want, okay? Not everybody has powers like you do. You could hurt somebody, even if you don’t mean to.” 
Grogu whined again, ears drooping, and pushed his face into Din’s cuirass. Din let the kid cuddle up. Din was sure that it  was hard to be about a foot tall and have a – well, have whatever Din was around. Din couldn’t understand Grogu through the Force like the other Jedi could. All Din could do was do his best and hope that Grogu understood, if Din lived long enough to see him get older. 
“Our friend says that I’m your  buir,” said Din softly, rubbing a soothing circle against Grogu’s back. “Can you say that?  Boo-eer? He says that means I’m your parent.” 
Grogu’s ears twitched up. 
“Buir,” Din repeated, shifting a little now that the kid had settled some. “We’re  aliit. Clan. A clan of two.”
“Baaaaah,” said Grogu, perking up enough to pull away from Din’s chest to look up at him. “Baaahhaaar.” 
Din smiled and wiped a few stray tears from the kid’s face. “Close,” he said. “Keep practicing. Can you say  alliit? Ah-leet?”
“Leeet,” said Grogu. 
Din laughed. “Good,” he said, bouncing the kid a little. “You’ll get it, don’t worry. I’ll see if I can learn the word for  frog eggs. That’s probably your favorite, yeah?”
Grogu warbled, tantrum banished, and started chewing on the edge of Din’s cloak. Din let him, rocking him a little to keep the kid settled. 
The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Din was being watched. 
He turned a little to get a better line of sight, tucking Grogu close against his chest protectively, and found himself watched by the boar-like eyes of K’Kruhk. The Jedi Master had changed into a long robe and cloak, his lightsaber tucked away. 
Din forced himself to relax and appear non-threatening, but K’Kruhk didn’t seem in the mood for a fight. He was watching with calm eyes. His expression was difficult to read. 
“Hello,” Din said, shortly. “Can I help you?”
“You’re good with him,” said K’Kruhk. Din blinked, taken aback. He’d expected more hostility from the Whiphid. 
“...Thank you?” Din said, shifting the kid around so he could see K’Kruhk too. Grogu waved, but kept the edge of Din's cloak in his mouth. “We… he lived with me for a while. I got pretty good at the tantrums.” 
K’Kruhk made a rumbly noise. “You weren’t afraid?”
“Why would I be afraid?” Din asked, confused. Grogu was a foot tall and weighed about as much as Din’s helmet. Then he put it together. “Because of the ma – the Force?”
K'Kruhk nodded. 
“That’s pretty new,” Din said. “He wasn’t as, uh. Comfortable using the Force. We met a… former Jedi, I guess, and she helped him figure the Force out again. Before her he only used it if we were really in danger. He healed an ally once. Saved me a few times. But that was about it.” 
“You’re good with him,” K’Kruhk repeated. His expression was hard to read. He held out his hands. “Skywalker has called the Academy together before midday meal. I will take the child.” 
His brusqueness was familiar. Din didn’t argue – Skywalker’d had a lot of mysterious Jedi business come up over the last few days. Din was never invited. Din gave Grogu over easily, tweaking the kid’s ear. “See you tonight, kid,” he said. “Be nice, okay?”
Grogu babbled an affirmative and let K’Kruhk carry him away. The garden had emptied, silence creeping back in; rather than sit around and let it prickle at him, Din returned to the  Fly and practiced the lightsaber forms he’d watched. 
Dinner came and went – Rylish food this time, rich and hearty – and Din stole the kid for what he realized was goodbye. 
Din left the rest of the Jedi and walked over to the  Fly, taking his helmet off so Grogu could see his face. 
“Booooah,” Grogu said, a new sound. Din smiled; it sounded sort of like  buir. He let Grogu cuddle close, reaching up to rest a hand against Din’s jaw. Din was getting better at not twitching away when the kid touched his face. 
“I gotta go, kid,” Din said softly, when they’d made it to the shadow of the  Fly.  
Grogu put his ears back like an angry massiff. Din sighed. 
“I know,” he said. “I don’t… want to leave either. I missed you too, you know.” 
The kid whined again, patting Din’s jaw insistently. His eyes were huge and bright. 
“Remember our friends?” Din said softly. “The ones who helped me rescue you? I owe them. I’ve been gone a while. They need me. I can’t stay here all the time.” 
Grogu mumbled unhappily, but he didn’t start to wail or cry. Din hoped that meant that he understood. 
He lifted the kid a bit so Din could press their foreheads together gently. The kid’s skin was soft.  It was strange to do this without a helmet – Din had only ever done this with other Mandalorians, a greeting and a goodbye among warriors of the tribe, but it felt right to do it with the kid. 
 You’re as much mine as you are the Jedi’s, Din thought, fiercely. He pulled away and let Grogu grip Din’s cloak. 
“I will come back,” Din told him, firm. “I promise. And I keep my promises, remember?”
Grogu brightened at that – Din had kept his promises to the kid so far. Grogu patted Din’s chestplate generously. 
 “Patu,” he said. 
Din smiled. “Alright,” he said, before he could let Grogu’s big, sad eyes convince him to stay for another day. “Now that we understand each other, let’s get you back for bed, yeah? There’s got to be a Jedi around here somewhere…” 
“Behind you,” said Skywalker. Din startled – Skywalker seemed to have a preternatural ability to find Din when he was out of the helmet – and turned. 
“Grogu called me,” Skywalker explained. Din blinked. Grogu chirped. 
 The kid’s a comm link now,  he thought.  That’s… fine.  
“So,” Skywalker continued. “What’s going on?” 
“I’m leaving,” Din said. 
Grogu whined, still unhappy, but Skywalker nodded. “Today?” he asked. 
“Yes,” said Din. “It’s time for me to… get back to work. I’ve been here for a while.” 
“What do you do?” Skywalker asked. “Hunt?”
“...Some,” said Din. “I do – whatever’s needed of me.” 
“With other Mandalorians?” 
Din nodded. He felt like he could say that and still be within the bounds of truth – Din was allied with both Bo-Katan and Fett. They had their own Quests but they were both Mandalorians, so Din wasn’t lying. 
“On Mandalore?”
Din blinked, surprised. He hadn’t expected Skywalker to know of Mandalore. “No,” he said. “There’s – the planet’s dead. I… drift around. Been a lot of places.” 
“And now?” 
Din shrugged. “Still drifting,” he said, which was also technically true. He smiled. “We’ve still got the light cruiser. It’s not the worst place I’ve ever stayed. Koska keeps redecorating, so eventually it won’t even look Imperial.” 
Din’s joke fell a bit flat. Skywalker nodded, once. There was something in his eyes that told the same story, years and years moving from place to place, base to base, running whenever the enemies started to circle too close. 
“Paaah,” Grogu said, reaching up to pat Din’s chin. 
Din smiled down at the kid. “I’ll be back,” he promised. “I’ll visit when I can, okay? Once or twice a month, if I can.” 
Grogu made a disgruntled noise, but he didn’t argue. He patted Din’s cheek again, warbled a note and held his arms out for Skywalker, who took him with a faint smile. 
“You’re welcome any time,” he said. “And I’ve got your comm frequency, so if we need anything or Grogu misses you, we can call.”
“I’d like that,” said Din sincerely. He took one last look at the kid, tweaked one of his ears and left before he could convince himself to stay for another day or six. He climbed back aboard the  Fly and started her ignition sequence, lifting into the air. The pyramid dropped away, farther and farther, Grogu and Skywalker shrinking in the viewport until the jungle swallowed them and Din was climbing through the atmosphere back into the black. 
Din punched in the coordinates for Tatooine and slid smoothly into hyperspace, pushing aside any lingering doubts about leaving Grogu behind. 
 He’s with his own kind,  he reminded himself.  This is what’s best for him. Din couldn’t change the fact that Grogu was a Jedi – wouldn’t want to change the kid anyway – so he’d just have to accept this. He set his own feelings aside. 
The trip back to Tatooine from Yavin-4 wasn’t terrible. Din fiddled with his nav-computer, stabilized in hyperspace and managed to force himself to sleep for a few hours. 
When he’d managed that, he got up and took to the training ring, going through the forms he remembered, the darksaber humming in his hand. 
Din was getting better with it. It was hard to judge his own progress, especially since he didn’t have any enemies in front of him to try the darksaber out on, but mimicking a Jedi form felt better than the few clumsy steps of  par’kad Din remembered. The darksaber sparked and crackled. 
Din ran through the eight-point form he’d watched earlier, replicating K’Kruhk’s powerful overhead strikes and blocks. He was nowhere near as fast at it as K’Kruhk had been, or even as fast as the students, but Din’s body was learning to recognize the motions, writing the form into his muscles. 
Din practiced until he heard the nav-computer  ping softly, announcing the end of his trip. He deactivated the darksaber, clipped it back to his side and mopped sweat off his face and the back of his neck. 
He climbed back into the pilot’s seat to drop out of hyperspace. Tatooine loomed in front of him, red and yellow and orange and  familiar, the moons tucked away on the other side of the planet. 
Din approached the palace directly, cutting down through the atmosphere and making planetfall without any trouble. The  Fly  was small enough that she fit nicely next to Fett’s Firespray, her thrusters kicking up sand as Din brought her down. 
He’d pinged the palace’s only open frequency as he’d come in, forwarding the  Fly’s information. Nobody had responded but nobody’d shot Din down over the sands either, so someone must have heard him coming. 
He made sure he had what he needed off the  Fly – Din wasn’t sure he’d keep the ship, since it was a freedom ship and he wasn’t a freedom runner – and climbed out, relieved at Tatooine’s dry heat. Any more time on a jungle world might have rusted his wires out entirely, and Din didn’t know how good a hand Fett was at forging. 
The same lazy Nuxan was keeping an eye on the landing pad. A battered comm system was hooked up next to it, the frequency crackling with static. Din rolled his eyes. He  had been heard, then; the Nuxan just hadn’t bothered to respond. 
“Chowbasa bata,” the Nuxan drawled, each word stretched out as far as the Nuxan could make it. 
“Thanks,” Din muttered. “Goodde nu bata.” 
The Nuxan flicked its fin at him. Din had no idea what that meant and was starting to smell the Nuxan through his helmet’s filter anyway, so he inclined his head and left, angling for the palace. 
There were more beings in the halls this time. It was roughly midday, just after the time Fett usually held court, so Din supposed he could understand the crowd, but there were more than just petitioners and beings with business around – the guard roster had been bolstered a good bit, a mingled pack of humans and Tuskens posted at most doors or patrolling the halls. Din studied the Tuskens. He didn’t recognize the markings on their  gaderffii. The raiders weren’t one of the tribes Din knew. He was surprised to see that they’d apparently consented to guard duty. Tuskens as a whole didn’t tend to stay in one place long enough to pick up guard skills. 
 Fett must’ve struck a few more contracts,  Din thought. It looked like Fett’s deal with Mos Pelgo was working out, at least for now.  Someone had thought it a good investment, anyway, if Fett now had enough business to support all of the new guards. 
There were other palace employees too. None of them had a uniform or anything like that, but Din had worked in the fringes of enough outfits to be able to sort the bladeback out from the bantha. More bounty hunters had come, drawn in by the prospect of work. Smugglers and spicers had moved into many of the guest rooms that had stood empty during Din’s first visit. Other support staff – cleaners, splicers, informants, entertainers – had come too. The whole economy of the region would likely depend on Fett before the end of the season. 
Din couldn’t help but be pleased. It looked like Fett’s business was starting to thrive again, despite Bib Fortuna’s best efforts to run the Tatooine operation into the ground. 
Despite the new faces, everyone seemed to know instinctively who Din was. They all got out of his way, even the other bounty hunters. Din accepted their deference without comment; the Bounty Hunter’s Guild had been the same. 
He found Fett and Fennec both in the throne room. Court was over, the throne empty, and soft music played while Noora and a slight human woman ran drinks and plates of food across the room to various groups of chatting guests. 
Fennec was entertaining one group, leaned in close with four or five sentients, all of them dressed in the same sort of dangerous-looking black getup as Fennec, and Fett was entertaining another. Fett’s group was all Tusken warriors, the conversation flickering around and around in fast, sharp signs. 
Since Fennec was the one who’d probably shoot first if surprised, Din made sure she saw him first. She raised an eyebrow and gave him a slight smile. He nodded. 
Then Din made his way over to Fett, the crowd parting around him. He arrived just in time to catch the tail end of one raider’s argument – something about trespassers and poisoned water. 
Fett looked up. He was helmeted, probably to set the Tuskens at ease, but Din could almost imagine his expression anyway, thoughtful and intent, head tilting back to take Din in. 
Fett’s hands moved.  Honored guests,  he said, his hands a little slower and more careful than Din’s own would be,  my    friend.  
Din inclined his head, looking for the warrior with the most elaborate  gaderffii. He brought his own hands together in greeting and gave them his name. 
The chieftain nodded.  I know you,  he said.  We saw you in the canyons. You are the hunter. You are tuskra. 
Din nodded. 
I am A’Shek, said the chieftain. We – he gestured at his warriors, who were watching Din with interest – are Spotted Anooba. 
Din paled. He didn’t do anything stupid like reach for his blaster, but his body came on alert. He looked at Fett. Fett shook his head slightly, so slightly it was almost imperceptible. Din worked his jaw but made no further move; Fett wasn’t under threat. 
A’Shek made a pleased, chuckling sort of noise in the back of his throat. The sound was picked up and echoed by his warriors. 
 You know us,  A’Shek said.  You are White Bantha. Your brothers have killed many of mine in the sands.  
 And your brothers mine, Din signed back, carefully. He looked at Fett again, who hadn’t moved. Din’s pulse hammered.
The Spotted Anooba were a dread legend in the Great Dune Sea. Settlers, travelers and even other Tuskens feared them. They were vicious and territorial, even by Tusken standards, and also just plain  odd – the Spotted Anooba kept strange histories and strange ways. They were cursed, other raiders said, haunted by a vengeful desert spirit they had offended with their exceptional cruelty and pride. 
Din didn’t know about spirits, but he knew the Spotted Anooba band’s deeds. They sacked settlements, kidnapped women, attacked towns. Their warriors came of age by killing podracers on the Hutt holy days. Unlike most tribes, which would spare settlers’ children and even adopt some into their tribes, the Spotted Anooba killed anyone they deemed a trespasser. Instead of bantha they raised bladebacks and rode the beasts across the desert. 
 This is the law of the desert, A’Shek said, his growling laughter subsiding. 
 They spared me in the canyons.  Din couldn’t believe it. He had never heard of the Spotted Anooba sparing  anyone. Their definition of  tuskra  was their own tribe. Everyone else was  ghuy’ra, an outsider, and outsiders were killed without mercy. 
“A’Shek is here as my guest,” Fett broke in, speaking loud enough to be heard beyond the little band of warriors. Din realized abruptly that most other conversations in the throne room had dropped off. “He’s here to offer his warriors’ skills.” 
“An alliance?” Din said, trying not to sound doubtful. “I didn’t know the Spotted Anooba made alliances.” 
A’Shek conceded the point gracefully enough. He chuckled again.  The old Spotted Anooba would not,  he said.  I am the new chieftain. A’Karan was backwards and too slow to change. He drove us to the brink of extinction. The desert is changing. I will see the Spotted Anooba change with it.  
 By allying with a settler? Din returned, still doubtful. He could buy that the Spotted Anooba’s youngest warriors wanted to see a change – the last Din had heard, most of that tribe had died out in retaliations for attacks on settlements. Their prominence in the desert had started to wither, like a cedru tree cut from its roots. 
 A friend,  A’Shek countered. He looked at Fett.  He is blood-kin with my father’s sister. She claims him as kin. So he is kin to me. As you are to the White Bantha.  
 Ushib,  Din realized. He glared at Fett. Fett had neglected to mention that Ushib was  Spotted Anooba.  
Din got the feeling that Fett was smiling at him. He glared harder. 
“A’Shek and I have business in the southern Dune Sea, it sounds like,” Fett said. “But we can discuss tomorrow, yes?” He repeated the words in Tusken sign, to which A’Shek nodded. 
“Good,” said Fett. He pressed his closed fist to his chest. A’Shek mirrored him, as did A’Shek’s warriors. The huddle broke up, the warriors shifting away. Din eyed Fett, still a bit alarmed and on edge. 
 He’s as bad as any of the kids, he thought, thinking of Eulia laughing and leaping off the edge of a pyramid.
“Spotted Anooba,” said Din flatly. 
Fett shrugged. “Why not?” he asked. “They know the Dune Sea better than anyone else, and as rarely as they make an ally once they do their word is good.” 
“Allying with them might hurt your chances with other settlements,” Din warned. “There’s not an outpost within a week’s ride of Mos Eisley that hasn’t lost people to an Anooba raid.” 
Fett shrugged again. “I’ll put out that fire when it flares up,” he said. He looked Din up and down again. “Well?” he said. “Let’s get you paid up. Boz Pity go alright?” 
Din appreciated the transition back into business, the easy acceptance; Fett didn’t make a big fuss over Din returning, treated his return like it had been inevitable, like he hadn’t even been concerned that Din would go off and never come back in the first place. 
Din gave Fett a neat report on the freedom run to Boz Pity as they walked together to the lift up towards Fett’s rooms without needing to discuss it. Fett wasn’t surprised about the Trandoshans – apparently Vanth’s network had a leak, because slave hunters had shown up at the last three freedom runs – and listened to Din’s report with interest. He asked after the Jedi too, mostly the kid. Din filled him in with as much detail as he could without giving away the Jedi’s location. 
“So they don’t think your kid’s gonna lose it and try to take over the galaxy?” Fett asked, as the second lift rattled to a stop and opened into Fett’s rooms. Fett took his helmet off immediately, tucking it under his arm. Din frowned. There was a new scar behind Fett’s right ear, red and puckered. 
“No,” Din said. “Not right now, at least. What happened to you?” 
“What – ? Ah,” said Fett, touching his ear with a gloved hand. He shrugged. “Fennec and I got wind of another Hutt assassin touching down in Mos Eisley. Thought we’d go pay him a visit before he could come to us. He turned out to be handy with a grenade.” 
Din snorted, deeply unimpressed. “When was this?”
“Three or four days after you left,” Fett said. 
“You haven’t had any bacta?” 
“I have,” Fett assured him. “But it turns out I’m pretty resistant to the stuff, after getting half-digested by a sarlacc, so it doesn’t work as well. What’s one more scar, though, you know?”
Din allowed him that. 
“What about you?” Fett asked. “Any new scars?”
Din shook his head. “A few bruises on Boz Pity,” he said. “None on – none with the Jedi. I think if they ever decide to kill me, they’ll just turn me inside out or something.” 
“Jettiise,” Fett grumbled, the word thick and Mandalorian. He shook his head. “Really, though, you’re good with them? They’re gonna treat your kid right?” 
Din nodded. “He’s happy there,” he said. “With his – with people who understand him. Skywalker likes him, it’s just that Skywalker’s… never met a Mandalorian kid, I guess.” 
 “Ad’ika,”  said Fett. He looked at Din, who blinked before remembering the cantina, the patient tones in Fett’s voice as he taught Din a handful of  mando’a, of the language they were supposed to share. 
“Ad’ika,” Din repeated, seeing the pattern at once.  Ika  for little or small,  ad for child. “I taught Grogu a few words. Or tried too – he doesn’t talk yet, just makes noise.” 
Fett raised a scarred eyebrow. “Oh?” he said. “What words?  Hut’uun? Shabuir?”
“No,” said Din, scandalized. He remembered some of the things he’d said while rescuing Eulia from her dive over the side of the temple and blushed. “Well, not intentionally. I taught him – buir. Aliit.  He probably knows  shabuir already.”
Fett laughed. “Kids do seem to pick up that one early,” he said. “I think I learned that one before I could walk. It’s good that you’re teaching the kid – he should know his  manda too, before his head gets too full of Jedi nonsense.” 
That made Din smile. “I don’t think it’s  all nonsense,” he said. The Jedi were alright. Their ways were utterly foreign, but Din had liked them well enough. 
Fett snorted. He waved Din over to his workbench, still scattered with datapads and bits and pieces of work. Din followed. 
He’d thought that stepping into Fett’s rooms again would be hard, impossible – he’d thought that his body would remember and light up all at once, betraying Din before he could even step out of the lift. 
But Fett’s rooms during the day were completely different than they were at night. At night they’d felt private, intimate, everything tuned to push Din off balance. During the day they were just Fett’s rooms. Open to the desert, breezy, with the evidence of how hard Fett was working scattered everywhere. 
Fett reached under the worktable and pulled out a stack of beskar ingots, then another and another. Din stopped. 
Fett huffed at him. “You left for Boz Pity before we could settle up for Mos Pelgo,” he said. “Your pay for the freedom run’s tacked on. Oh, and I found this for you.” He reached underneath the worktable again and pulled out a small, strange fragile-looking object. It looked like it was made of glass and had a faint design etched into it. Fett held it out to Din.
Din picked it up carefully, turning it over in his hands. It wasn’t as fragile as it looked; the edges and design were made out of some fancy, spindly metal – bronzium, if Din had to guess – but the body of it was Umbaran glass, thick and sturdy. 
It looked like a puzzle of some kind. Din ran a thumb down one gilded edge and sparked a memory. He closed his eyes to chase it. Dark wood, steady hands, endless patience. A box taking shape, perfect cuts of wood slotting together to form a beautiful whole. 
 Look,  the memory said.  Look closer.  
Din opened his eyes again and studied the cube. He could see the seams now, the grooves where disparate parts had been slotted together so neatly they looked seamless. 
“What is it?” 
“I think it’s a holocron,” said Fett. 
Din tilted his head. “A what?”
“A holocron,” Fett repeated. “A Jedi artifact. They used them for – well, I don’t really know what they used them for,” Fett admitted. “And that one’s broken anyway.” 
Din turned the cube over in his hands and saw that Fett was right; the Umbaran glass along one face had cracked. Jabba had probably taken it as payment and thrown it aside as soon as something new and shiny crossed his path. 
“A Jedi artifact,” Din repeated. 
Fett shrugged. “A Jedi something, anyway. The only one I ever saw was blue. The shape of that one’s the same, but it has no color.” 
Din turned the cube over again. It looked almost  dead. It looked like it should have been bright and glowing, almost alive, but the thing in Din’s hand was cold and dark. 
He offered it back to Fett. Fett made no move to take it. 
“I found it in with the rest of the old worm’s junk,” he said. “Gathering dust and worse. Thought you might like it. What use do I have for a broken Jedi holocron?” 
“You’ve got to stop  giving me things,” Din said, exasperated. He held the holocron out again. 
Fett grinned. “Stop earning them, then,” he returned. 
Din scowled. 
“I’m serious,” said Fett. “You do good work. What kind of boss’d I be if I didn’t reward hard work, yeah?” 
Din ignored the flicker of heat in his gut at the word  reward. “Hutt-like,” Din said flatly, which made Fett laugh. 
“I don’t want to be Jabba the Hutt,” Fett said. He gestured at the pile of gleaming beskar. “This is just compensation,” he said. “You’ve done what I asked, and you’ve done it well.” 
“You’ve already given me a ship.”
“Cobb Vanth gave you a ship,” said Fett, easily. “And since you killed a greater krayt on his behalf, I’d say you more than earned her. Would it make you feel better to see what I’m paying Fennec?” 
“No,” Din said. He could imagine what Fett was paying Fennec, if this was what he was paying Din. 
The beskar – Din had earned the beskar. He could buy that. He counted the ingots quickly. There were the sixteen he’d earned bringing Vanth back to the palace to strike a deal with Fett, plus six more. 

   One beskar ingot per person carried to Boz Pity.  

A generous rate, but still within the bounds of believability. 
“So I earned the beskar,” Din said. “And… and the  Fly.  But what did I do to earn the holocron?” 
Fett shrugged. “You tell your Jedi friend about me?”
“Of course not.”
“Then consider it payment for your discretion,” said Fett. “Or a peace offering between me and Skywalker, if you want to give it to him in turn, I don’t care. Take the karking holocron, Djarin.” 
 A peace offering. Din could believe that. He softened. 
“Thank you,” he said. Fett relaxed. 
“If I find any more Jedi scraps down there, I’ll let you know,” he said. “But the next one, Skywalker can buy off of me, yeah? ‘S better for business.” 
Din smiled faintly even though Fett couldn’t see it. “I’ve seen what he’s working with,” he said. “It’s not credits, unfortunately.” 
Fett grunted. “Figures.”
Din studied his pile of beskar, the holocron still held loosely in his hand. He looked at Fett. “You have any empty crates lying around?” 
Fett did. He helped Din stack the beskar into neat ingots inside a battered metal crate. Din tucked the little cube inside, wedging it firmly against a corner so it wouldn’t move around and get even more cracked. Even if the holocron was dead or broken beyond repair, maybe Skywalker would be glad to have it back. 
“I’ve got a meeting in Mos Eisley in an hour,” said Fett, once Din’s payment was settled and backed. Fett raised an eyebrow. “Join me for a meal when I’m done? I can bring you up to speed with what you’ve missed.” 
Din blinked. A knot of nervous excitement wound together in his stomach. “A meal,” he said, making the words an agreement. He hesitated.  Don’t be a coward, Djarin. “Just a meal?”
Fett’s eyes flickered. 
“Do you want more than a meal?” he asked. “I’ve got the time.”
Din rallied his courage and made himself nod. His skin prickled. They had hours before evening yet, but anticipation uncurled in Din's belly anyway. His shoulders, now almost fully-healed, tingled. 
Fett waited patiently. 
Din cursed himself – Fett liked to hear an agreement or a refusal, especially for – especially for this. “Yes,” he made himself say. His voice was hoarse, but the vocoder bled most of that out. “Yes, I’d – yes. I want to.” 
“Very good,” said Fett softly. A shiver went through Din and all of sudden the room felt familiar, intimate, even with the suns streaming in. Fett nodded. “Okay, we can arrange that. Been a long few weeks for you, yeah?”
Din nodded, grateful that Fett understood. 
“Then I’m happy to help,” said Fett. Din curled his hands around the crate, ready to bolt and spend the rest of the afternoon gathering his bravery again before it deserted him. Fett held up a finger. 
“Come without your armor,” Fett said. “In something comfortable. That way we don’t have to worry about stacking it or anything later.” 
Din shivered again. It was one thing to take his helmet off in front of Fett, but coming to Fett without it felt like something else entirely. He swallowed. 
“Can you do that?” Fett asked. His dark eyes were steady and knowing. 
 Another test, thought Din. 
He nodded. “I can do that,” he said, quietly. “When do you – what time do you want me?” 
“An hour or so before moonsrise? Twenty-three standard?” 
Din nodded again. He could do that. “Twenty-three standard,” he agreed. He lifted the crate and this time Fett didn’t stop him. 
“Good,” said Fett. “Your time is yours until then. Afternoon court’s in an hour, if you want to come.” 
Thus dismissed, Din made his way back into the lift and down into his own room.
Even though he’d been gone for a while, the room was the same. It still had no personality, nothing in it to indicate that Din had ever stayed there, but Din was happy to see it anyway. The beskar he’d earned hunting Zhalto was where he’d left it. Din added it to his crate and tucked the crate under the bed, then went about his usual post-job routine. 
He checked the room for bugs or threats, found nothing – he hadn’t expected anything, really, but it was good to check, especially if Fett had been escalating his conflict with the Hutts – and stripped, climbing into the sonic. 
Semi-regular use had worked out most of the kinks in the system, so the sonic worked well and didn’t even make Din feel that sick. He scrubbed some water from the sink through his hair, fished out the old Wookiee clippers and trimmed his beard, the unruly ends of his hair. He didn’t think about  why he was doing it beyond the standard of hygiene that had been instilled in him through his training, but he did it. Din left enough stubble so he didn’t feel entirely naked but did his best to clean up the worst of the greying, curling ends of both his hair and his beard. 
When he was done he rummaged around for clean clothes. Din had never had much by way of clothes – all he needed, usually, were underclothes, his kute and his armor. He’d kept a few spares on the  Crest  but hadn’t picked anything else up for himself since then. 
Someone – Fett, probably, though Din tried not to think about it, feeling both cared for and laid bare at the same time – had stocked the room’s one closet with a few changes of clothes, mostly loose, comfortable-looking dark pants and airy, open-collared shirts, standard attire on Tatooine, though there were a few changes of underclothes and a tidy, single-piece thing that looked like it would fit comfortably under a kute. 
Din ran his bare fingers over the fabric. The clothes were nicer than anything Din had ever chosen for himself, smooth and well-made, made soft with wear. 
He pulled his hand away, overwhelmed. 
 They’re just clothes, he told himself. It wasn’t like Fett – who else would think to do this? – was dressing Din up like a Twi’Lek dancer. He’d just given Din clothes to be comfortable in whenever he wasn’t wearing beskar. Nobody but Fett would even see Din in a loose tunic and comfortable pants. 
Din chewed on his cheek. All of his clothes had been through a sonic so many times the fabric was starting to wear out in places and some of the grime had been ground in. And if he didn’t take some of the clothes in the closet, he wouldn’t have anything to wear. 
Din pulled out a pair of dark grey pants and a cream-colored shirt, bringing a set of underclothes too, and dressed before he could talk himself out of it. He hung his own clothes in the sonic and set it to the lowest setting, hoping that his kute wouldn’t fall to pieces, and passed the time going over his beskar and his weapons. 
Caring for his gear was meditative and settled Din more than just about anything else ever could. He was pretty sure that his circuitry, made damp by Boz Pity and Yavin-4, would survive, especially if he spent some time on Tatooine.
Din made himself rest, too. He didn’t manage to sleep – anticipation was burning too brightly in his belly for that – but he did resolutely close his eyes and breathe deeply, turning his thoughts away every time they drifted to Fett’s strong hands and his crate of tools and toys. 
 I wonder what he’ll use tonight. They’d tried one flogger but Fett had had several, plus so many other things Din couldn’t remember them all. 
He thought of the wyyyschokk silk and shivered.
Eventually the light in his room shifted. The suns slid away, purple twilight creeping in, and Din rolled out of bed, stretching and forcing his nerves down. Excitement began to build. 
 Dinner,  he told himself sternly. He’d asked for more – Fett had agreed to more – but neither of them had said what  more would mean.  
 It’ll be fine, Din told himself. He trusted Fett. He trusted Fett. 
He convinced himself to get back in the lift and take it to Fett’s rooms. He even managed to leave his helmet behind, though he missed it dearly. When the doors opened Din found Fett waiting for him, standing bent over his workbench, studying what looked like a set of blueprints brought up on a holo. When the lift opened Fett switched the blueprints off. 
“Djarin,” Fett said. Even from across the room Din could see approval and delight flicker across Fett’s face. “You’re right on time.” 
Din made himself smile crookedly. “A soldier’s sense of time,” he said. “It’s a hard habit to break.” 
“Come here, come here,” said Fett, beckoning Din over. Din drifted closer, feeling strange and out of place in his borrowed clothes. Fett had indeed brought a meal. There were plates and plates of food, more than Din thought two people would eat. It smelled delicious. 

  It smells familiar. 

Din couldn’t help but perk up. “Tiingilar?” he asked. 
Fett nodded. “Don’t know what the Jedi have been feeding you, wherever they are,” he said. “But I doubt it’s as good as  tiingilar, eh?”
“Not even close,” Din muttered, refusing to feel bad about it. Greez and the others had tried, had been generous and hospitable and had fed Din right alongside the Jedi, but the sharp burn of spices in Din’s nose now was better than anything he’d eaten on Yavin-4. 
He looked at Fett, then at the food. Din didn’t see any chairs around the workbench. He tilted his head. 
Fett smiled, and this one had an edge to it. 
“You found your closet,” he said. Din resisted the urge to pick at the loose sleeves of his shirt. “It to your liking?”
Din shrugged. “I’d like to revisit our earlier conversation about you giving me things,” he said dryly. That made Fett chuckle. 
“Thought you might want something more than your kute for walking around,” he said. “Don’t worry, Djarin, I didn’t rush out and get anything tailor-made. You’d be amazed what’s lying around in this place.” 
Din could believe that – Jabba’s palace was a warren of rooms, most of which had housed beings for hundreds of years. There was bound to be all sorts of things lying around, even comfortable clothes. 
“Thank you,” Din said, tone stiff. 
Fett nodded, pleased. “Don’t mention it,” he said. “Just glad it’s comfortable. You look different, out of your armor.” 
Din’s brow furrowed. 
 So do you, he wanted to say, but that wasn’t true – Fett was bulkier in the armor, but he looked the same in it or out of it, in beskar or in his black robes. Fett carried himself the same either way. Like he knew who he was all of the time. 
Din blinked. He didn’t know where that thought had come from. He didn’t know what it meant for Din himself. 
Before he could chase it, Fett straightened up, that steady presence filling the space around him. Din stood straighter in response, coming to attention.
“So,” Fett said. He met Din’s eyes. “You said you wanted this to be a meal, and more.” 
Din nodded. Anticipation spiked. 
“Still feel that way?” 
Din nodded again. 
“Good,” said Fett. “Remember your word?”
“Gev.”
“Jate.  Kneel.  Carefully,” Fett added, as Din took in the order and started to fold to the floor. Din winced; last time he had gone down fast, cracked his knees on the stone. This time he sank down more slowly, arranging himself carefully. He straightened his back, put his hands on his knees and looked up at Fett. 
Fett looked down, eyes turning up at the edges. 
“Very nice,” he said. He came around the side of the worktable, padding over to Din until he was close enough to touch. “You remember the rules?”
“I do,” Din said. He didn’t know if Fett wanted him to repeat them or not, but Din decided he’d wait until he was prompted. He didn’t want to seem too – eager. Nervous. He took a few shallow, quiet breaths to steady himself. 
“So,” said Fett lightly, close enough that Din could feel the heat of him now, Fett’s scent familiar and almost safe, “how was your trip?”
Din blinked, thrown. “My – trip?”
Fett shrugged. He seemed to delight in throwing Din off-balance. “Yeah. You spent a while with the Jedi, right? How was that? They try to burn you for a barbarian?” 
“No,” said Din. “Skywalker was… nice, I guess. Didn’t give me any trouble or seem to care that I’m – not a Jedi.” He’d almost said  a Mandalorian. Din swallowed. Shame and guilt prickled at him. He tried to push them away. He hadn’t come here for that. 
Fett tilted his head. “But something about him bothered you.” 
“Not – not  him,” said Din. Fett had read the discomfort in Din’s face. He scowled. He really was going to need to learn how to hide his expressions, if he was going to keep taking the helmet off. One day he’ d manage to take it off for good and if he was as easy to read as he felt here with Fett, Din would get himself killed. 
He shook his head a little, trying to clear it. 
Fett set his hand very gently against the back of Din’s neck. His fingertips were warm. “Want to talk about it?” 
Din huffed a laugh, startled. “What, now? Here?” 
He felt Fett shrug, the motion light against their only point of contact. “As good a place as any,” said Fett. “You have somewhere else to be?” 
 In bed, Din thought, but didn’t say it. It wasn’t really true – he’d be tossing or turning anyway, twitching awake at every strange sound. 
Fett’s fingers tightened. “I asked you a question,” he said, tone still light. “You have somewhere else to be?” 
Din swallowed. “No,” he said quietly. He was rewarded by blunt nails scratching lightly at his neck, little frissions of pleasure swelling up underneath Fett’s fingers. 
“So tell me,” said Fett. “I don’t want names or specifics, especially if you were asked to keep the secrets of the  jetiise in confidence. But it’s bothering you, so tell me.” 
Din still hesitated. “Why do you want to know?” he asked. 
He felt Fett shrug again. “Because it bothers you,” he said. “I want to be the only thing bothering you, here. Can't go back and undo whatever upset you, wherever you were, but we can at least talk it out and get over it. Make sure it doesn’t bother you again.” 
Din snorted. “Does talking work for you?”
“Manners,” Fett reminded Din, though his fingers didn’t stop their light scratching. Din was warming up, sensations flaring and flickering. “And yeah, it does, sometimes. If I’ve got the right person to talk to.” 
Din flushed without meaning to. “Right,” he said, chastised. “The right person.” 
Fett sighed. “Come on,” he said. “Tell me. What’s bothering you? You can take your time,” he added, noticing Din's conflicted expression. 
Din thought about it for a minute. Fett kept up his light scratching and petting, the sensations shifting toward something familiar and comfortable. The tension in Din’s back began to melt again. 
“It was very… peaceful, with the Jedi,” Din finally said, pulling his thoughts together. “The Jedi there… they’ve been through as much as any Mandalorian. More – I grew up safe in the covert. We had to run often and a few times the Empire or the Haxion Brood found us, but we were – protected. We had our elders with us, and they kept us safe. Some of the Jedi lost everyone.”
“The galaxy is a hard place to live in, sometimes,” said Fett, steadily. Din winced. Fett had lost everyone too. His father, his father’s tribe. But his fingers kept petting, so Din kept talking. 
“I just… don’t understand how anyone can live like they’re choosing to live,” he said. “They say they want a life of peace. And they’ll defend that life, I think – the kid’s going to be safe there – I just… don’t understand.” 
“I don’t either,” Fett admitted. “Peace… there’s no such thing as peace, not that I’ve seen. The peace the Empire brought came at the expense of their boot on our necks. That’s not peace, not to me. But I’m not a Jedi.” 
Din nodded. “No,” he said. “Neither am I.” 
“You sure you’re not worried about your kid?”
Din nodded again. “Grogu’s fine,” he said. “He has friends, teachers. People looking out for him. The New Republic knows about – well, Skywalker’s got friends there, so they run patrols in the system. Keep an eye on everything.”
Fett made a noncommittal noise and tugged at a few of Din’s curls. “You going back?”
“To visit,” Din said, relaxing further. “I told the kid I would.” 
“Good,” said Fett. Din looked up in surprise – Fett hadn’t expressed a single opinion in favor of the Jedi. 
Fett rolled his eyes affectionately. “The kid should get to know you,” Fett explained. “When my – well. My father was  beroya. He’d be gone for weeks at a time keeping us fed. I understood. But when he’d come back from a job, walk through that door… it was the best feeling in the galaxy. The kid probably feels the same.” 
Din nodded.
Fett stopped his petting and wound his fingers through Din’s hair again. Din tensed in anticipation – Fett had a good grip now. He curled his hands around his knees. Fett noticed and chuckled, low and dark.   
“Don’t get too excited,” he warned. “We’re not going to do anything too strenuous. If you want another session with the flogger or anything else in my collection, we can arrange it, but for tonight, I won’t be hitting you.”
Din frowned. The freshly-healed skin of his back tingled, anticipation and dread and disappointment climbing in his belly. 
“Why not?” Din asked, trying not to sound mutinous. 
“Don’t know if you’re up to it tonight,” Fett said. When Din opened his mouth to argue – Din was  fine, he was probably in better condition than he’d been in a while, nurtured by Greez’s cooking and Yavin-4’s warm air – Fett shook him lightly like a massiff scruffing an unruly pup. 
“You’ve had a long few cycles,” Fett said. “Maybe you’re up to it, maybe you’re not. Maybe  I’m not up to it tonight.” 
Din wilted. He hadn’t even considered Fett. Fett had had a busy set of cycles too. “Sorry,” he muttered, shamed. “I didn’t – "
“Hey,” said Fett, tugging Din’s hair a bit. “Don’t worry about it. ‘S not your job to – well, do whatever you think you failed to do and are kicking yourself for right now. ‘S why we always talk, before the toys come out. Checking in is good. Keeps somebody from getting really hurt, you know?”
Din nodded, shame still gnawing at his ribs. He didn’t understand why he was so affected – ever since he’d gotten on his knees again, Din’s emotions had fought against him, twisting out of his control. 
Fett  hmmed. 
“Come here,” he said. “I have an idea.” 
Fett guided Din over to the other side of the worktable, keeping a hand in Din’s hair. Din stayed on his knees – shuffling over was awkward, even uncomfortable, but the stone floor digging into his knees helped settle Din some. It reminded him that Fett was in control here, and that Din trusted him. 
“Stay here.” Fett said, letting Din go. Din did, sitting back on his heels and watching Fett. Fett moved around easily, collecting two of the plates that had been on the table when Din had come in and bringing them over to where Din knelt. 
Din looked at the plates and then he looked at Fett, frowning slightly. “We’re… going to eat?” 
Fett smiled. Din would have to figure out how Fett managed to smile and convey an equal amount of warmth and menace. Din was starting to recognize that smile. It made his blood sing. 
“Yeah, a bit,” he said. “And if you’re good, we’re gonna try something else.”
“Try what?” Din asked, vaguely suspicious now. 
Fett’s eyes glinted. “That’s for you to find out, isn’t it?” he said. “Don’t get up,” he added, when Din started to rise. Din eyed him, further confused, but obediently sank back down to rest his weight on his heels. 
Fett came to stand in front of Din, leaning back against the workbench. He handed Din a plate, which Din took, and then Fett surprised Din again by sinking down to the floor himself, folding his legs underneath himself with a grunt, grimacing as he pulled at sore joints, and pulled his own plate into his lap. 
He raised an eyebrow at Din, who was staring at him now, thoroughly confused. 
“Well?” said Fett, his tone gently laughing. “Eat, Mandalorian.”
 It is,  Din thought to himself, reaching for his spoon,  probably best just to play along.  He dug in, appetite woken by the heady mix of spices in the air. The  tiingilar  was good, very good – Din caught palm-peppers and ground  apia, kamun  and  ahar and even sweet notes of fruit to cut some of the burn. 
The first few bites made Din’s mouth water. The next few cleared his nose, his ears. By the time he’d finished his plate his whole head was clear, every sense opened and alert. Fett, watching, smiled. 
“What do you think?” he said. “It pass muster? Got the right  hetikles?”
“It’s good,” Din assured him – he had a pretty solid suspicion that Fett had made this himself, which made Din’s chest loose and tight at the same time. “But I don’t know – what’s hetyc – hetikles?”
“It’s… the feeling in your nose when you get that first taste of the spices in the air,” Fett said. “That sense that your meal is going to be good. Spicy.” 
“Hetikles,” Din said, nodding. “Yeah, it had that.” 
Fett leaned back, pleased. “‘S been a while since I’ve made  tiingilar  like this,” he said. “Not even the Tuskens like their food as hot as we do. Usually I have to cut out the palm-peppers and the  ahar,  or nobody’ll eat it.” 
Din grinned. He finished off the last bit of soft japoor bread, using it to sponge up the lingering burn in his mouth. “I thought about tricking one of the other Jedi into trying some kyr'adyc’riduur,” he said. “But that kind of felt like an act of war.” 
Fett barked a laugh, finishing his own meal. “I’ve seen that make grown men cry,” he said. “It’d probably flat-out kill a Jedi.” 
Din chuckled too, set his plate aside. He’d save the idea for later, if K’Kruhk didn’t ever warm up to Din. He looked to Fett, who had also set his plate aside. Fett looked back, steadily. 
A heat that had nothing to do with the good meal they’d shared began to build in Din’s belly. 
He swallowed. “So?” he asked, looking at Fett’s chin. “Was I… was I good?” 
Fett  hmmed lightly. “Yes,” he said, standing up. Din didn’t bother trying to do the same; he knew what the answer would be. He’d stay on his knees until he was told to move. “Yes, you were very good.” 
Din shivered all over, flushing with the praise. 
“You’ve earned your reward, I think,” said Fett softly. “Come here. I have an idea you might like.” 
Din shuffled forward on his knees, which made Fett rumble approvingly. Din shuffled close enough that he could feel Fett’s heat again, that he could reach out and steady himself against Fett’s thick legs, if he wanted to. 
He looked up, searching for guidance. 
Fett gave it. 
“Close your eyes,” Fett said. “And keep them closed, alright? If you think you can’t, let me know. I can blindfold you.” 
Din thought of the wyyyschokk silk again and couldn’t stop the tremor that went through him, hot and cold at the same time. He did as he was told. 
As soon as Din closed his eyes, the same thing that had happened last time happened again; his other senses expanded, anticipating sharpening them. He could hear every shift of Fett’s body, feel the desert breeze across his skin. Din wasn’t nearly naked this time but chillbumps broke out across his arms anyway. 
Fett’s hand settled at the back of Din’s neck again. Din didn’t jump this time. Fett rubbed his thumb against Din’s skin soothingly. 
“Stand up,” said Fett softly. Din, unsteady without his eyes, by Fett helped him by taking Din’s elbow. Din’s body was aware of Fett’s anyway; he knew that if he started to fall, Fett would catch him. 
Once on his feet, Din kept his eyes closed. 
“I’m going to guide you,” said Fett, his voice soft and right in Din’s ear. His breath made Din shudder, more chillbumps rising down his neck, his side, all the way to the back of his knee. 
Fett pushed Din gently. Din went. He let Fett back up him, keeping his eyes closed, step by careful step until Fett had Din pressed against the thick pillar in the center of the room again, the stone rough against Din’s back. 
“Jate,” said Fett. “I’m going to take your shirt off, okay?”
Din swallowed, his mouth suddenly very dry. “Okay,” he said, even though he knew Fett wasn’t really asking. 
He almost heard Fett smile. “You’re doing well,” Fett said. He let go of Din’s neck and set both hands at the hem of Din’s shirt. “Keep your eyes closed. Raise your arms with me.” 
Both orders were easy to follow. With his eyes closed, Din could almost imagine that he wasn’t baring himself to Fett, that he wasn’t letting Fett strip him of the only form of armor he’d brought in with him. He let Fett tug the shirt off over his head, heard it  swish as Fett tossed it aside and it hit the ground. 
“Keep your arms up,” Fett said. 
Din’s brow furrowed. That would be harder. As soon as he was given the order he felt the strain, faint as it was, in his shoulders, his elbows. Din was strong and in good shape, but being told to keep his arms up made him immediately aware of the mechanics of the action. 
But he still obeyed, wanting to hear Fett’s gentle praise again, wanting to prove that he could do it. 
“Good,” Fett said again, so close his breath tickled Din’s beard. “Hold that, alright? Tell me when the strain is too much.”
Din opened his mouth to reply but forgot to when Fett set his hands on Din’s sides, just above his hips. 
Fett’s hands were as big and rough as Din remembered. The blaster callouses, the scars accumulated from a life in the black, a life on the hunt. His fingernails were blunt. 
Fett started to move his hands, inspecting Din like he had that first night, just touching him everywhere, steady and gentle. Warmth coiled and spread, following Fett’s hands. Din flinched when Fett grazed a particularly ticklish spot – the space between Din’s third and fourth ribs, the bottoms of his armpits – and sighed when Fett found a sore muscle or an old scar.
“I see what bruises you’re talking about,” Fett said, tracing the few Din still had from his encounter with the Tradoshans on Boz Pity. He sounded disgruntled. Din tried not to wince but of course Fett saw him anyway and petted a soothing hand down Din’s side. 
“Hazard of the job, right?” he asked. 
Din nodded. 
“Relax, Djar’ika,” Fett said. “You’re fine.” 
Din tried to do what he was told, taking a few more shallow breaths, leaning back against the pillar to try and ground himself. Fett kept petting, the touch warming and gentle, and then all of a sudden it wasn’t gentle at all; Fett found a patch of skin on Din’s flank and  pinched. 
Din yelped, surprised, and tried to twist away, his arms jerking down in an instinctive attempt to protect himself.  
Fett wasn’t having any of that. He caught Din’s wrists, pushing them back up to the pillar above Din’s head, and used his bulk to pin Din against the pillar firmly. The spot he’d pinched tingled, the hurt fading quickly. 
“You kept your eyes closed,” Fett said, his tone infinitely darker and richer than it had been just moments ago. The change made Din even dizzier than the abrupt pinch, than the whiplash he’d been getting all evening moving from unfamiliar ground to unfamilar ground. “Very good, Djar'ika. Can you keep your hands up? Do you need me to bind you?”
“No,” Din croaked, even though he almost wanted Fett to bind him anyway. Din wanted to know what that felt like. 
But Fett was in control, so he would let Fett decide if and when to bind him. Din would do as he was told. He  could do as he was told. Fett pressed his wrists into the stone, a firm reminder, and when he took his hand away, Din kept his own where they’d been put. 
 I can do this,  he told himself, even as Fett’s hands started to wander over his body again.  I can do this. I  will  do this.  
Now that he knew Fett’s game, he determinedly didn’t flinch or jerk or even cry out as Fett started to play, pinching here and there, twisting Din’s flesh, pressing deep, small bruises over Din’s ribs, his hips, his collarbone. 
The flickers of pain were deep and intense, but fast-fading. None built and built like the flogger had – Fett was limited to just his hands. Din’s breath was driven from him a few times, especially when Fett used his nails, but nothing was too much to bear. 
Din started to relax into it, even. It wasn’t like Fett was clawing at him trying to leave deep furrows or scratches; Fett was as intentional and deliberate in this as he was in everything. He pinched and twisted and bruised, leaving little beacons of sensation all over Din’s body, amplified by his closed eyes, but nothing that would debilitate or even ache that much in the morning. 
It was almost enjoyable. 
Din kept his eyes closed and bore it, riding each little burst of pain from one touch to the next. He let sensation rule him; the texture of the stone wall against his back, the warmth of Fett’s hands, the steady, deep hum of approval vibrating near Din’s chest, Fett’s pleasure rolling over him like waves. Din sank deeper and deeper into the feeling, letting it wash over him, envelop him. 
Din didn’t realize that he’d gotten hard until Fett tweaked a patch of skin particularly hard, breaking Din’s deep calm. Din twisted again, a cry caught in his throat, and Fett pressed in to keep him still, and it was Fett’s weight moving against Din that made Din shudder all over and realize that his cock had grown hard in his pants. 
Fett made a surprised sound. Din twisted, wanting to bring his hands down but not wanting to break the rules, and made a distressed noise in the back of his throat. 
“Djarin,” Fett said in an  alor’s commanding tones, “look at me. Look at me, okay?”
Din obeyed. He opened his eyes and looked at Fett – not into his eyes, because Din wasn’t sure he could survive the embarrassment, but close enough. Fett’s face was very close to Din’s own. Only a handspan’s difference separated them. 
“Djarin,” Fett repeated, still in the same ringing tone, “look at me.” 
Din did. Fett, very slowly and deliberately, took one hand and set it over Din’s hard cock. Din couldn’t swallow back a small noise of relief. Fett didn’t move, didn’t grab Din’s cock or stroke or even pull away. Din’s eyes watered. He didn’t know how to feel, aside from mortified. 
“Ah,” said Fett. Din wanted to cringe, to shy away, but there was nowhere for him to go. Fett’s hand was hot as a brand through the thin fabric of Din’s pants. Fett didn’t move at all, didn’t even push down or pull away. Din didn’t know what to do. If he shifted, tried to shy back to either side of the wall, he’d rub himself against Fett’s hand. Din wasn’t sure he could handle that. 
He couldn’t move at all – if he pressed his legs together to try and preserve some modesty he’d push himself further into Fett’s palm, but if he opened his knees more he’d invite a whole different kind of vulnerability.
Din swallowed, throat clicking. 
“We haven’t talked about this, have we?” Fett asked, tone softening.
“No,” managed Din, strained. “We haven’t.” 
Fett took his hand away. Din swallowed a whine, relieved and pained in equal measure. He didn’t want Fett to see him like this. He wanted Fett to touch him again. 
“Hey,” said Fett, gently taking Din’s jaw, bringing Din’s eyes up to meet his own. Fett’s pupils were blown, wide and hungry, and his expression was open, ravenous. “It’s fine,” he said. “It happens. It might be new for you, but it’s not bad or something you should be ashamed about.” 
Fett had Din by the face even if his grip was light, so Din couldn’t move away and hide like he wanted to, but he could move his eyes so he looked away, focusing on the bridge of Fett’s nose. 
Fett’s grip tightened a little. Din’s cock twitched. He swallowed another thin sound and tried not to swallow, feeling caught and flayed bare, dismantled and exposed. 
“It’s nothing to be ashamed about,” Fett repeated. “Do you need me to stop?”  
Din shook his head. 
“Take a second,” Fett advised. “Think about it. Do you need me to stop?”
Din did as he was told. He forced himself to calm down, to think even though it was hard, his pulse racing, his shoulders so tense he felt like they would snap. 
“No,” Din finally rasped. 
“Do you want me to stop?” Fett asked. 
Din frowned. “No,” he said. 
“Need and want are different things,” Fett said gently. 
“No,” Din repeated. 
“Alright,” said Fett. His grip didn’t loosen. “Tell me what will make me stop.” 
“Gev.” 
Fett nodded. “Ori’jate.” 
The praise made warmth break out across Din, flickering over the tiny sore spots along his back, his sides. He took a steadying breath.
“Do you want me to touch you?” said Fett, very deliberate. “We don’t have to. If you want this to just be about pain and control, I can redirect you.” 
“You’ll – what?” 
“I can redirect this, if you want,” Fett said. “I can keep going like this or I can change tactics, try something else. It’s up to you.” 
“But I thought… you liked to be in control,” said Din, confused again. 
“I do,” Fett assured him, half-smiling to ease Din’s tension, “but not at the expense of your trust. If you don’t want this, we can stop. You don’t even have to use your word. We can just stop.” 
Din tilted his head back against the pillar, looking blindly up at the ceiling. He didn’t know what he wanted. He didn’t know how to find out. 
“I trust you,” said Din, raggedly. “I don’t – I’ve never – but if it’s you – I trust you. I don’t want to stop. I want to see what happens.” 
“You’re sure?” 
Din nodded, still staring up at the ceiling. He put his hands back up over his head, pressing the backs of his wrists into the stone; he didn’t remember bringing his hands down, but he must have at some point. Din swallowed. 
“Please,” he added in a whisper, remembering his manners. 
Fett rewarded Din by touching him; he didn’t put his hand back on Din’s cock but he did slide one of his legs between Din’s, pushing Din’s knees wider with ease. Din could have fought but he didn’t want to. He let Fett take control. Fett rumbled at him, pleased, and pressed his thigh against Din. The pressure was good and all over, everywhere; this time Din did whine, the noise slipping loose before he could corral and catch it, and he bucked his hips. The friction stabbed into him, a slide that had Din trembling from head to toe. 
 He’s barely touching me, Din thought, feeling overwhelmed and young, inexperienced. It had been years since Din had done this with another person and that had been just covert fumbling. This was something different. Something new. 
“Easy,” said Fett firmly, leveraging his weight to pin Din more thoroughly against the wall. He didn’t let go of Din’s jaw. “Settle down. You’re alright.” 
Din wanted to buck his hips again but didn’t think he was allowed. He bit his lip and tried to settle. It felt like being flogged all over again, without the sound of the flogger moving to help Din piece together what was happening. His heartbeat picked up. 
Fett set his other hand against Din’s side, just underneath the span of his ribs. Din’s breath hitched. Fett traced a few of the sore spots he’d left earlier, his blunt nails teasing, promising more pain. 
“Close your eyes,” Fett invited. Din stared at him. Fett’s pupils were entirely blown, the actual color of his eyes just a thin rim of dark brown in the light. Din wondered what his own eyes looked like. If he looked just as hungry as Fett did, or if he looked just afraid. 
The hand at Din’s side shifted, nails digging in. Din hissed. The pain was a prickle, sharp as thorns. Fett pushed at Din’s cock again with his thigh and the pleasure bolted up Din’s spine, mingled with the pain. Din’s mouth fell open, his breath stolen. 
Fett chuckled. “Easy,” he said again, low and sweet. Din shivered, skin twitching where Fett had him cornered. Those nails bit in even deeper, harder than a pinch, hard enough to  bruise.  
 Yes,  Din thought, panting harshly against Fett’s hand around his jaw.  That’s what I wanted.  
“Eyes,” Fett reminded him. Din closed his eyes, screwing them shut. Fett hummed in approval. “We’ll go easy tonight,” he said. “Okay? I want you to bring yourself off like this. Can you do that for me, Djar’ika? Just like this.”
Din flushed all over, hot and cold and hot again. “Like – like what?” he stuttered, tongue tangling where Din had tried so hard to hold any sound back.
Fett rumbled again and pressed his thigh more firmly between Din’s legs, pushing him open wider around the bulk of it. Din couldn’t help but jerk again, rutting against Fett like he had no control. The friction made red stars burst behind Din’s eyes. He could feel fluid beading up at the head of his cock, smearing the inside of his borrowed pants. Humiliation flickered – Fett would be able to feel it soon too, if Din’s cock kept leaking.  
“Come on,  cyare,” Fett encouraged. “Roll your hips.” 
It was hard to make himself do what Fett said. Din was harder than he’d ever been in his life but terror was clawing at his belly, a counterpoint to the sweet, bright sparks of pain spreading outwards from Fett’s beskar grip.
“You can do it,” Fett said. His voice was gentle but it cut at Din like a knife. 
“I don’t,” Din panted, hips stuttering again, the pleasure so sweet it threatened to rob Din of his control entirely. “I don’t know how.” 
Fett groaned, and Din realized abruptly that Fett was hard too; he’d angled his body in such a way that it was difficult to notice, but Din could feel Fett’s own cock pressing against Din’s hip, Fett’s own pulse thundering through his fingertips. 
 This is good for him too, Din realized. Some of the wild terror ebbed. Fett liked this too. He wasn’t just indulging Din, giving Din another gift he hadn’t earned – Fett liked this. He was also getting something out of it. 
 He wants me to do this, Din realized, and that pushed him over the edge, convinced him to move, to roll his hips clumsily, pushing up against Fett’s bulk as best as he could. It wasn’t easy – Fett was  heavy – but that somehow made it even better, the small, stuttering motions, the pressure, the friction.
Din didn’t last long; he clumsily rolled his hips four, five, six times, then the pressure and the sharp points of pain in his side tipped him over and his cock jerked, his orgasm punching out of him. Din choked back another cry, pushing his head back against the pillar, knees shaking, whole body flushing cold with the aftermath. 
“Easy,” Fett murmured, gentling Din through it. “Easy, easy, Djar’ika, you’re alright. You did well. You did very well. Ori’jate.” 
Din tuned him out. In the aftermath of his orgasm everything was overwhelming, sharp and all over all at once; the breeze, the noise, the touch, Fett’s hand still flat against Din’s flank, Fett’s weight still holding him up. 
Din’s legs trembled. He didn’t think that he could stand.
“Shhh,” Fett was saying, making soothing sounds. “Shh, it’s alright, hold on – " And then Din was in the air, lifted like a massiff pup. He made a sound of protest – he was a bit shell-shocked, not dead – but Fett ignored him. 
He carried Din to the edge of his bed, where he set Din down upright and let him go. Din listed sideways immediately. He heard Fett sigh. 
The next thing Din was aware of was a blanket being draped over his shoulders, which he clutched to himself immediately, and then Fett was back and settling himself down beside Din, who listed into Fett instead of the empty air on his other side. 
Like last time, the contact was good. Fett felt warmer than a sun and Din couldn’t help but try and curl into him, seeking comfort without really knowing why. 
Fett gave it easily. Din drifted like that for a while, tucked into Fett’s side, huddled in the blanket like he’d never get warm again. His new little bruises throbbed in time with his heartbeat and Din gradually pulled himself back together using them as a guide, following the echoes of his pulse back into his body. 
Din managed to lift his head, feeling wrung out and withered, like he’d been left in the suns for days. 
Fett, who had had an arm around Din’s shoulders and had been tracing a nonsense pattern against Din’s ribs, stopped moving. “Back with me?” he asked. 
Din nodded. “I think so,” he rasped. 
“Good,” said Fett. “Drink this.” He pushed a waterskin into Din’s hands. Din had listened to Fett so far, so he didn’t bother arguing about this. He drank until the waterskin was dry, then handed it back to Fett. 
“Want your shirt back?” Fett asked. 
Din looked at his shirt, which was discarded on the floor, and at Fett. Fett would have to get up to go and get it. 
“Not really,” Din mumbled, tucking himself back against Fett’s side. It wasn’t quite as comfortable this time – even sitting down Din was taller than Fett and had to crane his neck a little to get the angle that felt best – but Din was too tired to care. Embarrassment and shame were behind him, still standing pressed up against the wall. Din was safe here. 
“Ah,” said Fett, brushing a few strands of hair out of Din’s face. He sounded fond again, which meant that Din hadn’t messed up too badly. “Not entirely back, are we?” 
Din made an agreeable noise. He had no idea what Fett was talking about. Din hadn’t left. He’d been with Fett all evening. 
“Djar’ika,” Fett said. “Do you want me to take you to your own rooms? Or do you want to stay up here for a little while?” 
Going back to Din’s own room would mean more moving, which he was pretty sure he was incapable of. He told Fett so, or tried to; it was hard to talk when his face was muffled up against Fett’s shoulder. 
Fett chuckled. Din felt it with his entire body. It was almost as warming as the blanket. “Alright,” Fett said, shifting so that they were more comfortably pressed together. “Alright, fine. For a little while. Then I’ll take you back to your own bed, alright? We will talk in the morning.” 
Din had just enough awareness left to catch Fett's phrasing.  Will  talk, not  can talk. Din probably wouldn’t be able to avoid him. 
Din thought about that for a minute. It didn’t bother him, at least not right then; nothing could bother him. He leaned harder against Fett, warm darkness dragging at the edges of his eyes. Whatever Fett wanted to talk about, Din would worry about it in the morning. 
Fett shoved him lightly. “Welcome home,” he said, but Din was already asleep. 
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Din woke up in his own bed with only the faintest memory of getting there. It was dawn, or nearly dawn; grey light had crept into Din’s room like a thief and fallen over his eyes, nudging him towards wakefulness even as he groaned and tried to roll over to get away from it. 
His bed was warm. The sheets were clean and soft. 
Din stretched, still mostly-asleep, and enjoyed the deep, languid ache in his shoulders and flanks. He spread his hands and flexed his toes. His skin tingled pleasantly with half a memory.
 Oh  kark, Din thought, sitting up so fast his neck cracked. He remembered how he’d gotten to bed now – Fett had half-carried him, had tugged a drowsing Din out of the lift and into bed like a drunkard or a child who’d crept out of their room. 
Embarrassment jolted through Din and chased away his languor so fast his head spun. Everything that had happened last night hit him at the same time – Fett’s nails digging half-moons into his sides, sensations budding and building. That hadn’t been  too shameful – that had been what Din and Fett had both wanted, after all. Pain and maybe a little bit of pleasure, or at least a little bit of purpose. 
But the rest – Din’s cock hardening, rutting against Fett’s thigh, coming in his own pants like a raw, undisciplined  fool –
Din put his head in his hands, knuckles digging into his temples. 

   I can’t believe I did that.  

Din had never done anything like that. He’d gotten off before, of course. When he’d been younger there hadn’t been much else to  do in the covert besides train and explore each other’s bodies. And sometimes in hyperspace it had felt like – like maintenance, almost, like polishing his armor or cleaning his weapons. Din’s body was a tool, same as anything else, and like any tool it had needed its occasional tune-ups. 
But Din had never bothered to try and chase his own pleasure with someone outside of the tribe. He’d never shown someone else his face while he’d come. 
 I am never going to be able to look him in the eye again, Din thought. He screwed his eyes shut. Whatever peace he’d found last night was long gone. Tension was beginning to make itself known in his shoulders, the base of his skull. 
Din doubted that this was the first time Fett had bumped beskar with anyone. Fett was confident, competent. He probably had been with any number of partners, Mandalorian or not. Fett didn’t seem hung up by the difference between Mandalorians and  auretiise either. Fennec was Fett’s friend and close companion even though she’d never wear beskar. 
 A year ago, I wouldn’t have lain with anyone outside the tribe.  Fett was still Mandalorian enough that Din was able to rein his thoughts in before they spiraled too far out of control, but if Fett  hadn’t been Mandalorian – 
Anxiety clawed at the bottom of Din’s ribs. He had never been so bare as he’d been last night falling apart under Fett’s hands, against Fett’s broad thigh. 
It wasn’t that Din hadn’t wanted it. He’d wanted it so badly that he’d let go of his fear for the first time in a long time. He’d wanted it so much he could still feel desire kindled in his chest, bright and keen despite the shame that had crept in with the dawn. 
 But what if I ruined this? What if Din had shown Fett too much, had pushed Fett farther than Fett had wanted to go? Fett had seen the cracks in Din now, the places where Din was rusted through – what if he didn’t think that Din was strong enough to be Fett’s ally?
 Stars help me,  Din thought, a new sense of unease breaking out down his spine,  what if Fett wants to  talk  about it? 
Din didn’t remember if he and Fett had talked after. Sensations he could remember – cool bacta, calloused hands, desert breeze and Fett’s voice rumbling like far-off thunder – but if they’d talked at all, Din couldn’t say. 
Din kept his head in his hands for another few minutes, prickling all over with desperate unease. Fett would want to talk. He seemed very keen on that, the talking – Din had never talked with anyone as much as he’d talked with Fett, at least not as an adult. Din was used to being the silent party. The quiet one. He’d never been outgoing and talkative, not in the way someone like Cobb Vanth was. 
Fett wasn’t  chatty by any means, but he was more comfortable talking and haggling than Din was, could make himself known and understood without tripping over his words or getting caught up, confused. 
 I could run for it, Din thought, mostly to settle his own nerves. He wouldn’t actually run for it. He had nowhere else to go but back to the light cruiser. He doubted that the Jedi would want him hanging around the Academy full-time. 
No, Din’s place, at least for now, was here on Tatooine. Which meant that he  would have to talk to Fett and that it would be excruciatingly embarrassing, but as far as Din knew, shame had never killed a Mandalorian. 
 I’ll just have to… think of what to say,  Din thought.  How to explain, so Fett knows that I’m not weak.  
That would be easier thought about than actually done. Din wouldn’t even know where to start.  Hey, sorry I don’t have any discipline and came in my clothes? Sorry I put you in that position to begin with?  
Din groaned to himself. 
 Remember this,  he thought, forcing himself to pick his head up and open his eyes. The light in his room was shifting from grey to thin, pale pink. The suns were clearing the horizon.  Remember this next time, so you don’t do it again.  
Din could control himself. He’d controlled himself for nearly thirty years. This – his reaction had been because it was all so new, that was all. Din had never let someone hurt him like he let Fett hurt him, before. His body was just confused. 
 I’ll be better, next time. Din was a quick learner. He’d get his body’s reactions under control sooner or later. 
Matter decided, Din saw no point in hiding in his room like a misbehaving trainee. He made himself get up and get clean – Fett had apparently wiped the worst of the sweat off Din’s neck and brow last night, but had mercifully left the rest of Din untouched – and then get dressed. 
If he stared at the angry red nail-marks dug into his flanks in the mirror before he tugged his undershirt on over his head, well. That was Din’s business. 
He spent a few minutes in the sonic, which did nothing for his headache, then dressed efficiently, underclothes, kute and beskar going on one after the other in their order. Din thought of Vanth. 

   Hiding never helped a dune worm.  

He couldn’t help but slink out of his room and the turbolift, though, checking around corners to make sure he wouldn’t be surprised by Fett before he was prepared. 
As he made his way downstairs into the larger palace, Din tried to think of what to say. What he  could  say. How he could explain. He had time, he knew – Fett wouldn’t talk about it in morning court, he’d  sworn  that he wouldn’t – but Din kept getting sidetracked. Trying to think of words to explain what had happened made him remember how he’d  felt.  
Raw and desperate. Cared for.  Safe.  
That especially was what kept tripping Din up. He’d felt  safe  with Fett. Din wouldn’t have let himself let go as much as he had otherwise. Pleasure was all well and good, but he knew better than to let his cock run away with him. Mandalorians who trusted too well or who didn’t pay enough attention ended up  dead.  
 But Fett wasn’t going to kill me. Din had known that. Had trusted that Fett’s indulgence would hold, even as Din hurtled over the yawning black hole of his own pleasure. 
The realization was so enormous Din didn’t have any room for it in with the rest of his jumbled thoughts. He set it aside. 
 Later,  he told himself.  I can deal with it later.  
He’d beaten most of the rest of the palace into the throne room. Noora was there setting up the bar for the morning – Din was starting to wonder if Noora ever slept, since she always seemed to be working – and so was the black-furred Wookiee, Kasyyk. A wide stripe of fur was missing from his side. The silver protocol droid was charging in a corner, its eyes dim, and Fennec was already awake too, leaning over the bar to fish out a glass of blue milk, a plate of  easda in front of her. 
Din smiled. 
Fennec caught the glare of the sun off his armor and turned around. She looked him up and down. “You’re up early,” she said. She spoke like she could see the red finger-marks on Din’s belly, underneath his ribs. 
He ignored her tone. “Maybe I didn’t want to let you get into a firefight without me, this time,” he said lightly. 
Fennec snorted. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” she said. “How are you? Good trip, wherever you were?” 
Din thought of Grogu, his wide smile, the Jedi kids laughing. He nodded. “Pretty good,” he said. 
“You didn’t bring Boba back to the palace,” Fennec said lightly. Din winced. She shot him a knowing look. “Don’t worry about it. He told me what happened. It’s pretty hard to get him to follow along with anything, most days.”
“Are you the one running security here?” Din asked. He’d assumed, but he supposed that if he was going to stick around he should probably get to know the palace’s inner workings anyway. 
She nodded. She gestured at an open stool beside her, then rapped the bar. Noora disappeared underneath it for a moment and came back up with another plate of  easda, rich and thick. 
Din recognized the order for what it was. Fennec wanted to bring Din up to speed. He sat beside Fennec and accepted the plate, struggling with himself for a few seconds, then undid the seal on his helmet and pulled it off roughly before he could reconsider. Fennec had already seen his face. Noora and Kasyyk hadn’t, but Din’s face had now been seen by enough of the galaxy that he was starting to lose track. 
Noora didn’t say anything or treat Din like he’d just broken the Creed again. Fennec didn’t either – her expression eased, a little, and she nudged Din’s plate of porridge closer to his hand, but that was it. 
Din was grateful. 
He wasn’t hungry, pulse pounding behind his temples, but he ate a little anyway. 
“Yes, I’m in charge of security,” Fennec said after a few minutes. Din felt her eyes on the edge of his jaw and ignored it, focusing his own gaze on his plate. “For now, anyway. Soon the outfit’ll be too big for just me, and I’ll pass most of it off to someone else. Ay-Too and Zero have seniority – they were in Jabba’s crew the same time Boba and I were. But I’ll keep responsibility for Boba’s personal security, whether he likes it or not.”
Din smiled a little, the corner of his mouth turning up before he could stop himself. “He's not a fan of bodyguards, then?” 
“No,” said Fennec, sourly. “Are all bounty hunters this independent? I can hardly get him to tell me when he’s coming and going.” 
Din shrugged. “Bounty hunting’s a pretty solitary profession,” he said. There were crews out there that ran hunts together. Din’d even joined a crew a time or too, though none had ended as badly as that last job with Xi’An, Mayfeld and the others. There were a lot of benefits to teaming up, sometimes. 
But in a crew, a bounty had to be split among the crew members. A solitary hunter kept it all. 
Fennec snorted again. “So’s my line of work,” she said. “I can at least use a comm to check in every once and a while.”
Din made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat, taking another bite of  easda to avoid having to pitch in with another opinion. Fennec let him get away with it, polishing off her own plate and finishing off her glass of milk, which sort of charmed Din. He’d expected Fennec to be the “spotchka for first, second and lastmeal” type. 
“You’ve got about five minutes before the court starts filling up,” Fennec advised Din, knocking into his shoulder with her own. “Just in case you want to get your bucket back on.”
Din did want to get his helmet back on. The court had grown in size every time Din had seen it. He nodded and ate as much of his porridge as he could, grateful that  easda was sweet enough to cover the thick texture. 
He finished the food and a glass of water before the rest of the court could show up, though only just; he’d just barely reengaged the seal of his helmet when Fett swept into the throne room, fully-armored, and waved a hand at Kasyyk. The Wookiee stood and made his way up the stairs. A moment later, Din heard chatter filtering down them. The palace doors were open, then. 
The day was about to start. 
Fett took a seat on his throne, throwing a leg over one of the arms carelessly, and surveyed the throne room. His eyes were hidden behind his visor. His gaze didn’t stop at Din but it didn’t skip over Din either. Fett took Din in the same as he took in Noora and Kasyyk, the protocol droid booting up in the corner, the visitors slowly trickling in down the steps.
A few guards Din recognized took up posts at many of the other entrances and exits into the throne room, their ranks bolstered by some beings Din didn’t recognize. A band came down the steps and took up a position in the corner of the room. Soft music started to play. 
Din wasn’t about to spend the whole morning sitting at the bar like a lump, so he stood up, stretched and made his way over to the stairs, where he leaned against the wall facing the throne. 
 Anyone who wants to strike at you has to get past me, Din tried to say with his body, the position of his hands folded loosely over his waist, his blaster on one hip. The darksaber was hidden by his cloak on the opposite hip. Din wanted its weight, familiar and reassuring now after carrying it for several weeks, but he wasn't ready to wear it openly yet. 
Din had practiced a bit with the darksaber on Yavin, but he probably wasn’t good enough with it yet to start waving it around Fett’s court. 
Fett finally looked at Din, his gaze stopping as it made another sweep over the throne room. Din looked back. His stomach dropped, shame flushing up his neck, but this time Din was in armor – Fett couldn’t see. 
Fett inclined his head, slowly, and then court began and Din didn’t have time to parse Fett’s behavior any further. He was too busy watching supplicants come and go, members of Fett’s operation appearing to report and disappearing to go back to work. 
Fett saw fifteen or twenty beings in the first two hours alone. Most were beings paying him protection money, which Fennec collected on Fett’s behalf, but one was a scout from Mos Pelgo reporting in – Fett’s operation was getting off the ground there, apparently, and Mos Pelgo was providing safe passage for spice and weapons between the palace and Bestine – and another was a Tusken from the Spotted Anooba. 
The entire court was silent as the Tusken reported in. Din could track the conversation easily enough. A’Shek’s tribe  did have business with Fett regarding the northern Dune Sea. The Spotted Anooba roamed all over the desert, but their home territory was somewhere in the south. They had water there, wells and aquifers and even what sounded like an oasis, if Din was reading the raider’s hands right. 
 A’Shek is willing to grant Fett safe passage through Spotted Anooba lands if Fett helps him protect the water, Din realized. He whistled to himself, the sound too low to be picked up by his vocorder. Spotted Anooba’s plight must have been worse than A’Shek wanted to admit, if he had so few warriors he couldn’t even protect his water. 
 It’s not a bad deal, Din thought to himself, though he was concerned Fett would be stretching himself too thin. Fett had already agreed to protect Mos Pelgo – did he have enough bodies to protect the Spotted Anooba too? 
 The Spotted Anooba are all warriors.  Their reputation protected them from most attempts to settle on their lands.  But if the fighting men have mostly been wiped out… 
Din resolved to pay Mos Pelgo a visit in the next few days. He could check in on Vanth, assure him that Pirra Windrunner and her fellow escapees had at least made it to Boz Pity safely, and also talk with the warriors of Sun Rock, see what they’d heard on the winds about the Spotted Anooba. 
After the warrior gave his report, the supplicants started in. 
Jabba hadn’t been interested much in the local governance, or lack thereof, on Tatooine. He hadn’t wanted to be bothered by petty problems like water rights or public services. Jabba hadn’t even wanted to resolve disputes between his own people – if two hunters had come to him to decide who got to keep a bounty, Jabba had been as likely to kill them both as he’d been to give them a bounty each. 
Fett, though, took everyone. He listened to a Twi’Lek complain about a lack of clean water in Mos Eisley’s Quarter and promised to send an engineer over to fix it. He heard a moisture farmer declare that a neighbor had stolen his dewback and agreed to put a small bounty out on the neighbor. He even mediated between some Jawas and some settlers, each who claimed they’d been cheated by the other. 
Din was – not surprised, exactly, by Fett’s patience with everyone who came before him, but he hadn’t been expecting it, either. Fett had been patient with Din himself, but he took the same approach with everyone. He was measured, inscrutable, hard but fair. He heard everyone’s complaints and questions. 
Fett didn’t roll over, either. When a smug Dug tried to haggle for a higher fee to move weapons between Tatooine and Malastare, Fett warned him against it. When the Dug pushed again, Fett took the contract away and offered it to a female Zabrak who was all too happy to accept. When a human settler didn’t like Fett siding with some Tuskens over a property dispute and pulled a blaster to register his complaints, Fett broke the man’s arm. 
But brief episodes of violence and inflexibility aside, Fett was fair. Forthright, but fair. 
 An alor, Din thought, not for the first time. He didn’t envy Fett the responsibility of minding a criminal empire, but Fett was at least up to the task. 
Throughout it all, Din kept an eye on the growing crowd. Despite the early hour, music and drink flowed. Noora got busy. Another Twi’Lek, this one orange-skinned with intricate stripes tattooed across her lekku, joined her and managed the bar. Din vaguely recognized her – she looked a lot like the Twi'Lek who'd come in a few weeks ago asking Fett for help, only younger. The missing daughter? Din wondered.
Other beings came and went, but most came to stay and watch even if their requests were turned down or their business finished. 
Din tracked bodies, tracked hands and blasters and positions. Fennec had taken up her usual spot leaning against the throne, her glower strong enough to keep anyone from getting too close, which meant that Din was responsible for identifying any potential threats and pointing them out to her. 
Din did his best. The mood of the court was light enough. If more assassins had come while Din had been away, they hadn’t made much of a mark on the throne room. Keeping an eye on everything settled Din. He couldn’t dwell on his lingering embarrassment if he was too busy tracking the throne room’s occupants. 
Some beings thought that guard duty was boring. Din had been a guard in the covert for most of his youth before he’d won the right to hunt – he was practiced enough at it that he wasn’t really bothered. 
By the time the suns reached their height above the palace, the throne room was so crowded that the noise and clamor was almost disorienting. Fortunately, Fett was nearly done holding court; he heard his last petitioners then turned to talk with Fennec, likely assigning tasks for the day. 
Din waited where he was. If the pattern from their last interactions held, Fett would want to talk after court was over. 
 And I’m fine with that, Din told himself, fighting down the bolt of unease that reared through him. He’d figure out – something to say. Something to patch over Din’s mistakes last night. 

   It will be fine.  

True to the pattern, once Fett had wrapped up his business with Fennec, he stood and made his way across the throne room, the crowd shifting gracefully out of his way. Din stayed where he was, braced against the wall. 
“Fennec said you were down here before dawn broke,” Fett said, gruffly. “Early day?”
Din shrugged. “Most of my days are early,” he said. 
Fett  hmmed, the sound robbed of its usual warmth by the vocoder. Din resisted the urge to shift. The tiny cuts across his sides and his belly stung. 
“So,” Fett said. “Down here or upstairs?” 
The thought of being in Fett’s rooms again was overwhelming. Din shied away from it. 
“Down here,” he said, grateful that Fett had given him the choice. 
Fett only nodded. “C’mon, then,” he said.  He led the way across the throne room again. Din followed. 
They went down a hall and into a circular, simple room that had nothing in it but a table and a few chairs. The table was nice, at least, polished wood and lacking any obvious bloodstains. 
Fett looked at Din, his expression unreadable behind the helmet. 
Neither of them sat. 
It was Fett who softened first. He sighed, rigid posture loosening, some, and released the seal on his helmet. He shut the door but didn’t lock it. The gesture was obvious – their conversation would be private, but Din could leave if he wanted. 
Din stared at the door for a moment, bothered and not sure why. 
Fett took off his helmet and set it pointedly on the table. Din, reluctant, did the same. 
Now that their faces were bare to each other, Din could see the intense expression in Fett’s eyes, the downward pull of his mouth. Din shrank a little. 
“How are you?” Fett asked, quietly. 
Din blinked. “How… am I?” 
“You were pretty far under last night,” said Fett. 

   Under? Under what? 

“I’m fine.” If Din’s words were more forceful than they needed to be, well. Din would apologize for that too. “You didn’t – I’m sorry,” he said. 
Fett’s frown deepened. 
“It was my fault,” Din added hurriedly, wishing that he had more words in his head to express how he felt. 
Fett had apologized to Din in Mandalorian, when he’d realized how he had insulted Din by trying to overpay him. Din reached for the memory. 
“Ni – ni ceta, ” Din said, trying to shape the words correctly. He made himself look Fett in the eye – Fett’s expression had cracked open, wondering and confused. Din hid a tiny frown of his own. Had he mangled the words? Said the wrong thing? 
He opened his mouth again to apologize, but Fett held up a hand to stop him. 
“You have,” Fett said slowly, “nothing to apologize for.”
That made Din draw up short. “What? Of course I do. I pushed you. I – ”
“That’s enough,” said Fett. His tone was quiet, even gentle, but beskar moved beneath his words. Din closed his mouth. 
“I should be apologizing,” said Fett, gravely. “You didn’t – you have nothing to apologize for.” 
“What do  you have to apologize for?” Din asked, confused now. He didn’t like the feeling – he’d already been out of his depth before Fett had led him into this room, and now Din felt like he’d been thrown even further, knocked off course. “You didn’t – you took care of me. You let me – "
Din broke off, shaking his head. A blush was rising in his throat, a lump of shame sitting at the bottom of his tongue like a stone. 
Fett’s brow furrowed. “I was the one who  let you,” Fett said, very slowly. “We hadn’t negotiated it. I could have redirected, could have – "
Irritation flashed through Din, cutting some of his embarrassment. His mouth tightened before he could stop himself.  Let me? He thought. His heart sank. What he’d been afraid of had come true – Fett had seen too deeply into Din’s heart, had seen through to the rusted core of him, and now he knew that Din was weak. He thought Din a child in need of minding, an animal in need of tending to. 
Fett paused.  “That,” he said, lifting his chin to gesture at Din’s face. “What is that? You’ve been on edge since we came in here.” 
“It’s nothing,” Din muttered. 
Fett’s gaze sharpened. “When we started this,” he said, “you agreed to some rules, didn’t you?”
 Kark. Din nodded. He had. 
“What was the fourth?”
“Honesty,” said Din, irritation digging in and growing teeth. He wasn’t  stupid. He could remember Fett’s rules. He’d lost discipline, shamed himself, but Din could – he could prove to Fett that he wasn’t too weak, that he could control himself, could –
“So be honest,” said Fett. “What are you trying to hide from me?” 
“I’m not  hiding,” Din said, affronted. 
Fett looked at Din’s helmet, pointedly. “You’re not wearing your  buc’ye,” he said. “Your face is easier to read than your beskar. You’re upset about something. You need to leave, take a second? Door’s unlocked.”
Din stared at the doorway. His skin prickled. “You keep doing that,” he said, trying to turn his own discomfort aside. He looked at Fett. 
“What, leaving the door open?” 
“Giving me a way out.” 
Fett shrugged, tone light. “I’ve been tackled by a man in armor a few times before,” he said. “I’m getting too old to shake it off like I used to.” 
“And now you’re avoiding the question.” 
“So are you,” said Fett. He folded his arms across his chest. “We agreed to  honesty. So tell me, honestly. What’s bothering you?” 
“I’m not  fragile,” Din finally spat, frustration spilling over. “I’m not going to fall to pieces just because you touched me. I lost control, last night. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”
If anything, the memory of this conversation, the discomfort, the  shame, ought to kill any interest Din had in bumping beskar until he was a grey, grizzled elder. Din met Fett’s eyes again and then looked away, hurt licking over his ribs. 
“Ah,” said Fett, quietly. “Okay. My turn, then. You didn’t lose control, Djarin.” 
Din stared at the corner of Fett’s scarred jaw. “Of course I did,” he said. 
But Fett shook his head. “No,” he said. “You gave control to me. You let me decide what you felt. Pain and pleasure.  I  let what happened last night – happen. I could have chosen to redirect you. There’s plenty that can be done with arousal. I  should have redirected. The debt is mine – I didn’t realize you would be this uncomfortable with sex.” 
“I’m not – " Din started hotly, then had to slow down, remembering the rules he had agreed to. He had sworn not to lie to Fett. “It’s not,” he began again, slower this time, “that I’m… uncomfortable, with – with sex.” 
“Really?” Fett raised an eyebrow. “Because you’re having a hard time even saying it.” 
Din blushed dully. He wanted to slam his helmet back on, but knew Fett wouldn’t let him get away with it. 
“Let’s say you’re not uncomfortable, then,” Fett said. “Let’s say that what’s bothering you  isn’t  what happened last night.  Not saying that I believe that, all the way,” he added, when Din opened his mouth to speak again. “But maybe I’ve made some assumptions, last night and today. Okay. So if it’s not the sex that bothers you, what does? What’s got you riled like a rancor that hasn’t been fed in a week?” 
Din thought about it for a moment, struggling with both the embarrassment and irritation prickling in his chest. Each demanded his attention. He decided to deal with the irritation first. If he was lucky, Fett would be happy talking that out and would leave Din’s shame alone. 
“It feels like – you’re wrapping me up like I’m made of glass.” The gentle handling, the extra care, even wrapping Din up in well-made clothes – all of it spoke of a kind of treatment Din had never experienced, had only seen in clients and marks who had, at long last, gotten what they wanted. “Like I’m a prize.”
He jerked his own chin towards the door that Fett had deliberately left unlocked. “Or like I’m an animal you’re afraid is going to run for it.” 
Fett winced. “Ah,” he said. 
Din scowled. Maybe it was irrational, on Din’s part. Maybe he was suspicious and jaded and too old to be playing these kinds of games. But Din wasn’t  fragile.  He was – he was  dar’manda, yes, but he hadn’t broken the Creed because he couldn’t handle it, because he wasn’t strong enough to measure up. 
Din had broken his Creed to save the kid. He’d still  broken it, and broken himself in the process, but it wasn’t that Din had become a coward or a weakling or even a fool. He’d tried to protect the child. 
The Creed itself didn’t care what Din’s reasons had been. But it mattered to Din. 
“N'eparavu takisit,” Fett said. The syllables rose and spiked. 
 Mandalorian,  Din thought.
“It means  I’m sorry,” Fett explained. His expression had shifted again, and Din didn’t know how to read it. “Literally,  I eat my insult. I’ve insulted you again. I’m sorry.” 
“It’s not… I don’t think you meant to,” Din said, softening despite himself. He scratched his jaw for want of something to do with his hands.
“You think that I think you’re weak.  Laandur. Fragile.” 
Din shrugged stiffly, with one shoulder. 
“I don’t think you’re weak, Djarin,” Fett said. His voice was so serious Din couldn’t help but look up and meet his eyes. He felt flayed again, stripped bare. 
Relief kindled in Din’s chest. Din had promised Fett honestly, but Fett – Fett had promised Din the same. He had promised not to lie, not to tease or mock. 
Something inside of Din began to uncoil, to relax, like a krayt dragon releasing its grip on its pearl. He blew out a breath.  
“Then why…” he gestured at the door, but broadly meant,  Any of it. Why the care, why the caution? Why the clothes he’d left for Din and the heaps of beskar he kept trying to foist off? 
“Would you believe me if I said that’s part of my job, as – as the one who takes control?” said Fett, tilting his head to the side. 
Din frowned. “What do you mean?” 
“What does your  alor do, for your tribe?” 
“Protects us,” said Din promptly, because  that at least was obvious, was a question he had an answer for. “Armors us, teaches the foundlings, makes sure we have enough to eat, that the covert is safe. When one of us fell she – she made sure the right rites were performed, to lay the warrior to rest.” 
“She takes care of you,” Fett said. 
 Oh. Din couldn’t help it. He blushed again, this time all the way down to his chest, not that Fett could see. 
“But you’re not my  alor,” Din murmured. 
“I can still be hospitable, can’t I?” Fett gave Din a little smile, pleased that Din had figured it out. “We’re not clan, but you’re my guest here. You’re under my protection. I  should make sure you’re comfortable. Safe. Taken care of. Does it bother you that much?”
“Yes,” Din admitted, the honesty burning the back of his mouth. “But I… made some assumptions too, I think.” 
Din had already thought of Fett as an  alor.  He just hadn’t considered that Fett might feel like Din was a  verd, a soldier under his care. That changed things. It was an alor's duty to provide for their warriors. To feed them and guide them, to look after them when they were injured. 
Din cleared his throat, more embarrassed. “You don’t need to apologize,” he finally said. “It’s – it’s not that I didn’t  like it, last night.” 
Fett’s eyebrows went up again, and his eyes darkened. “Didn’t mind it, did you?”
“No,” Din allowed. His fingertips tingled. His skin was beginning to warm. “I didn’t mind it. I just – I put a burden on you,” he tried to explain. “We’d agreed to – well, I’d agreed to give you control, and then I – " Got hard in my pants and rutted against you like an anooba in season, Din couldn’t say. 
“Let me take control, the way I see it,” Fett reasoned. He rolled his shoulders. “It’s not uncommon, y’know. Having a physical reaction to pain, getting off on it. Plenty of beings like it.  I  like it.” 
“You do? But you wouldn’t let me – ” Din trailed off, confused again. 
“Last night wasn’t about me,” said Fett, shaking off Din’s concern. “I can get myself off without too much trouble. Last night was about you, and what you needed.” 
Din didn’t understand, but he nodded anyway. 
Fett was getting pretty good at reading Din, though. He frowned again. “So,” said Fett, “about those rules we set up, the first time.” 
Din’s heart sank. Trepidation built. He said nothing. 
“I think we need to revisit,” Fett said. He looked at Din. “I don’t… know a lot about you, Djarin. That’s fine, your business is your business, but if you want this to continue,” he gestured between himself and Din, and Din’s heart lifted in his ribs –
 Fett’s not ending this,  he thought, relief flooding his chest.  He’s not throwing me out or telling me to leave.  
“ – I’d like to, I dunno, get a better idea of where you come from. What you were taught about things like this.”
“Things like this?”
Fett rolled his eyes. “Sex, mostly,” he said. “You grew up with a clan, yeah?”
“A tribe,” said Din. 
“So tell me a bit about it,” Fett encouraged. “Are you supposed to be chaste? Are you allowed to pair with someone you’re interested in?” 
“We were… encouraged to keep it inside the tribe,” Din explained, softly. His cheeks burned faintly. “It’s safer that way, and if you’re bumping beskar with someone inside the tribe they know what to expect. What’s allowed.”
“What is allowed?” Fett asked. 
Din looked at him askance. 
Fett spread his hands. “I didn’t grow up with a tribe or a clan,” he said. “I have no idea what yours was like. I made some assumptions, but we’ve seen how that worked out. So tell me. Help me understand. Does your tribe allow warriors to marry?”
Din nodded. “Yes, if you find a partner who wants the same.” Marriage was fairly common among the network of coverts – it was a good way to move warriors around, to make sure all the tribes had strong fighters, young blood. 
“What about sex?” 
Din flushed again and cursed himself – he was a grown man. He’d been in catinas and brothels all over the galaxy, had seen more couplings than he’d ever wanted to see. 
 It’s because it’s Fett, he thought. It was only because Fett had seen more of Din than any other living thing, now, that he’d pinned Din’s hips down while Din chased his own pleasure. 
“Are you asking about me specifically,” Din said, carefully, “or my tribe in general?”
Fett shrugged. “Both?”
Din resisted the urge to groan. 
Fett waited, implacable. 
“We have sex,” Din finally said, deciding to just go for it, to force the words out before embarrassment could trap them in Din’s throat. “It’s not – it’s not  forbidden.” 
“Are there rules around it? Who you can or can’t roll around with?” 
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “We can – could – be with whoever we wanted, so long as they were willing too. Most of us kept it within the tribe, but not everyone did.” There’d been a few of the older warriors who’d almost seemed to  prefer taking partners outside the covert.  
Fett nodded thoughtfully, head tilted in consideration. “And your Creed didn’t get in the way?”
“Not within the tribe,” said Din. “If it did outside of the covert… I never – well.” 
“Ah,” said Fett, tone sly. “Yeah, I picked up on that. Not too adventurous, were you?”
Din scowled at him. “We weren’t encouraged to be,” he said. “We were  allowed, but chasing your pleasure in someone else’s body’s like… like finding it at the bottom of a bottle or the end of a deathstick.” 
“It can be,” Fett said.  “I’ve known plenty who’ve spent too much time chasing tail and not enough watching their own backs. Bib Fortuna was one. Jabba too.” 
Din shifted. He wished abruptly that he was on his knees – the rules there were familiar, now, and safe enough. 
“So you haven’t been with someone outside your tribe?” 
Din shook his head, glad Fett understood. 
“Ever get any offers?”
“Yes,” Din admitted. He’d gotten plenty of offers. Some had been honest and sincere and some hadn’t. Din had never bothered to accept either way.  
“Never took any?”
“No.”
“Why?” 
Din pulled up short, surprised. His brow furrowed. Fett was watching him with that same steady patience, dark eyes keen. He was seeing too much, as per usual. 
“Why didn’t you ever take any offers?” Fett pressed. Din shifted, uncomfortable. “You have someone in your tribe you were sweet on?”
“A – no,” Din said. He thought of Paz and Annika with a pang. 
“Why not?” From anyone else the words would have sounded mocking, teasing – why couldn’t Din find a partner, among the covert or outside of it? But this was Fett, and Din had trusted him this far. Fett had promised not to mock or tease.  
“I was  beroya,” Din said, slowly. “I was always gone, always moving. It was… everyone else found their pairs,” Din tried to explain. “And our tribe thinned out – we lost many of my cohort to the Empire over the years, lost more to raiders later on. And I was always trying to – I don’t know. Be better. Learn more. I won the right to hunt for the tribe and threw myself into it. By the time I thought about finding a partner, there was no one left I cared for.”
“You were alone,” Fett realized. His tone was so careful that Din wanted to pull his shoulders up, wanted to hide, wanted to punch Fett in the mouth. 
“I was  beroya,” Din repeated. “It’s not a profession designed for a family. Most hunters in the tribes don’t marry or pair. That I even took the kid in was unusual. A hunter  hunts.  The rest of the tribe raises the foundlings, brings up the next generation.” 
“Bounty hunting can be lonely,” Fett agreed. “My father never married either. But he’d still stop and have his blaster polished. You never did?”
“His  blaster polished?” Din muttered, disbelieving. He couldn’t tell if Fett was teasing him or not – Fett’s dark eyes were dancing, but that could have just been because he liked watching Din shift and stumble his way through this conversation. 
“His soldier inspected?” Fett offered. Din groaned. “His spanner cranked? Hyperdrive recalibrated? His – "
Din pitched his helmet at Fett as hard as he could manage. Fett caught it, laughing. 
“You’re worse than a  verd,” Din told him, irritated. 
Fett grinned. “I grew up with soldiers,” he said. “On Kamino. A million men who’d never so much as laid eyes on a woman, but they had more names for rubbing one out that Tatooine has grains of sand.” 
“I believe that,” Din grumbled, thinking of Paz and the other warriors his age. They’d all grown up in the same exact place, underground, moving from covert to covert, but somehow while Din hadn’t been paying attention, they’d all started to roll around with each other in dark corners. Some of the terms they’d come up with had made the  alor toss them all into a river, once – Din had forgotten about that until just now. 
“So you didn’t ever spend a night with someone else out on a job?” Fett asked. “No whores, even?”
Din shook his head. “I… when I was younger, before I was our tribe’s hunter, I’d… go with a couple others in my tribe,” he said. Paz’s big hands, Annika’s unerring ability to find Din’s most sensitive places. They used to spend whole evenings lying around, touching each other, but that hadn’t been like it had been with Fett – that had been mostly lazy companionship, exploration. It hadn’t  meant anything. 
“But outside the tribe… no. It’s hard to find others who understand.” 
Omera would have taken Din into her bed on Sorgan. She’d dropped enough hints over the months Din had spent there. But while Din had liked her well enough – she’d been sweet and steady, strong as beskar underneath her gentle nature – Omera wouldn’t have wanted a few nights of fumbling around. 
She would have wanted Din to stay. 
Now that Din was  dar’manda he could go back to Sorgan, he supposed. Spend his days making spotchka and farming krill, pacing in the forest like a vine tiger when the restlessness came over him. 
But that wasn’t the kind of life Din wanted, then or now, so he’d turned Omera down gently and left. 
He didn’t know what Fett wanted. Fett knew Din – Fett knew that Din would never be able to settle, to stay at the palace for weeks and months and years on end. He knew that Din would come back for as long as Fett would let him, but  staying – 
Din’s mind shied away from the enormity of the thought. 
Din shrugged again, exposed despite his armor.  
Fett, though, nodded. “It’s hard,” he said quietly. He tapped his own chest, beskar ringing faintly. “To find someone who understands what this means, even among other Mandalorians.” 
“We all knew what beskar meant,” Din said, just as quietly. Good armor was life, was surviving the blaster bolt that would inevitably come flying through the dark. Bad armor meant cuts and scrapes and broken bones; a hole in the heart or the head. 
Fett inclined his head, conceding the point. “We grew up differently,” he agreed. “After my father died I mostly raised myself, or let a few other hunters do it. None of them were Mandalorian. They didn’t know what my armor meant. They  couldn’t.” 

   He understands.  

Din had met dozens – hundreds – who hadn’t understood why Din wouldn’t take his helmet off, why he wouldn’t bare his body, why he wouldn't unbend, give in, relax his rules. Fett – even though he showed his own face without any issue – understood what it meant to keep a Creed. It was different than what Din’s Creed had been, but it informed every part of Fett’s life. Din could see it in him. Honor and strength. Courage and purpose. 
“So this – all of it, even more than the pain, than surrendering control – is pretty new for you,” said Fett. 
Din nodded. 
“And just to be clear,” Fett pressed, eyes serious again, “what happened last night – you’re okay? You didn’t go too far? Do something you didn’t want to do?”
“I’m okay,” Din said. He shifted. “I’ve never – I haven’t done anything like that with someone else,” he said. “But it wasn’t  bad.  If I’d wanted to stop, I would’ve said something. Said  gev.” 
Fett relaxed. He was relieved too. 
 He was worried that he’d hurt me, Din realized, some context snapping into place. Fett had been so gentle because he’d been worried that he’d pushed Din farther than Din had wanted to go, that he’d done Din more damage than he’d set out to. 
“I’m fine,” Din repeated, stronger. A blush was building up his neck again, but he made himself say, “I – I liked it. I’ve never tried it before, but I liked it.” 
Fett tilted his head. “Why?”
Din thought for a moment, trying to choose his words. “I knew you wouldn’t hurt me,” Din finally said. “Not – not seriously, anyway. I trusted you.” 
Fett smiled at that, and it was like the suns rising. Din’s chest loosened.
“Alright, then,” said Fett, gruff again now that he’d shown Din so much of himself in return. He rubbed the back of his head. “Next time – if you want there to be a next time – we’re gonna talk about what happens in advance,” he warned Din. 
Din winced, already embarrassed, but nodded. That sounded – good. Safe. “Okay,” he said, warily. “Does it – does it have to be sex?”
“What, the scene?”
Din didn’t know if that was what it was called, those nights in Fett’s rooms learning about pain, but he nodded. 
“Doesn’t have to be,” Fett said easily. “Not everybody wants that. Even the ones who do don’t necessarily want it all the time. We can go that way if you want – plenty do – but like I said, if you don’t want to, I can redirect.” 
Din couldn’t even think about arousal now, about Fett’s broad hands and dark eyes. He just nodded, chewing the inside of his cheek a little to steady himself. 
“Alright, then,” he said. 
Fett inclined his head. “Alright,” he said. “How’re you doing?”
Din glared at him, their brief argument about Fett’s careful handling still fresh. Fett held up his hands. 
“Just checking,” he said, tone lightening up. “You’re a Mandalorian – you’d probably tell me you were fine even if you had a leg in a rathtar’s mouth.” 
“I – probably,” Din admitted. He mirrored Fett, rubbing the back of his own neck. His hair tickled his fingertips. 
“But you’re fine now?” 
Din nodded. 
“Good,” said Fett, pleased. “So I didn’t scare you off?”
“No,” Din said, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. He couldn’t help it. “I didn’t convince you that I was  hut’uun, did I?”
“No,” said Fett, very seriously. He offered Din his helmet back. Fett’s face was honest, true. 
 He’s an alor, Din thought. He took his helmet back carefully, studying the sharp silver face. His own face was mirrored back in the visor. Eyes dark, hair rumpled, mouth set.
Din looked back up at Fett, who was watching him keenly. 
“So,” Din said, before the silence between them could grow strained, too heavy to lift or to move past. He aimed for a light tone and probably still sounded nervous, but Fett let it go by without comment. He seemed to understand that Din had reached a limit, an edge – any more talking would either shut Din down entirely or tip him over into that strange, floating space he’d found in Fett’s rooms, and there was still work to be done for the day. “Anything else you wanted to talk about?” 
Fett laughed. “We can always talk more about having your spanner wrenched,” he suggested. “Your dragon tamed. Your – "
This time when Din pitched his helmet at Fett, he didn’t miss. 
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    Chapter warnings: A pretty frank discussion of sex and sexuality in which one party (Din) is uncomfortable throughout. Din is not a virgin but has significantly less experience than Boba. Some religious trauma moving underneath the surface, for both Din and Boba (more obvious for Din). Kink negotiation. Self-esteem issues.  Internalized issues with sexuality (I hesitate to label it as internalized -phobia, because it's not, really, it's an intersection of Din being extremely new at this kind of relationship, having a fairly conservative religious worldview and also Din struggling with intimacy for the first time as an adult.)
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-Does Din Djarin have a size kink? I mean. Who doesn't, these days?
-Does Din Djarin have an intimacy kink? I mean. Who doesn't, these days?
-Din is having a very "you're not my dad!" moment. He hasn't figured out daddy kink yet either. It's fine.
-Re: Din's covert (the Children of the Watch) and the aforementioned "conservative religious worldview;" I've seen some people call the covert "space Mormons," which I'm not sure is right for at least my interpretation of them in this fic. Much like the Jedi, I don't necessarily think that Din's covert would regulate sexuality; what would be regulated, I think, is intimacy.
Sex =/= intimacy; people can have loads of sex without attaching any particular meaning or significance to it. People can absolutely have meaningful sex too, of course, but Din's covert probably fucks --  you stick a bunch of people underground without much access to the outside world, they're probably going to have sex with each other -- but I would imagine that their rules regarding deeper attachments/intimacy are more strict. (i.e. don't fall in love unless you're gonna put a ring on it). Another parallel between Din's covert and the Jedi, lol.
(The Jedi of the Old Republic were allowed to sleep around -- looking at you, Ho-bi Wan Kenobi -- but what was forbidden was attachment; Anakin wouldn't have gotten in trouble for sleeping with Padme, necessarily, but marrying her -- forming that attachment, legal or otherwise -- would have gotten him in serious shit. (In the EU/Legends there are Jedi subsects that do permit marriage -- the Corellian Temple is in all ways cool -- but among Coruscanti Jedi i was a no-no unless your species was critically endangered.)
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-I am in the process of working back through what's already posted and fixing formatting issues! The word count may slowly tick up as well because I can't help myself.
-As a reward for posting this, I get to finish Shadow & Bone. I'm trying not to hyperfixate, but Ben Barnes is so handsome. ("You know he's the villain rig--" Yes, I do, I know, it's just. Tall dark-haired wizards who had emotionally-fraught relationships with plucky heroines are, unfortunately, my Kryptonite. You can blame Tamora Pierce for that one.)
-Next update should be next week! In waiting around for today I got a pretty decent headstart on the next part, so keep your eyes peeled! See you next week!
 
Your song for the week is "Hide," Little May.


  


      

  











ba'balut


    Chapter Summary

    Din goes on a trip with some Tuskens, visits Mos Pelgo and discovers a few new kinks, more or less one right after the other. Yes, he does need a nap.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello hello! Happy.... Sunday? 
The weather is spectacular in my part of the world, so I hope you all have been able to enjoy at least a little bit of sunshine this week! Thanks for your patience -- I fought with this chapter too until I realized I could split it pretty neatly and bump a good chunk over to next week's chapter. That said, this chapter is still like 15k even without that part, so. Good luck, I guess? 
Also, this fic now has art! modularreality over on tumblr created this AWESOME piece. Thank you so much! 
I have gone back and added it to the notes of chapter 10/yaim'ol already, since it's a scene directly from that chapter. 
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Content warnings at the end! This chapter's got a lot going on to it, so, once again, good luck. I refuse to update the chapter count again so we're just going to let plot chapters and BDSM chapters... coexist. It's fine.
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After their conversation – once Din and Fett had stopped scuffling like anooba cubs – Fett suggested that they take a few days before scheduling any other nights together up in Fett’s rooms. 
Din agreed without arguing, honestly a little relieved – it was probably a good thing that he and Fett had finally  talked, but Din was wrung out just by all of their conversation. He couldn’t imagine pulling himself together enough to place his hands on that pillar again, to give over control, at least not before Din’d had a solid night’s sleep and some work to help order his thoughts. 
Fortunately for Din, Fett had plenty of work to hand out. The next several days passed quickly. Fett jumped right back in to running his little empire, Din at his side, and an odd sort of routine fell into place without much effort on either Fett’s or Din’s part. 
Din hadn’t lied – he was an early riser by nature and quickly fell into the habit of meeting Fennec for firstmeal in the throne room. Fennec was easy to get along with as long as no one bothered her before she’d had a cup of blue milk and some caf. 
She didn’t make a fuss about Din sitting around with his helmet off, either. If she knew – if she understood – she kept it to herself. She’d been on Morak. She’d seen Din try and find someone, anyone else to access the terminal. 
But she didn’t make any sort of remark or comment about it, those furtive, tense mornings where Din made himself take his helmet off and eat with her and Noora, beyond telling Din, very seriously, that he needed a haircut. 
She wasn’t wrong on that front either. (Fennec, Din was learning, was very rarely wrong; she had a bounty hunter's sense for people and an assassin's intuition for when things were out of place. That she used those skills to determine how long Din's hair should or shouldn't be was irrelevant – Fennec was also hard to argue with.) Din's hair was starting to fall in his eyes and catch in the clasps of his helmet. Din took her advice to heart one evening and used a  verd knife to hack off a few inches of hair, cutting the most unruly curls away, and was rewarded with a genuine smile over breakfast the next morning. 
“You look better,” Fennec said. She said it with such sincerity that Din blushed a furious red and couldn’t look her in the face until he’d had a few steadying sips of mayam, a faintly-spiced red tea popular among the Tuskens. Ushib's blend was pretty good. 
“She’s right, you know,” Noora chimed in. Over the last few days Din had learned that Noora preferred the morning shift. She had two sons at home in Mos Eisley and liked to be there for them when they got out of school in the afternoon. She’d been training Gida, the other Twi’Lek Din had seen around, so Gida could take on the afternoon shift. Din had been right, the first time he'd seen Gida behind the bar. He had recognized her. Gida's mother had come to Fett weeks ago and asked for his help. Gida'd been kidnapped by slavers. Kasyyk had tracked Gida down and rescued her from what sounded like a pretty awful situation, and Noora had taken the girl under her wing. They both worked evenings to manage the ever-growing crowds in the palace and were looking for a few others to hire on. Fett’s business was picking up. 
“You look like a professional,” Noora continued. 
Din eyed her, trying to decide if she was teasing him or not. “I  am a professional,” he said. 
Noora smiled at him sweetly. Din had thought her timid, at first, but Noora was anything but. She was reserved when she wanted to be, but she had a wicked sense of humor. “And now you look the part.” 
Din studied the last rusty dregs of tea at the bottom of his cup and decided not to get too prickly with her. She didn’t make Din’s food, but she often passed it to him over the bar. He had a healthy respect for that.  
 Probably wouldn’t be a good idea to upset her, he decided, and drained his cup. The last swallow of tea was what the Tuskens called mar'ataw – bitter but clarifying, designed to wake a warrior up and get them started on the course of their day. Din'd had bitterer – Mandalorian caf tended to be heavy on small, dark Garqi beans and light on milk – and didn't mind the earthy taste much, though Noora noticed him finishing off his cup and grimaced.   
Fennec chuckled. “Leave him alone, Noora. He’s under his helmet most of the day anyway.” 
“Which is a real shame,” said Noora in Ryl, taking Din's cup. “Hiding a face like that – ”
“Thanks for the food,” Din said, pushing himself up and away from the bar, face warming again. Now he  knew that Noora was teasing him. 
He grabbed his helmet and jammed it back on, the metal muffling Noora’s tinkling laughter. 
 At least she’s like that with everyone. He’d even seen Noora tease Fett, which Fett tolerated with patient stoicism. Fett had a certain fondness for Noora. Din hadn’t asked, but he got the impression that Noora’d been around during Jabba’s days. 
Several of Fett’s people were the same. Theran, Kasyyk, Noora and Zero, the guard who’d been shot during the Hutt cartel’s assassination attempt, had all been around for a long time. They knew Fett and got along with him; they followed his orders without argument. 
It was good that Fett had so many familiar faces to rely on. His outfit had grown considerably. Tatooine had never been much for democracy. Its people followed strength and they followed credits; Fett was proving that he had both. Din’d also gotten a closer look at Fett’s operation over the past few days. So far, Fett was doing very well for himself. 
He’d had a few more settlements sign on as stopovers like Mos Pelgo and now he had access to Mumble’s Turnaround and a few of the other, smaller smuggler lanes, which let him skirt Hutt space and get whatever goods he wanted off-world. Fett was moving everything from weapons to silicate to spice. He’d even sent off a couple of shipments of looted art he’d found in the depths of Jabba’s palace. 
When Din had asked him why he’d even bothered – most syndicate bosses, in Din’s experience, didn’t care about art at all – Fett had only shrugged. 
“What am I gonna do with it, hang it up?” Fett had asked. “The black market’ll take just about anything, these days. It’s just more credits to me.” 
The only kind of cargo Fett wouldn’t move was slaves. He’d made that very clear. If that was a condition of Cobb Vanth’s or a decision Fett had come to himself, Din didn’t know, but Fett wouldn’t be swayed on it no matter how many petitioners came before the throne looking to trade in lives instead of metal or glitterstim.
Din approved. Fett didn’t have control over all of Tatooine, not yet – he didn’t even have control over a quarter of it, really, just Mos Eisley, his section of the Great Dune Sea and a few settler towns, though his influence in Mos Espa was growing. 
But people talked, especially on Tatooine, and word of Fett’s refusal to freight with slavers would spread. If Fett managed to hold onto the throne long enough, he could probably disrupt the sorrowlanes' trade in the entire Arkanis sector.
That would win him the loyalty of half the planet, and the hatred of the other half. 
 That’s why I’m here, Din thought. So far there hadn’t been any further assassination attempts or even any noise from the Hutt cartel, but Din spent most of his mornings lounging by the stairs, watching for threats, and most of his nights prowling through Mos Eisley, hunting for information. Being seen. Letting everyone who cared to look know that Fett didn't stand alone – that he had allies, and that Fett's allies were as fierce as Jabba the Hutt's had been.  
There would be time enough for prowling through the city later, though. Morning court would start soon and Din liked to be prepared. He’d been keeping track of who came in and out, especially repeat visitors; some just seemed to like the music and the alcohol, but he was sure that some were Hutt spies, too, trying to get a read on Fett’s operation. 
Din had taken up his usual post and was watching the room when Fett came in, fully armored, helmet on, and made his way over to Din. 
“Morning,” said Din, used to their little asides by now. Fett would check in with Din, then go across to Fennec, and then sprawl out on his throne to run the business of the day. 
Fennec inclined his head. “Morning,” he returned, vocoder smoothing out his words. “Any trouble?” 
Din shook his head. “All quiet,” he reported. "It's too early for trouble."
“Good,” said Fett. He tilted his helmet and Din knew that he was smiling, which made Din suspicious. It was also too early for Fett to be in a good mood. “Things’re gonna be a little different today. You in?”
Din suppressed a sigh, but nodded. 
“Good,” said Fett. He pitched his voice so it reached across the rest of the room. “Come with me. Shand, you too.” 
That pricked Din’s ears up. Fett usually called Fennec by her first name, which she preferred, unless Fett had important business. When he had business, Fett called her "Shand," just like he called Din "Djarin" instead of "Djar'ika" or "Mando." Something was happening. 
Din followed Fett, joined by Fennec, and they left the throne room instead of hosting the morning court. Whispers followed them. Fett brought them to one of the smaller conference rooms, standing aside to let them in, then closed the door behind them.
“Well?” said Fennec, as soon as the latch clicked. Her head was up, eyes bright and alert. She and Din could both smell the blood in the air. “What’s going on?” 
“Struck a deal with A’Shek,” said Fett, looking between Din and Fennec. Din blinked. 
 The Spotted Anooba. Din hadn’t seen them around since he’d first stumbled into their meeting with Fett, but he knew that an alliance with the warriors was one that Fett had been considering. 
“He’s agreed to ally with you?” Din asked, frowning to himself. 
Fett nodded once, shortly. “In exchange for some of our help, yeah.”
“What does he want? It's been a while since I've lived on Tatooine, but back in those days the Spotted Anooba  never would’ve allied with outsiders.” 
“There aren’t many of ‘em left,” said Fett. “A’Shek’s one of the few that is – he’s figured out that he’s got to do things differently, if he wants to see his people survive. That’s what he wants our help with.” 
Fennec snorted. “What, kidnapping settlers to adopt into the tribe?” 
Fett quelled her with a look. “No,” he said. “Killing slavers.” 
That got Din’s attention. “Spotted Anooba’s been hit by slavers?”
“Yeah, to the south. They’ve lost a lot of territory. Those warriors you met with A’Shek in the throne room the other day?”
Din nodded to show that he was following along. 
“That’s all that’s left,” Fett said. "The rest of their fighting men either died before A'Shek took over or in the time since. He's told me that he's got a few young warriors ready to prove themselves, but they haven't taken the rite yet. Might not get a chance now; he doesn't know if the slavers have left any alive."
Din whistled. A'Shek had come to Fett with only a handful of other warriors. The Spotted Anooba of the old days had supported raiding parties thirty or forty warriors strong – that was how they'd been able to overwhelm Anchorhead and other places, with numbers and ferocity. To be reduced to five or six – the desert's been hard on them, Din thought. “What happened?”
Fett shrugged. “Ushib’s told me bits and pieces,” he said. “There were more Spotted Anooba when I was with them, but not by many. There were a few different bands. The Dune Sea's large enough to support a few. I guess the largest band of them died out in some calamity in the Jundland Wastes years ago, before the Clone Wars started. The other bands’ve been picked off in the Anchorhead retaliations, or fought themselves down to nothing. That’s how A’Shek became the chief – he killed the old chief, and any warriors who followed him.” 
Din winced. He hadn’t been kidding when he’d told Mos Pelgo that Tuskens were a hard, brutal people. Usurping chiefs would often purge the ranks to make sure that the entire tribe was loyal to them and them alone, not an old chief or an old chief's heirs. 
“So where do the slavers come in?” Fennec asked. 
“A’Shek doesn’t have enough people to defend his territory,” Fett explained. “He’s been seeing other bands and slavers creep in – his usual lands are south of here, in the high desert. Not much lives there, but you can cut through it and get to half a dozen spaceports. A’Shek’s being pushed out.” 
“How long has this been happening?” Din wanted to know. 
“Years,” said Fett. “Before A’Shek was chief, even. But it’s gotten worse since he took over and killed A'Karan and his followers. Ushib’s been going back and forth, trying to convince him to accept help.”
“Why’s he interested now, then?” said Fennec. Din tilted his head in her direction, agreeing. 
“He tells me that slavers have come in, taken over an oasis,” Fett said. “Killed the Spotted Anooba’s livestock, taken their women, their young.”
“Tuskens can’t tolerate an outsider in one of their oases,” Din murmured. “So if A’Shek doesn’t have enough bodies on his own to take the oasis and his people back…” 
“He’s ready to make a deal,” Fennec finished. She cocked her head. “What’re you pressing him for?” 
“Mostly patrol and outrider services.” Fett rapped his knuckles against his cuirass thoughtfully, a habit of his Din had noticed over the last few days. “Perimeter defense, if it comes to it. I wouldn’t mind having a route to the south to run through, either, if we needed it. A’Shek’s never been too fond of me. It was the old chief who took me in. But if we can get A'Shek to agree to let us through...” 
“So who’s going?” Fennec asked. 
Fett looked at Din. 
“You’ve got the most tuskra,” Fett said, apologetic. Din shrugged. He didn’t mind. 
“They’re not going to kill me and dump me in the desert, are they?”
“Doubt it,” said Fett. “I’d be careful around them, just in case, but Ushib’s vouching for them and from what she says, A’Shek’s situation is pretty desperate. If he can’t take the oasis back, he’s finished. All his talk of new traditions will die with him. I’d rather have a modern-thinking Spotted Anooba on my side than an old-minded one against me.” 
Given that the Spotted Anooba Din had heard of back in the day had perfected the art of torturing someone to death over a period of months instead of days, Din couldn’t disagree. 
“I’ll go,” Din said. 
Fett  hmmed. “A’Shek’ll meet you outside,” he said. “He wants to leave within the hour, get some distance in before the suns get too hot. But I’ve got another job for you after you're finished in the desert, if you’ve got the time.” 
 “What is it?” 
“On your way back in, assuming A’Shek doesn’t crack you like an egg – ” Din scowled, though he was decently sure that Fett was joking " – can you stop by Mos Pelgo?” 
“Oh,” said Din, relaxing. That would be easy. “Yes. Why?”
“Just to check in,” said Fett. “I’ve had people out there to see how things are going, but I trust you more than them. Talk to Vanth, see how the operation’s running out in the desert where I can’t keep eyes on it all the time. I've sent him guards, but still. Can't hurt to have fresh eyes on it.” 
“Should be easy,” Din said. “Usual rate?” 
“Probably a little more. For the job with A’Shek, anyway. Consider it a premium rate.” 
That meant that when – if – Din got back to the palace, Fett would probably try to shove a camtono of beskar off on Din. Since the job involved spending an unspecified amount of time in the company of the most bloodthirsty band of Tuskens Din had ever heard of, he wasn’t about to argue. Not this time. Hazard pay, Din thought. 
“I’ll go pack a kit,” said Din. 
“Try not to die,” Fett advised. He turned to Fennec next. “For you, I’ve heard that Teemo’s shown his face planetside again. If you could – ”
Din left them to their business, slipping out and into the hall. He knew the palace well enough by now that he skirted the throne room entirely, using a few of the service hallways to get to the lift up to his room. 
Several days at the palace had made the room feel more like  Din’s.  He didn’t have much by way of  things, never had, but he’d slowly started to fill the room anyway. He had clothes in the closet, a few datapads scattered around on the table. A maintenance kit for his armor. A box full of beskar stuffed under the bed. Odds and ends accumulating in bits and pieces, filling in the gaps. It was almost like being back on the Razor Crest again, except the view of the desert didn't change like the view outside the Crest had. Din had decided not to examine that too closely. 
Din put together a kit quickly, packing what he thought he’d need into a bag that he slung over his shoulder. He rummaged around a bit, making sure he had enough weapons, then reached under his bed to pull out a few more knives. 
His eyes fell on his box of beskar, now packed almost to its lid. The dark silver ingots shone. 
 I really have to figure out something to do with all of this, Din thought, pulling the box out from under the bed a little to look closer. Fett had given him plenty of beskar by now.
It’s not been given,  Din reminded himself. I’ve been paid. 
Still, Din'd gathered enough beskar by now that could fully armor three or four warriors, if he had any warriors with him who needed armoring. He could certainly replenish his own stock of whistling birds several times over, and still have beskar to spare.

  If I could find someone to forge whistling birds for me. 

Thinking about it – all of the beskar Din had earned, but by rights now couldn't use – unsettled Din. He started to push the box back under the bed when his eyes caught on Fett’s other odd little gift, the Jedi holocron. Din hadn’t thought about it since he’d thrown it in with the pile of beskar, but now it caught his attention and snagged there, holding Din's eyes on its smooth glass face. 
He picked it up again. 
 I don’t have time to mess with it, Din thought, turning it over in his hands. Fett hadn’t known what the holocron was, not really, except that it was a Jedi relic. Din bounced it in his palm for a minute, enjoying the even weight, then tucked it into his kit too. He was going to Mos Pelgo after he was done with the Spotted Anooba – maybe Cobb Vanth would know something about the holocron. He’d known more about Jedi than Din had, after all. Maybe holocrons had come up in the stories Vanth had heard. 
Armed and ready, Din left his rooms and made his way down to the landing pad, where Fett had said that A’Shek would be waiting. 
A’Shek  was waiting, as were his warriors. The suns had come up but the temperature hadn’t risen too sharply yet. A’Shek and his people were sitting on speeders, which made Din draw up short. Most Tuskens wouldn’t ride them. 
A’Shek looked at Din. 
 Your King has agreed, then? He asked. 
Din smiled underneath his helmet. He didn’t correct A’Shek – if Fett wanted to be a king, he had the throne for it. Din wasn’t going to argue with anyone over what Fett wanted to be called. 
 He has,  Din said.  I'll help you, in return for your alliance with Fett.  
 If you help me, it is done,  A’Shek agreed.  You have transport?  
 I do. Din had more or less taken over the battered old BARC speeder he’d first taken out into the Jundland Wastes. He’d half-kept his eye out for a newer speeder on his trips into Mos Eisley, but so far nothing had caught it. The BARC was old but it ran well. Din hadn't seen anything else that could replace it. 
 Then come,  said A’Shek.  We have a ways to travel, and the high desert will be too hot soon.  
Din did as the Tusken asked and commandeered the BARC again. The Nuxan who minded the landing pad didn’t even bother to say hello. He was used to Din’s comings and goings by now. 
Once Din had retrieved his own speeder A’Shek set off, his warriors falling into line behind him. Din took up the last position. The Spotted Anooba were good riders, for Tuskens. They all knew how to handle their speeders. 
The palace fell away quickly, disappearing into the shimmering haze of the desert, and before long Din found himself surrounded by sand dunes, the whining of their speeders the only noise in the morning air. 
 This,  he thought to himself, watching the raiders ride confidently ahead into a wide expanse of nothingness,  might be a longer job.  
Din was right. Days passed. This far out in the Dune Sea, the sands were white and blinding. The heat began to build as soon as the suns came up over the horizon and then it climbed throughout the day, threatening to cook them all even in the shade, before the heat dropped off into frigid cold as soon as the moons started to rise. 
Din had never been this far out in the dunes, not even on patrol for Boba. When he’d stayed with the White Bantha they had claimed a portion of dune- and canyonland west of the Jundland Wastes; they’d never ventured this far south and east. Din  thought that the nearest settlement might be Wayfar, but he wasn’t sure. He was far past any landmark he recognized. 
A’Shek and his warriors did the bulk of their traveling at dawn and dusk. They made admittedly good time; Din wasn’t sure if the speeders, all reclaimed BARCs or similar Imperial-style models, had come from Fett or if A’Shek had paid the sand price, but however A’Shek had acquired them, the speeders let his warriors make good time skimming over the sands even with traveling hours limited by the weather. 
Din was glad he’d brought his own borrowed BARC and hadn’t bothered to find something newer, something he’d be less familiar with. He was able to pilot most speeders, but if A’Shek decided that Din’s beskar was worth more than any potential alliance with Fett, Din wanted to be on a speeder he knew he could get away on. 
Two days out into the desert, though, Din found himself relaxing. The Spotted Anooba were, despite their reputation, more or less like any other band of Tusken warriors Din had interacted with. A’Shek kept good order and a firm grip on his fighters. One or two of them would peel off at dusk and go hunting, braving the nighttime cold to bring back a meal for the morning, and they all shared their canteens and black melons with Din easily enough. 
The band of warriors slept during the day in an effort to avoid the worst of the heat or the cold. A’Shek knew where all of the secret places were in the sands, all of the sun-shelters and abandoned settler homes, the wells and occasional caves and bantha-wallows. 
At night, after they’d traveled as far as they could before the falling temperatures threatened to become dangerous, they gathered around a fire, ate their meals and told stories. 
The Spotted Anooba’s storysinger was named A’Shasta. He was pretty good. So far he’d only walked the raiding party through the first age of Tusken life – the rich jungle planet Tatooine had once been, the Tusken ancestors’ pride and reliance on technology, their enslavement at the hands of a monstrous race of off-worlders – but Din liked listening to A’Shasta. 
He was surprised that A’Shasta told other stories, though. The White Bantha’s storysingers had told the whole of Tusken history all at once, without stopping or breaking that history into smaller pieces. That A’Shasta would stop and tell another story took Din by surprise. 
 A’Shek’s people are… different, than I expected, Din thought to himself on the second night in the desert. A’Shasta had started to tell of the Tuskens’ attempts to break free of their masters, a gory epic that ended with Tatooine transformed into a bare, sun-blasted desert but free of off-worlder influence, but then he’d stopped in the middle to tell a different story about a proud young warrior who’d gone off into the desert and met a great spirit instead. 
It wasn’t that A’Shasta’s story wasn’t interesting or entertaining – the spirit had apparently taken the form of a krayt dragon and offered to devour the warrior’s enemies, and Din was paying enough attention that he’d be able to recreate the story for Grogu later – but it  was odd that the Spotted Anooba, known around the Dune Sea for their fanatic adherence to the oldest of Tusken customs, would break from tradition like this. 
 The speeders are odd, too. Din kept circling back to that. Most Tuskens wouldn’t touch a speeder. They hated technology to the point of fanaticism, unless they’d made it themselves. All the tribes Din had stayed with had preferred to ride banthas or to walk. He’d heard that the Spotted Anooba rode bladebacks, but a rusty old BARC wasn’t a bladeback, and if any warrior from the more traditional tribes caught sight of A'Shek and his warriors on swoop bikes and speeders, it would be war. Most tribes wouldn't risk it.

  But now the Spotted Anooba will. 

It was, Din thought, all A’Shek’s doing. The new chieftain was very strange. For a warrior who was supposed to be the most ferocious defender of the old ways, A’Shek had embraced the new. 
 No wonder he needs Fett’s help, Din thought. He could see why A’Shek had so few warriors behind him. Din couldn’t imagine the majority of the tribe he’d heard of as a young man falling in line behind A’Shek’s radical ideas. The Spooted Anooba of twenty years ago had hunted settlers for sport, had burned towns, had killed any and all outsiders who'd crossed their paths. A'Shek was willing to work with Fett. Willing to strike a deal. That was new. 
That, Din thought to himself, bears thinking about.  
A’Shasta’s voice rose and fell, following the campfire as it flickered and jumped. A black melon made its way around the circle. Another warrior – this one called A’Kin, who so far had been the most difficult of the band for Din to get a read on – stood guard at the mouth of the cave they had settled into for the night. The stars were bright beyond him. 
Din was sitting cross-legged in a circle with the rest of the warriors. A polishing rag was being passed around after the melon and Din was comforted by the familiar ritual of listening to stories and cleaning weapons. 
 That at least hasn’t changed, he thought. He’d done the same thing on hunting parties with the White Batha years and years ago. 
Din finished polishing his blaster, working sand out of the weapon’s creases, and passed the rag of the warrior on his left. He turned his attention back to A’Shasta’s story. 
Din’s grasp on spoken Tusken wasn’t as good as his grip on Tusken sign. His mouth wasn't the right shape, and when he spoke tuskra, Din had been told that his accent was atrocious. But he could still follow along, though, as A'Shasta sang his tale; Din just had to listen harder. 
A’Shasta was still telling the story of the warrior who had met a great spirit in the sands. The spirit had appeared to the warrior in the form of a dragon and offered to devour the warrior’s many enemies, if the warrior would defeat the dragon’s one enemy in return. The proud warrior had agreed, thinking he’d made a good deal – the warrior had had enemies without number, and the dragon had only had one.  
Din winced behind his helmet. He could see where this story was going. 
Sure enough, the dragon kept its word and killed all of the warrior’s enemies, devouring them, gorging itself on hundreds and thousands of lives until there was no one left on Tatooine to stand as the warrior's enemy. Then the dragon had demanded that the warrior go into the desert and fight the dragon’s enemy, which was the wind itself, for the wind refused to be still and let the dragon fly away to find new hunting grounds. 
The warrior couldn’t fight the wind. He tried and lost, badly; the dragon was infuriated and ate the warrior too as punishment for his failure. Only the dragon’s blind rage saved Tatooine. The dragon ate the warrior whole, weapons and all, and the warrior cut his way out of the dragon’s belly, freeing the rest of the people the dragon had devoured. 
Tusken stories were told to teach a lesson. Din could grasp this one pretty easily.  If you’re going to make a deal with an outsider, he thought, make sure you understand the terms.  
Whether this was a cautionary tale for A’Shek, warning him not to make a deal with Fett before he understood exactly what Fett wanted, or if this was just a story A’Shasta liked to tell, Din didn’t know. Storysingers were allowed to council their chieftains; they kept the Tuskens’ history so they could pull advice from the past. But right after he finished that story A’Shasta jumped smoothly back into the story of the Tuskens’ liberation, so Din couldn’t tell what A’Shasta’s point was. Maybe he just liked to sing. 
Din surreptitiously looked over the rest of his companions. If they were bothered by A’Shasta’s erratic style, they didn’t show it. A couple of the warriors were even nodding along. A’Shek was cleaning his  gaderffii carefully. 
Din studied the weapon out of the corner of his eyes. A’Shek’s  gaderffii  was made of polished red cedru wood, like any chieftain’s should be. The designs carved into it were intricate. A'Shek would have carved them himself; no warrior touched another's gaderffii. A'Shek's weapon was rich with stylized bladebacks and notches to mark battles won, with trees and stars and other, secret symbols mapped out down the length of the  gaderffii. They told a story just as well as A'Shasta did. A'Shek had survived many battles. He was respected by the few tribesmen who remained. 
A’Shek caught Din looking and made a deep, guttural sound in the back of his throat. 
 You are a warrior,  he signed, jerking his chin at Din’s spear.  Do you want to spar?  
Din would rather not get anywhere near that  gaderffii if he could help it. 
 Not tonight, Din signed back, carefully deferential. He'd declined three nights in a row now, each time choosing his words as carefully as he could. He didn’t want to spar and risk injury alone out here, but he didn’t want to offend A’Shek either.  
A’Shek chuckled.  Another night, then.  
The young chieftan drew sparring circles every night as the group stopped, and A'Shek put his warriors through their paces. He was a good, fierce fighter. His warriors were good too, but so far none of them had been able to disarm A’Shek or force him out of the sparring circle. 

  That's why A'Shek's the chief. 

Tonight A’Shek sparred with A’Shasta, after the storysinger had finished his songs. A’Shek won with a particularly brutal blow to the side of A’Shasta’s knee that had Din wincing behind his helmet. A'Shasta limped away, leaning on his own gaderffii for support. Tuskens very rarely had a ready supply of bacta.
 Yeah, Din thought to himself, watching A'Shasta clumsily tend to his injury while A'Shek preened, victorious,  I’ll pass.  
He managed to stave A’Shek off for another two nights. Finally, on their fifth night out in the desert, A’Shek drew a broad circle in the sands and looked at Din. A’Shek had fought the rest of the warriors in their little band, and Din knew that they had to be getting close to the oasis now; there wasn’t much high desert  left.  
A’Shek leveled his  gaderffii at Din. 
 Enough,  said A’Shek. He gestured towards the circle.  Spar with me.  
Din balked. 
 Are you  tuskra  or not?  A’Shek demanded, hands moving fast.  Come, come. Spar. Prove you are a warrior. Our enemies are near. How do I know I can trust you, if you will not fight with me?  
 Fine,  Din signed, quick and abrupt. There would be no use fighting it, not if A'Shek's mind was set. Tuskens respected strength and skill above anything else, and Din hadn't proved himself to A'Shek. Din had killed a krayt dragon, had ridden and fought with White Bantha's best, but to A'Shek those were just stories on the wind. Din stepped into the circle and held his arms out.  I don’t have a gaderffii. 
 Use what you want,  said A’Shek.  Your spear. Your blaster.  
Din briefly entertained the idea of using the darksaber – that would definitely surprise A’Shek – but decided against it. He’d kept up his furtive practice, going through the handful of forms he'd learned watching K'Kruhk very early in the morning or very late at night when he was alone in his rooms, but Din still wasn’t very good with the thing. The Jedi's forms didn’t come naturally to him, and the darksaber was awkward and unwieldy in his hands. 
Din drew his spear and dropped into a loose ready stance. He narrowed his eyes. 
A’Shek would have the advantage. He’d drawn the circle and though Din got the distinct sense that A’Shek was a young chieftain, he was still a chieftain. He’d defeated all of the other warriors who’d challenged him. 
 He’ll be lighter and faster than me too. Tuskens wore no armor. 
Din settled deeper into his stance, tucking the shaft of his spear against the inside of his arm, folded close to his side. He shifted his grip. He waited. 
A’Shek didn’t even have Fett’s thin patience in the sparring ring; he stepped into the ring, freed his own weapon from his back and surged forward with a furious cry. 
A’Shek  was fast. 
He came out swinging, his  gaderffii whistling through the air in a brutal arc. Din didn’t give any ground, not yet; he leaned back to avoid the blunt end of A’Shek’s weapon but kept his stance rooted and lashed out, viper-fast, with his spear. 
Din cared less about hurting A’Shek than he had about hurting Fett. A’Shek wouldn’t pull his punches, not for a warrior outside of his own tribe. Din wouldn’t pull any blows either. 
The keen point of Din’s spear drove A’Shek back and to the side. The Tusken skipped back through the sand, light on his feet, and switched his grip. For his second strike he came at Din with his  gaderffii’s hooked end, ready to pull Din off balance or try to pry some of his armor away, but Din shifted his grip too, bracing his spear against his good arm and using it like a stave. 
He caught A’Shek’s hook. The spear sang with the impact, force resonating against Din’s hand, his arm. 
A’Shek grunted and tried to tug, to pull Din's weapon out of his hands along with A'Shek's gaderffii – if he disarmed Din, the match would be over. 
 Not so fast, Din thought, his blood beginning to rise. The simple joy of a good fight was beginning to fizzle in his chest. He switched techniques again, keeping his grip but pushing off with his good arm, letting the spear be a spear – it dropped underneath A’Shek’s hook and Din sliced sideways, forcing A’Shek to fall back again or risk getting skewered. 
The spearhead cut through the first few, tattered layers of A’Shek’s robes. Scraps of fabric flew. 
A’Shek snarled something insulting and came back with a fierce, two-handed overhead strike. This time it was Din who gave up ground; trying to turn aside that much force would  hurt, and Din still had some days out in the desert ahead of him. 
A’Shek’s  gaderffii hit the ground, sand flying. Din whistled, impressed despite himself. A blow like that would crack rock. Not beskar – if the darktrooper hadn’t been able to crack Din’s armor, nothing but more beskar would – but still. Din wasn’t armored from head to toe. There were gaps in his armor, and a broken bone out in the sands could be a death sentence. 
 I need to end this quickly, he thought. 
Din didn’t know A’Shek well enough to rely on having more endurance. A’Shek was fast, fierce and very strong. 

   I’ll have to outsmart him.  

That would mean taking a risk, and hoping that A’Shek didn’t know how strong beskar really was. 

   But I want to win.  

Din decided that the risk was worth it. He let the spar continue as it had for another half-minute, the two of them trading blows that either glanced off to the side, deflected by their respective weapons, or didn’t connect at all, then Din deliberately stepped into the path of one of A’Shek’s strikes. This blow came sideways, so Din wasn’t worried about A’Shek generating as much power, and it caught Din at the side of his chestplate. 
Din didn’t have to fake the sound he made. All of his breath rushed out of his body. The beskar took the brunt of the blow, ringing and vibrating as the force of the blow passed through it, the note low and rattling in Din's teeth, but Din’s kute caught some too and the impact drove his breath away. 
Din stumbled. He let his spear waver, drop towards the sand. The other Tuskens cheered – they'd fallen for it. 
 But will A’Shek? Din thought, feigning a deeper stumble. His chest burned. He’d bruise something fierce. He’d have to think of something to say to Fett, when he got back. Din didn’t think that Fett would be very pleased. 
But the bruise and Fett’s potential displeasure would be worth it. A’Shek fell for Din’s little play too. He roared in triumph and brought his  gaderffii up. Not for a killing blow – Din could see where A’Shek was aiming. The chieftain meant to put Din on the ground, but not to kill him. That was good. That meant that A'Shek was serious about allying with Fett. That A'Shek could and would act with honor.

  But he still fell for it. 

A’Shek left his belly open. 
Din moved. He turned the spear and used both hands to punch the blunt end of it into A’Shek’s chest, as hard as he could. The half-crouch Din had stumbled into gave him momentum. He folded the spear underneath his arm to brace it, used his momentum to draw back a little, and punched in again. 
The second blow won Din the match. Both strikes had caught A’Shek in his chest, where the padding of his robes was thickest, but the second blow threw him back. 
A’Shek hit the sands, dust billowing. Din had the spear reversed and at his throat, point gleaming in the darkness, before A’Shek could so much as realize what had happened. Din rested the spearhead there, shining inches above A’Shek’s throat. 
A’Shek looked up at him. His breath rattled out of his mask, just as ragged as Din’s. 
“Ya’sta,” Din panted. 
A’Shek looked up at him for another long second, his hand still curled around his  gaderffii. His warriors were deadly silent. 
Finally, A’Shek nodded. He let go of his weapon. It fell into the sands. 
Din grinned. His chest throbbed. He pulled his spear away, sweeping it to the side so the rest of the warriors would relax, and offered A’Shek a hand. 
The chieftain took it and let Din haul him up.
 You fight well,  he said grudgingly, once Din had set him back on his feet. A’Shek rubbed his chest.  Was it the White Bantha who taught you so well, or your own kind?  
 Both, Din signed. He tucked his spear back into its place against his back.  
A’Shek snorted. 
 The White Bantha should not have let you go,  he said.  You would be a chief by now, if you’d stayed.  
Din's hands froze for a moment. Thank you,  Din said carefully, surprised. He wondered again just how A’Shek had managed to survive to be a chief in his own right – Din couldn’t imagine that A’Shek’s bold ideas had won him much favor with the rest of the Spotted Anooba. The White Bantha  had offered Din a place among them, but he never would have become their chief. They'd accepted him as tuskra after Din had proved himself capable of handling their way of life, but they never would have forgotten how they'd found him – injured and alone. An outsider.  
A’Shek waved Din off.  You will ride beside me, today,  he said.  You are very good. The rest of you,  he turned his attention to the other warriors, who were murmuring amongst themselves with small signs,  should watch this one. He fights well.  
Din straightened up a little, pleased. If they respected him, the Spotted Anooba were less likely to shoot Din in the back. And his strength would reflect well on Fett, too. 
 Definitely worth the bruise, Din thought, resisting the urge to rub his own chest. He’d have to find time before they rode off at dawn to take a look at it. He was pretty sure A’Shek hadn’t cracked any ribs, but it wouldn’t hurt to check. 
A’Shek went off to nurse his own injuries, and probably a little bit of his pride, leaving Din to get mobbed by the other warriors, who all wanted to know where Din had learned to fight, if he was as good with a  gaderffii as he was with a spear, if they could try some of his moves. 
Din let them, more convinced than ever that the warriors of Spotted Anooba were all newly-blooded, just barely tipped over into adulthood. They were reverent with his spear and A’Shasta even let Din take a few swings with his own  gaderffii. They were painfully young, all of them – the older warriors must have died out in the Anchorhead retaliations, or been killed by A'Shek. Din tolerated the Tuskens' questions easily enough. 
Din did manage to slip off for a little, before the suns started to rise. He peeled back his beskar and his kute to take a look at the damage. A’Shek had left him with a straight, long red bruise that followed the line of Din’s cuirass. It was swollen and tender to the touch, but when Din laid a hand flat against his ribs and breathed, he didn’t feel any stabbing pain and he didn’t have too much trouble filling his lungs, so at worst his ribs were only cracked. 
He stuck a bacta patch on anyway and suited back up, rejoining the Spotted Anooba in time to climb up onto his speeder and join them across the sands. The bacta's coolness settled him some. 
The stars lingered as the suns rose. The sky shifted from deep blue to black to lightening shades of grey, then pink and purple and blue, blue, blue. They slept away the hottest part of the day in an empty, lonely settlement, then took to the desert again at dusk. 
Finally, as the temperature began to fall off its precipice and the moons had cleared the horizon, A’Shek pulled off the high sand road and took them down into the lower desert. 
Cedru trees grew here, gnarled and weathered. Stone outcroppings nudged their way out of the sand. Din’s visor picked up animal tracks – no banthas wandered this deep in the desert, but bladebacks had been by to sharpen their tusks on the cedru trunks and womp-rats scurried from outcrop to outcrop, chewing the tough, woody plants that grew in every thin patch of shade. 
 There’s water nearby, Din thought. We must be close. 
A’Shek held up a fist, signaling the little caravan to stop. They did, killing their speeders and leaving them in the shelter of a knot of cedru trees. 
 We go on foot from here,  A’Shek explained, hands moving quickly.  There is an oasis. Slavers have overtaken it to use as a stopover on their way to the southern towns. It is ours.  
Din nodded. He understood. 
A’Shek touched Din’s shoulder.  Will you be blindfolded? he asked.  We cannot have an outsider know where our secret waters hide.  
Din hesitated. He  understood – he did, he’d hidden precious things all over the galaxy, had only shown Cara Dune and Greef Karga where his covert had once hidden because he’d had no other choice – but the idea of being unable to see the Spotted Anooba around him made adrenaline pulse behind his teeth. 
 My people have tolerated most of my new ideas,  A’Shek said.  But they will not stand for this.  
Din signed  Fine sharply, before he could change his mind. He was on a job. Fett was counting on Din to do well. Din had won A’Shek’s respect, and A’Shek needed Din’s help. Din could trust A’Shek, at least this far. 
 Thank you,  A’Shek said. His gratitude made Din feel a little better. We will guide you. He gestured to another warrior, who brought over a long strip of dark fabric. Din bent his head and let A’Shek tie it around his visor three or four times, until the fabric was thick enough that Din couldn’t see anything beyond it but a few vague shapes. He was glad that A’Shek hadn’t tried to take off Din’s helmet. 
 Calm down, Din told himself, as his body started to react to his lack of eyesight. He forced his heart to stay slow and steady, his breath even and quiet. If he turned his auditory sensors up to their highest setting so Din could hear every step and shift across the sands, well. A’Shek didn’t have to know that. 
A hand settled itself at Din’s elbow. 
“Itbe,” A’Shek said, his voice low. Din obeyed. 
He tried not to keep track of where they were going, but it was difficult to ignore decades of training. From the cedru grove they went forty steps south and fifty-eight steps east, moving very slowly, single-file. The desert chilled around them. Their feet were muffled by the sand. 
From the east they turned halfway north and took another twenty steps. Din could see vague shapes. The rock outcroppings had grown larger, the trees bigger. They must've been near the oasis – Din could see the vague, blurry outlines of other plants too, life thriving alongside the water. 
 “We are close,” A’Shek murmured. Tuskra wasn’t meant to be whispered, but A’Shek managed it. 
 I can hear them, Din signed back. He could – his auditory sensors had picked up voices, most of them loud and boisterous. Most everyone he could hear was speaking Huttese, but he could just barely make out a few murmurs in Basic and one or two in Ryl and the secret language of the slaves, which Din had never learned. 
“How good are your ears?” A’Shek asked. 
 Pretty good, Din said. 
“Can you tell us how many?”
Din listened.  More than five slavers,  he said, tracking the Huttese.  Many slaves.  
“Any of our people?”
Din shook his head. He paused.  What will you do with the slaves? he asked.  Can they know about your oasis?  
A’Shek made a quiet noise and pulled off Din’s blindfold so Din could see his hands. Din blinked, visor adjusting to the moonslight, and watched him speak.  The King has asked that I spare them,  he said.  I will give them a choice. They can either join the tribe or be blindfolded, as you were, and led away. We will take them to a spaceport and have them leave the planet.  
Din blew out a breath. He nodded.  I can take the ones who do not want to join you,  he said. He could stick them aboard the  Fly and take them to Boz Pity or wherever Vanth’s network wanted them to go. Send them to the palace. To the king. 
 Then we will leave them alive, said A’Shek, pleased. You're tuskra. We know you will keep your silence.  
Din looked around. He’d seen oases before. This one was much the same as all the others. A wellspring in the ground, a shallow pool protected on all sides by rocks tall enough to shield the waters from the suns. Now that the blindfold was gone Din could see the shape of the slavers’ camp on the far edge of the oasis. They’d started a fire and smashed most of the Tusken huts. All of the slavers’ transports were Model-Ts or landspeeders like them. The slavers were drinking. One or two were up on the rocks, nominally keeping a lookout, but the rest were by the water. 
Din held up a hand and switched his visor over to thermal imaging. 
 I count eleven slavers,  he said.  It’s hard to say how many captives they have. There was a large clump of heat signatures all huddled together. Din could guess at a few species by the variation in heat signatures – Tuskens ran cooler than humans, Rodians cooler than both and Wookiees very hot. He counted at least one Wookiee – a young one, by the size – a handful of Tuskens, a few humans and a Rodian. 
 Some of your people are here, at least,  Din said.  What are the slavers waiting for?  
 Transport, said A’Shek. Safe passage through the desert. 

   Then we should move quickly.  

A’Shek nodded.
 Take the slavers on the rocks,  he instructed, hands moving even faster now that adrenaline was starting to set in.  We will take the ones on the water.  
Din nodded and broke away, orders received. He pulled his cloak tighter around himself, using it to hide the shine of his beskar, and slunk around the back of the outcroppings shielding the oasis. He stuck close to the rocks to avoid being seen and checked his thermal imaging again. 
He had a window to grab one of the scouts without the other seeing. Din took it. He scrambled up the rocks hand over hand, pulling himself up easily and as quietly as he could, then crossed the rocktop in two strides and snapped the lookout’s neck before the man could so much as cry out. Din hefted the body easily and dragged it back, tossing it over the edge and dropping back down out of sight. 
Din’s knees protested at the impact. He pulled the folds of his cloak tight again and waited, listening hard. 
No alarm went up.
Din edged around the rock again, getting into position behind the second lookout, and waited. He’d let A’Shek make the next move. 
“Hey,” said the slaver above Din. “Meeko, where’d you – ?”
A Tusken hunting call went up in the air, shattering the slavers’ ease. Din moved, boosting himself up into the rock, blaster drawn, and shot the lookout between the eyes. The lookout, dead, toppled backwards into the camp. 
A’Shek and his warriors had descended. Three of the slavers on the ground were dead before they had time to react. The rest managed to get to their feet, plasma flying. Din took a second to see where he was most needed and jumped into the fray. 
Quarters were too close to use the spear effectively – Din didn't want to hurt any of the slaves or the Spotted Anooba – so Din stuck to his blaster, shooting the slavers he could get an angle on and clubbing the ones he couldn’t over the head. A stunned enemy was a dead enemy, as far as the Tuskens were concerned. 
The fighting was brutal, but brief. By taking out the lookouts Din had given A’Shek’s warriors enough of a head start that they were able to overwhelm most of the slavers’ defense before the slavers could do the smart thing and retreat to the shelter of the rocks. One of A’Shek’s warriors fell, but that was the slavers’ only resistance. 
The last slaver died on the hook end of A’Shek’s  gaderffii. Din didn’t bother to participate in the battlefield cleanup – if any slavers had survived and were lying among the dead, hoping to escape, well. Tuskens had their ways of handling prisoners of war. 
Instead of checking to see if any slavers had survived and needed trussing, Din went among the captives. He was a decent lockpick and once he’d gotten a few of the prisoners out of their collars and cuffs, they turned around and helped him get the rest out. 
The Tuskens – mostly women and children, by their dress, but a few gangly young males just shy of warrior-hood too – flocked to A’Shek immediately, speaking excitedly amongst themselves. 
The rest gathered around Din. He let them, reassuring the ones who wanted to speak. He told them who he was and who he was working for, and what their options were going forward. 
To Din’s surprise, a fair few were interested in staying with the Spotted Anooba. They’d all been captives together for days, at this point, and some of the younger humans had grown pretty fond of their fellow Tusken captives. 
A’Shek welcomed them and promised the rest that he’d see them safely back to Fett’s palace, where Din would ferry them off-world once he’d wrapped up his business on Mos Pelgo. The Rodian, the Wookiee and a couple of the humans agreed to those conditions. 
The rest would stay. 
 You have kept your side of the deal, A’Shek said, once the noise and confusion of the tribe’s reunion and negotiations for the rest of the captives had been sorted out. He’d beckoned Din up to the top of the rocks, where the desert lay around them on all sides. 
 I did, Din agreed. 
 We will honor our side,  said A’Shek.  Your King may count on us. We will be his hands and feet in the Dune Sea, and will guard the borders as best we can. It may be some seasons before we can watch all of it, he added. He looked down at his new recruits. The youngest was probably fourteen or fifteen, the oldest maybe twenty. 
Din didn’t envy them their next few seasons. Life among the Tuskens was hard. 
 I’ll tell him,  Din said.  And if you need more help, let him know. I will help you when I can.  
 It is done, A’Shek agreed, making a pleased sound in the back of his throat. He and Din looked out over the Dune Sea together, sharing in the peace of a job finished. Din’s eyes searched the horizon. It really was beautiful out here, in its own sort of stark, desolate way. His mind kept catching on Mandalore, which had been just as desolate. The emptiness of Mandalore hadn’t been beautiful. It had been – sickening, almost. A thing to mourn. 
Tatooine’s desert was exactly what it should have been. 
Din had half-turned back towards A’Shek, intent on wishing the chieftain well and asking if he could be taken back to his speeder so he could make the journey to Mos Pelgo, when he caught a flash of silver out of the corner of his eye. 
Din spun around, searching the horizon. His lips parted. 
A’Shek made a rumbling noise, concerned.  What do you see? he asked. 
Din stared at the horizon, pulse racing. He’d seen – 
It's a mirage, Din told himself. A desert trick. It's just because I was thinking of Mandalore. But I thought I saw – 
He caught it again. A silver flash in the distance, far and faint but utterly unmistakable.
 Beskar, he thought. 
 Have you ever,  Din signed slowly, still staring at the spot where silver had flashed and disappeared,  seen anyone who looks like me?  
 Aside from the King in the palace? A’Shek asked. 
 Fett,  Din thought.
 Yes,  he said,  aside from him.  
The Tusken was quiet and still for a moment. His mask was just as unreadable as any Mandalorian’s buc'ye.
 Myself? A'Shek finally said.  No, I have not seen any others like you. But I have heard of others.  Ghuy’ra  who do not show their faces, who hide together in the sands like burrowers and only come out one at a time.  
Din’s heart leapt. Joy and trepidation flooded his chest.  A covert,  he thought. Not a band of Kryze’s Nite Owls or even roaming warriors like Fett, but a covert. It had to be – the pattern was right, the location. Tatooine was far-flung and out of the way, but there was still work to be found. He stared out into the desert hungrily. No more beskar flashed and he  knew that the desert could lie and confuse – the other Mandalorian could be miles away, in the opposite direction of Din’s speeder. But he had seen another Mandalorian. Hope was hard to crush. 
 Where? Din asked, the sign made wobbly by his excitement. 
A’Shek looked at him for a moment.  I heard near Mos Entha, he said at last. 
 Kark, Din thought. 
Mos Entha wasn’t as wild or rowdy as Mos Eisley, but it wasn’t a place Din would find himself welcome. Din was fairly obviously aligned with Fett, now – he’d been around court long enough that he was sure most of Fett’s competitors had gotten wind of his presence. Fett had taken over a slice of the Hutt cartel’s territory. Mos Entha had never been Hutt space – it belonged to Lady Valarian, and she’d been trying to wrestle control of Tatooine from the Hutts for  years. 
That didn't make her Fett's friend, though. Din had no idea what other cartels and operations thought of Fett. If Valarian would welcome Din's presence, since he wasn't with the Hutts, or kill him to send a message to Fett. Mos Entha wasn't safe for Din. 
But the other covert – they’d chosen a good spot. Populous enough that work would be easy to find, especially if this covert didn’t have an issue taking jobs from syndicates and petty crime bosses instead of guilds but not so overrun that they’d be at risk of exposure. There were probably plenty of places to hide in Mos Entha, too. 
 These others like you,  A’Shek said, his hands moving slowly,  do you know them? 
 Maybe, Din said. He might – he’d been among some of the other coverts before. Some of his own tribe had escaped the slaughter on Nevarro – Din knew they had. The armorer had told him so. He didn't know who or how many, but maybe –
Din's pulse hammered. 
 You fought well,  said A’Shek decisively.  We will watch for others like you, and send a messenger if we see any. Are these others  tuskra  too?  
Din shook his head.  I don’t know,  he said.  Maybe, maybe not. Probably not.  
A’Shek made a rumbling sound.  We will watch for them,  he said. He used his  gaderffii  to gesture back towards the oasis.  Join us,  he entreated.  I will have A’Timma take you back to the speeders in the morning, and you can be on your way.  
It’d be rude to turn down A’Shek’s offer to celebrate with the Spotted Anooba, so Din reluctantly let himself be steered away from the outcropping and its view of the desert, but even as black melons were passed among the warriors and the freed captives, Din’s mind stayed with that flash of silver that he'd seen. 
 It might not be a Mandalorian, he told himself, trying to temper his own expectations. There were other metals that shone in the sun. Chromium, Haysian smelt, silverite. 
But Din had seen a flash of silver in the Jundland Wastes, too, and he’d thought that flash beskar as well. Beskar just wasn’t like anything else. 
 Most other Mandalorians paint their armor, though,  Din reminded himself. He’d painted his own armor too, before he’d had a full  beskar’gam. Would anybody else have as much bare silver armor as Din? 
 I have to check, though.  If there was a covert on Tatooine, Din could – well, Din couldn’t  stay with them, not now, but he could ask for news, could try and find out if his own tribe had survived, who’d made it off Nevarro, if they were safe. 
He could maybe barter with some of the beskar he’d earned working for Fett. Armor this covert in exchange for information. 
By the time dawn broke and A’Timma, one of A’Shek’s young warriors, blindfolded Din again and led him back to his speeder, Din had made up his mind. 
He was going to Mos Entha to look for this other covert. Din wanted to check in with Fett first, to see if Fett had heard of them or if he had any boots on the ground in the city, but Din was going to look for them. 
He wanted to know what they were like. If they were like Din was – had been – well. Din would figure out how to deal with that when he found them. 
Din thanked A’Timma and tried to forget the number of steps between the oasis and the speeder. He set out in the direction of the suns, aimed for Mos Pelgo, filled with an even stronger sense of purpose than before. 
The journey back was easier. Din made the trip to Mos Pelgo in three days instead of the five it had taken to cross the southern Dune Sea. He was able to travel longer – the climate controls in his kute let him push on later in the morning and go through most of the night. Din still stopped around midday to take shelter in the shade, sleeping lightly and scarfing down dry rations, but he covered more ground alone than he had with the Tuskens. 
He didn’t pass many signs of life. The odd tree, a few far-off herds of bantha, one extremely cantankerous moisture farmer, but other than that Din was alone until he turned off at the rock shaped like a sleeping anooba and saw Mos Pelgo rise out of the haze. 
He smiled. It was good to see it again. 
The town was bustling as Din passed through. Any damage from the sandstorm had long since been swept aside. The town hummed. 
Vanth met Din at Mos Pelgo’s cantina. 
“Mando, welcome back,” he greeted, voice warm. He lounged against the wall like he had nothing better to do, a lazy grin on his face. “Not bein’ run too ragged, are ya? Seems like Fett’s got you all over the place.” 
Din hopped down off his speeder and shrugged, smiling too even if Vanth couldn’t see it. “I like to stay busy,” Din said. Vanth reached out an arm and Din clasped it, letting Vanth pull him in for a rough slap on the back and a bump of shoulders.
“How’d that thing on Boz Pity go?” Vanth asked, stepping back a bit so he could look Din full in the helmet. “Okay? I ain’t heard from Pirra, but I usually don’t ‘til she’s ready to come back and make another run.”
“They’d arranged for another transport when I left,” Din reported. He rubbed the back of neck, exhaustion creeping up his spine. “We had… some trouble, on Boz Pity.” 
Vanth’s sunny expression darkened. “Slavers? Bountymen?”
“Both, I think,” said Din. “Trandoshan outfit. Sloppy, but marginally professional. Chased us three days across the jungle before we managed to pick off the last ones. Pirra’s a good shot.” 
Vanth snorted. “She’s somethin,’” he said. “Trandoshans, really? Did they follow you to Boz Pity?”
Din shook his head. “No. They pinged us as we entered the system from hyperspace. Do you use Boz Pity as a stopover a lot?”
“A fair bit,” Vanth admitted, scrubbing a hand through his hair. When he took his hand away his hair stayed rumpled and fluffed up like the spines of a bladeback boar. Din tried not to be obviously amused. “We – the network – use dead planets a lot. ‘S easier than hidin’ a bunch of skittish folks in a place like Nar Shaddaa, y’know?”
Din did know. Vanth’s network operated a lot like a covert, it seemed.
“You might want to put the word out that Boz Pity’s no good,” Din warned. “At least for now. You have other places to move people?”
Vanth nodded. “Oh, we got lots’a places,” he said. “Network’s older than both of us combined. But I’ll put the word out. How’s the  Kirik-Fly treatin’ you?”
Din let Vanth steer him inside the cantina, chattering on about the  Fly and Mos Pelgo and how things were shaking out with the town now allied with Fett’s operation. Din even accepted a glass of spotchka this time, though he did ask for a reed straw. 
Spotchka wasn’t as good as  tihaar. Din didn’t say so, of course – Vanth was being hospitable, after all – but the taste was oddly fishy, briny in a way that made Din feel like he’d swallowed brackish water, so Din contented himself with sipping his glass. 
The whole town trooped in and out at one point or another while Vanth filled Din in. Din said hello to the townspeople he remembered – Koyi, some of the kids, a silicax miner or two – and let the ones he didn’t introduce themselves. 
“They’re all mighty fond of you,” Vanth said conspiratorially, after the entire town had made the rounds. “If you’re ever lookin’ for a change in employment, these folks’d hire you on as Marshal on the spot.” 
“And put you out in the sands to dry out like a dead womp-rat?” Din returned, amused. “I’ll pass for now, thanks.” 
Vanth was pleased to hear that Din liked the  Fly.  Din was pleased to hear that Mos Pelgo was doing well. They’d adjusted to Fett’s business easily – border towns like this one had always run  some kind of illegal material through them, though maybe not on Fett’s scale – and appreciated the extra bodies. 
“Any trouble?” Din asked, now actively fighting the urge to sprawl out under a table somewhere and go to sleep. “Rivals, Hutts sneaking around?”
“We’ve had some movement out in the Dune Sea,” said Vanth. “Haven’t been able to tell if they’re Hutts or somebody else lookin’ to poach some of Fett’s cargo for themselves, but as soon as they see the Tuskens, they turn ‘round.” 
“You think somebody’s going to try your defenses?”
Vanth shrugged and knocked back the last of his spotchka. “Probably,” he admitted, “but it ain’t nothin’ we can’t handle. Lotta idiots’ve tried to take us on over the years. I ain’t got that armor no more, but we’ve got plenty’a help here, and Fett’s muscle have comms to the palace. We’ll weather it whenever the Hutts decide to make a move. How ‘bout you, Mando? You tired?”
Din nodded gratefully and let Vanth talk him into spending the night on Vanth’s couch. Din doubted that he’d sleep  deeply, but he would probably sleep at least a little bit, and then he could head back to the palace in the morning after he’d gone around Mos Pelgo and made sure everything was running according to the bargain struck between Vanth and Fett.
Vanth’s house was just as tidy as it had been the last time Din had slept here, and just as noisy. Din managed about half an hour or so before he was startled awake by the vaporator clanking so loudly it had him bolting upright with a blaster in his hand. 
Din blinked, disoriented. He didn’t think he’d been dreaming – he hadn’t been asleep long enough to dream – but his pulse was racing. His breath came harsh and short. 
 Too many nights out in the desert, he thought, forcing himself to settle back down, but no matter how deeply he breathed or how much he tossed and turned, sleep didn’t return. 
Finally Din got so frustrated that he levered himself upright and tugged his helmet off, dragging a hand through his hair. He’d cut it about as short as he ever did and the familiar texture settled him some, but not enough that he’d be able to go back to sleep. 
Din sighed quietly and grabbed his kit. If he wasn’t going to sleep at least he could do something useful, like work the sand out of his weapons and armor. 
He crept out of Vanth’s house and into the inner courtyard, moving slowly so he didn’t wake Vanth. There was no reason both of them had to be up. 
Once he was out in the open again, sheltered by the walls of Vanth’s house with the desert sky yawning and star-flecked above him, Din perched himself on the edge of one of the vaporators in the courtyard and rifled through his kit. 
Most of his weapons were already in good order, given the scrubbing they’d gotten out in the desert with the Spotted Anooba, but Din took the time to work over the creases in his blaster and the gaps in the darksaber anyway. He checked his knives, too, and his jetpack, until he was satisfied that everything was in working order. 
He reached into his kit to fish out his beskar-polishing cloth and his fingers brushed against something geometric and hard.
 The holocron. Din’d forgotten that he’d packed it. He’d forgotten to ask Vanth about it, too. Din pulled the strange little object out of his kit and studied it. It looked the same as it had in the palace; maybe it was a little brighter, its glass brought to a shine by the starlight, but it was still cold to the touch. 
Holding it made that dim memory flicker again. Din frowned, trying to chase it, but he couldn’t.
He remembered hands. Wooden pieces, smooth against his fingertips. 
Before he could think better of it, Din stripped off his gloves, one after the other, and set his bare hands against the holocron’s cool glass. He used a thumbnail to trace one of the seams in one of its faces, following a gilded edge.  
The memory kindled, brighter than before. Old hands, knotted and spotted with age. Brown skin. Dark hair. Dark eyes, not dark like Fett’s but dark like Din’s. A red shirt, rough-textured. Homespun. 
 Simple,  Din thought, eyes half-lidded.  Because we wanted to use what we had before importing things from off-world, and what we had was a herd of gualamas.  
In his memory, the old hands guided Din’s own, and Din’s own hands were small. 
 Look,  said the man in Din’s memory as he guided Din’s hands over the smooth, burnished pieces,  look closely. What do you see? 
“A puzzle,” Din murmured. He’d had that thought before. Fett had handed Din the holocron and he’d thought that it was a puzzle. 
 Very good,  said the man.  A puzzle box. Separate pieces, working together to make a beautiful whole. And if you’re very clever… The old man helped Din find a seam in the box, a joint where he could pull one piece of wood free and open the whole box in his hands. 
Memory-Din laughed, high and delighted. 
 Since you’re so clever,  said the old man, laughing too,  I think you’ve earned a prize… 
 My father’s father,  Din remembered abruptly, clutching the holocron so tightly the edges of it dug into his hand. His father’s father had made puzzles. Toys. Other things too, useful things – everyone in Din’s village  made something, clothes or houses or fences or toys. But Din’s grandfather’s toys had been the best. All of the kids in Din’s village had loved him. 

   The holocron’s a puzzle box.  

Din studied the thing, half-curious and half-surprised, still caught up in the memory. He hadn’t thought about his grandfather in years. Most of Din’s memories of the place he came from were bad ones. The Separatist invasion had written over most of the memories Din had before, the good memories, filled them with gaps and static like a holodisk used one too many times. 

   Do you have to be a Jedi to open it?  

Anyone could open one of his grandfather’s puzzle boxes. He’d made easier ones for the kids just starting to learn and harder ones for the adults to keep them occupied during the rainy season, when no one could go out into the fields because the winds and rains were so strong, but opening those puzzle boxes was just a trick of patience, of finding the right piece. 
Din didn’t see why a Jedi puzzle box should be any different. He felt around its edges carefully, learning the seams, the pieces that lined up together. The gilding around the holocron’s edges was just decoration, as far as he could tell. 
Feeling along the holocron’s seams didn’t show Din any secrets, though. He found seams but not joints, no connections that could be twisted or manipulated, and after a few minutes he gave up, holding the holocron up so he could get a better look at it. 
 Maybe the kid will have better luck, Din thought, peering into the dull glass. Or maybe the holocron was broken, as Fett had said. There was that ugly crack in its side. Maybe whatever had broken the glass had broken the mechanism that let the holocron open too.  
“Mando?” Vanth called softly, startling Din out of his thoughts. He nearly dropped the holocron, a hand twitching for his blaster before he could stop himself. 
Vanth, paused in the doorway, held his hands up. “Easy, killer,” said Vanth with an enormous yawn. “‘S just me. What’re you doin’ up?” 
Din made himself relax, and then he saw what was in Vanth’s hands. 

   My helmet.  

Din hadn’t bothered to put it on before he’d come out here. He hadn’t even thought about it. Its blank face stared at him from the cradle of Vanth’s arms. 
“Couldn’t sleep?” Vanth continued. 
“No,” said Din, staring at his helmet. His mouth was dry. He was suddenly very aware of the wind on his face. He hated that his hand, like it had a will of its own, like it still followed the Creed that Din had broken, drifted towards his blaster.

  No living thing can see my face.  

 No,  thought Din, with effort. He tightened his grip on the holocron. He was past all of that. Vanth, rumpled with sleep, hair all over the place, still wearing that ridiculous red bandana, wasn’t Din’s enemy. He was Din’s  friend. And he wasn't the first to see Din without his helmet on. 

   I don’t follow the Creed anymore.  

“Vaporator botherin’ ya?” Vanth asked, holding the helmet out. 
“A little,” Din admitted. He didn’t take the helmet back. “I have a hard time sleeping in strange places.” 
“Fair. Need a nightcap or anything?”
“No,” said Din, softening. He tucked the holocron away. He could bother Vanth about it in the morning. “Just need some time with the stars. Go back to bed, Vanth.” 
Vanth snorted. “You need this?”
Din shook his head. “No,” he said quietly. “It’s not very comfortable to sleep in.” 
Vanth made an agreeable noise. If he understood the significance of what Din had just offered him, he didn't say. He tucked the helmet back safe under the curve of his arm, then yawned mightily. “Night, then. If you want it, there’s spotchka in the kitchen.” 
Din waved him off, a little shocked by the enormity of what he’d just let happen. He’d refused his helmet. He was letting Vanth carry it back inside. He’d taken it off before – more times than he should be able to count, now, though part of him was still keeping track – but letting Vanth walk away with it –
Vanth wasn’t even a Mandalorian, like Fett. Vanth wouldn’t understand what had just happened, what Din had just done.

   But I trust him.  

Vanth paused in the doorway, just before he disappeared back into the house and out of sight. 
“Y’know,” he said sleepily, not looking at Din, “it’s good to meet’cha properly.” 
Then he went inside. 
“Yeah,” Din said quietly, once he was sure that Vanth was gone. “You too.”
 
Vanth at least had the good sense not to bring up their interaction in the morning. Din had put the helmet back on, too tired to be strong enough to face Vanth without it, but Vanth didn’t seem to mind. 
He just shoved a plate of scrambled junda eggs in Din’s hands and left him to eat. 
By the time Din had finished and Vanth had given him a more formal tour of how Fett’s operation was running in Mos Pelgo, Din was ready to be back at the palace. The desert swam in front of his eyes and it wasn’t even midmorning yet – it was exhaustion pulling at Din, not a heat mirage. 
He wrapped up his business with Vanth quickly, covering everything Din thought that Fett would want him to ask about, everything he could think of, and then Din left. 
Vanth didn’t know anything about the holocron either – he’d never heard of one – so Din put it out of his mind. He had other things to worry about, like somehow keeping his speeder level as he skimmed over the sands on his way back home. 
By the time Din made it back to Fett’s palace, he was thoroughly sick of the desert and anxious for a sonic and a night in his own bed. He felt filthy, caked with sand and dust, tacky with sweat, and exhaustion made his head swim. 
He still reported into the throne room, though. 
Fett took Din’s report at the bar, having abandoned this throne for the afternoon, and once he’d heard Dins report of Fett’s business – an alliance secured with A’Shek and the Spotted Anooba, slave trade disrupted in the southern Dune Sea, Mos Pelgo buzzing and humming along with industry – he sent Din, gently but firmly, up to his rooms to rest. 
“We’ll talk this evening,” he promised, tone rich. “Over something to eat, yeah?” 
 That pricked up Din’s interest, some, a flicker of understanding cutting through the blurry haze in Din’s head. He straightened up. 
“Over dinner,” he agreed.
Din didn’t know if he was up for anything more than that tonight, but he was willing to see what Fett had in mind. 
Din was even more willing after he’d had a sonic and a nap. His room in Fett’s tower was familiar enough now that Din could sleep deeply, and he did without dreaming. He woke up more clear-headed than he’d been in a few days, a thick, heavy sort of satisfaction settling over him. 
He’d done well. He’d been gone a while – over a week – but Din hadn’t died and he’d secured the alliance with the Spotted Anooba, made sure Mos Pelgo was on its feet and holding up its end of the bargain. 
His body had even held up, despite the wear and tear of eight or nine days out in the sands; Din hadn’t had any trouble with vertigo or headaches, or even pain in his bad arm. His grip was still weaker in that hand, but Din was fairly confident that he was well on his way to mending.  
He felt so much better after his nap that he didn’t even spend that much time agonizing over what to wear to eat with Fett. His kute and armor were too heavy, still, impossibly, creased with sand, and he’d survived their last – meeting? Meal? – in the Tatooine-style clothes Fett had left for him. 
Din pulled on a simple, loose shirt and pants, grateful for the breeze coming through his long, narrow window, and made his way to the lift and up to Fett’s rooms. He was guessing at the right time, but thought he’d gotten it right; his intuition was rewarded when the lift opened and the rich smell of  tiingiliar hit his nose. 
Fett was settled at his work table again, bent over a datapad. He looked up when Din came in. He’d shed his armor too. 
“Right on time,” said Fett, approvingly. He gestured at the stool opposite himself, where a plate and a tall, thin pitcher of water waited for Din. “Make yourself comfortable,” he said. 
Din padded across the room and collapsed across the chair with a faint groan. His mouth watered. 
“You,” said Fett, the corners of his eyes turning up with amusement, “have had a busy week, I hear.” 
Din grunted at him and tucked into his meal without bothering to reply. The  tiingilar was good and woke Din up, the spice clarifying.  
“You don’t mind it,” said Fett confidently, tucking in too. “You prefer being busy.” 
“I do,” Din allowed. He stretched, free of the weight of his armor, and hissed when his spine popped. “But maybe not  that busy.” 
Fett’s chuckle was a dark, promising thing. He pointed at Din with his spoon. Anticipation frissioned up Din’s spine. “You could always work less,” Fett said. “Stay here. Let me take care of you.” 
Din settled back in his seat, trying to decide whether to be embarrassed or curious.  I was right, he thought, pleased that he’d guessed it. Fett had wanted him for more than just business. “Does that line work for you?” Din asked, settling on curiosity. 
That made Fett’s laugh lighten. He flicked a bit of bread at Din, which Din caught and popped into his mouth with a roll of his eyes. “You might be surprised,” Fett said. “Not everyone’s as hard to bribe with comfort and care as you.” 
“You like that I’m hard to bribe,” Din murmured. “Means I’m loyal.”
“True,” said Fett. “You really didn’t have any trouble with A’Shek or Mos Pelgo?”
Din shook his head. “All went fine,” he said, taking another bite of  tiingilar.  
“Good to hear,” Fett said. “Then I want to ask; you want to just talk business tonight, or,” and he pushed his own meal aside, studying Din with dark eyes, “do you want something else?” 
Din swallowed carefully and took a moment to think about it. 
 More,  said a part of Din’s heart that could, if Din let it, grow greedy.  Something else. He thought about A’Shasta in the desert, the story of the dragon-spirit and its bottomless appetite.
Din set his own plate aside and made himself look Fett in the eyes. “What… else?” he asked, still careful. “I don’t… know how much I can handle, tonight.” He hated to admit it, but felt like he should. 
 Fett’s asked me for honesty. “I didn’t get much sleep in the sands,” Din elaborated, feeling like he needed to justify himself despite the fact that Fett’s expression hadn’t changed. “Or in Mos Pelgo.”  
“Alright,” said Fett easily. “Nothing too heavy, then. But you do wanna get out of your own head for a while?”
Din chewed his cheek for a second, but nodded. He  did. He just had to muster up the courage to say it. 
“I can do that,” said Fett. “Anything else you’re not up for tonight?” 
“None of – what happened last time,” Din said. He dropped his gaze again, shy. “The – ” 
“Blaster pol – " Fett started, tone going wicked, and Din’s head came up again to quell him with a glare. 
“Right,” Din said, cutting Fett off. “Any of that. Tonight, I mean.” 
“Alright,” Fett repeated, still easy. Din blinked at him, surprised. He’d thought that Fett might want to push harder, but the other man didn’t seem to want to. 
 Fine by me, Din thought, relieved. He could handle letting Fett hurt him, a little. He could handle Fett taking control. But anything deeper, or more vulnerable – Din needed to get some sleep first. 
“Finish your meal, then,” said Fett. “I’ve got a few ideas.”
 That  made Din’s pulse tick up, anticipation spiking. He’d liked Fett’s ideas, so far. But he sensed that the conversation had shifted. This wasn’t business. This was their other arrangement, and in this Din did as Fett said, so he pulled his plate back over and finished it off, going so far as to mop up the last bits of sauce with his japoor bread. 
Fett ate too, which steadied Din’s nerves some. He didn’t feel quite so scrutinized. 
When they finished, Fett collected their plates, set them at the edge of the table and stood, looking down at Din. 
Din looked back, expectant. 
“Take off your shirt,” Fett said, coming to a decision. “You can stay where you are. We don’t need to keep you on your feet for this.”
Din wordlessly did as he was told. He was starting to see a pattern, here, and tugged his shirt overhead without any complaints. He folded it neatly and set it aside, which got him a fond look from Fett. 
“Have you ever let somebody blindfold you?” Fett asked. 
Din blinked. “A’Shek, a few days ago,” he said wryly. “But other than that I didn’t make a habit of it, no.”
Fett chuckled. “Good,” he said. “We’re going to try it today.” He didn’t ask permission, which made Din’s blood thrill even as nervousness began to build in his stomach. 
 It’s not that much different from what he’s had me do before,  he told himself. Fett had asked Din to close his eyes several times now. This couldn’t be  that much different. 
Din let himself believe that up until the point Fett came around to his side of the work table and fitted a long, solid strip of cloth over Din’s eyes. He tied it gently but tightly, so Din wouldn’t be able to work it over his eyes or peek underneath it, and the cloth he used was solidly black. Din couldn’t see anything. 
Din shifted, nervousness ballooning in his gut. 
Fett touched his bare shoulder and Din startled, unable to see the touch coming. His breath quickened. 
“Good boy,” Fett murmured, warmly. “Easy, now. Take a second. Get used to it. I know it’s strange. We don’t realize how much we rely on our eyes until we can’t use them.” 
Din took several shallow breaths and resisted the urge to shake off Fett’s hand, to tug the blindfold off and throw it aside. Dins hands were still free. He could do it if he wanted to. 
“Your word is the same,” Fett added, picking up on Din’s mounting anxiety. “Gev and this all stops, alright?” 
 He needs to hear me say it, Din thought. He licked his lips again. “Alright,” he agreed, voice thin. He made himself calm down. It was just a blindfold. If Din had let the Spotted Anooba do it, he shouldn’t have a problem letting Fett. 
“Very good. Just take a second. You cut your hair,” Fett added, switching the subject a little to give Din time to adjust, to get his nerves under control. Fett set a hand against the back of Din’s head and scratched Din’s scalp, lightly. Din closed his eyes and leaned into the sensation. 
“Fennec told me I was starting to look like a stray bantha,” Din said.
Fett chuckled. “I had longer hair, when I was young,” he said. “But it’s annoying to keep under beskar, isn’t it?” 
Din nodded, closing his eyes. It made no difference, not with the blindfold on, but he did it anyway. 
Fett kept up his petting. He’d figured out by now that Din liked it, that it was a sort of contact Din could allow without feeling stripped bare. 
“You always keep a beard?” Fett asked, running his other thumb against the corner of Din’s jaw. The touch was intimate. It made Din shiver, chillbumps breaking out down his arms. The pad of Fett’s thumb was rough. 
“Usually,” Din said. 
Fett  hmmed. “You ever think about shaving?” he asked. “Without this – " he tugged a few strands lightly " – you’d look so sweet you could probably charm the Emperor out of his throne.” 
Din flushed. “Not many see me without my helmet,” he said, trying to cover his embarrassment. The Emperor was dead anyway. The last New Republic soldiers Din’d run into had let him go, barely, but they hadn’t exactly been thrilled to see him. “You’re the only one who’s ever called me  sweet, anyway. Well, you and Noora.” 
Fett chuckled. “Cyar,” he said. 
Din’s flush deepened, spread down his chest. Fett had called him that before, that and  cyare. 
“That’s what that means?” said Din, his throat suddenly tight. “Sweet?” 
“Among other things.” Fett smoothed his thumb down the line of Din’s jaw. The touch was gentle but it still woke the nerves in Din’s face, sent sensations prickling across his cheeks. Everything was heightened by the blindfold. Before, Din’d kept his eyes closed, but he’d always had the option of being able to open them, to see if he really needed to. He  couldn’t see now, and the distinction was apparently more important to Din’s brain that he’d thought. His whole body was alert, reactive to every touch. 
Din got the distinct impression that Fett liked Din this way. Responsive, a little apprehensive. 
“Any other pet names you’ve been calling me that I don’t know?” Din asked, aiming for dry. Fett had called him  cyare,  had called him  Djar’ika.  What other words had he used? “Rhe – ret’urcye?” 
 “Ret’urcye mhi,  ” Fett corrected, approving. Pride curled through Din’s belly. Even that was more potent than before, heady as a hit of spice or a swing of  tihaar. Fett kept one hand in Din’s hair and trailed the other down the line of Din’s throat. Din’s pulse jumped again and Fett rumbled. His callouses caught and dragged against the soft skin underneath Din’s jaw, the hollow of his throat, the thin skin over his collarbones. 
“What’s that mean?” Din asked. Fett had said it to him in Mos Eisley, before Din had taken the  Fly to Boz Pity and Yavin-4. “'Darling?' 'Dearest?'” 
“No,” said Fett, tone dropping low. “It’s a farewell. A goodbye between warriors. It means ‘maybe we’ll meet again.’”
That was almost harder to hear than an endearment or a nickname. Din had to swallow around a sudden lump in his throat. That sounded – like a promise, almost, or a wish.  Maybe we’ll meet again.  
“Is there  something I should say back?” he asked. “A counter?” 
“Just the same words,” Fett replied. “Ret’urcye mhi  .  Ret’, if you’re feeling less formal.”
“Ret’urcye mhi, ” Din repeated quickly, locking the words into his mind. 
Fett hummed again and took his hands away. Din had to resist the urge to tilt his head and follow them, feeling bereft. They’d just started – Fett had more planned than just blindfolds and petting. 
“Arms up,” Fett said. “Like before. Hands flat on the table. Don’t hang onto the edge and don’t go anywhere, okay? I’ll be back in a second.” 
Din swallowed and did what he was told. Excitement buzzed underneath his tongue. Despite what he said over dinner, Din felt his cock stir with interest. His body was learning that pain could feel good, too. 
 No,  he told himself, very sternly.  That’s not what tonight is about.  
Behind him, Din could hear Fett rummaging around, the now-familiar sound of that crate of tools being pulled out and inspected. 
Mouth dry, Din licked his lips and made himself hold still, counting down from ten in Basic and Huttese. 
Fett didn’t leave Din to squirm for long. He returned in under a minute and settled a hand on Din’s shoulder again. 
“We’re gonna go easy tonight,” Fett reminded Din, when Din startled a little at the touch and began to coil himself tight, braced for an impact. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t take you out of your head for a bit, yeah? I think you’ll like this.”
“What if I don’t?” Din asked, nervous. 
Fett shrugged. “Then we don’t have to do it again, or I can save it for a punishment, if you ever need one.” 
Din inhaled sharply. Fett rubbed a soothing thumb against the shiny scar on the back of Din’s shoulder blade. 
“You agreed to try anything I suggested,” he reminded Din. 
That made Din settle some, remembering the rule. “I did,” agreed Din. 
“Good,” said Fett. “So relax. I’ve got you. This is gonna happen, yeah? Unless you safeword out.” 
Din nodded. He felt air stir beside him and heard Fett set something hard and small on the work table. Din frowned and racked his brain, trying to think of everything he’d seen in Fett’s crate. 
“Hold still,” Fett reminded Din, and got to work. 
He seemed to like touching Din. He started slowly, mapping Din’s scars, pressing his palms into Din’s flanks, getting Din used to Fett’s touch and learning Din’s body. 
He played with different touches, too; feather-light strokes down Din’s sides, a thumbnail pressed around a scar, deep, almost massaging pushes into the tense places along Din’s back and shoulders. 
Din’s body hummed under Fett’s attention. Warmth began to spread. Sometimes Fett’s touches edged on pain, but it was good, clean pain, like stretching out stiff legs. Din found that he didn’t have a hard time holding still, like this; there was nothing to shy away from. 
He’d just started to sink into a quiet, hazy place inside his own head when Fett’s clever fingers found the thin skin just underneath Din’s armpit and  pinched.  
The pain was so sharp and sudden, bright as a star, that Din couldn’t help but let out a shocked cry. His whole body flinched. 
Fett’s other hand came down across Din’s forearms, pinning his hands to the table. The strength in his grip was shocking. Din fought it instinctively, trying to wrench away, but of course Fett didn't let him. “Easy,” said Fett, gentle tone gone. “You can take it.” 
He didn’t stop pinching. His nails dug in. Din gritted his teeth and swallowed any more noises. Fett was right – he  could take it. He would take it. A pinch was nothing. It was only that Din hadn’t expected it, that he couldn’t see it coming. 
His eyes were open against the blindfold, but this was thicker than the gauzy fabric A’Shek had used to blindfold Din on their way to the oasis. Din couldn’t see anything at all like this. 
Fett finally let go, soothing the bright, aching spot with the pad of his thumb. The skin there was now so sensitive that even a gentle touch made Din grit his teeth, nerves singing. Fett let go of his hands, too. Din, chastised, flexed his fingers and tried to memorize the texture of the work table to serve as a counterpoint to the little pain underneath his arm. 
Fett went back to his gentle exploration, but Din had been shocked out of his hazy calm now, his whole body on alert for the next pinch. 
Fett didn’t make Din wait long. His exploration moved away from Din’s back and sides, petted briefly over Din’s stomach – Din couldn’t help but shiver, the skin there so sensitive, so rarely touched – before moving up Din’s chest. 
Dread and anticipation punched Din in the mouth. Fett’s fingers had found one of Din’s nipples. 
Din’s whole body coiled up, shoulders pulling up to his ears, back bowing as Din instinctively tried to curl up without moving his hands away from the table and disobeying Fett. 
“That’s not going to help,” Fett told Din, darkly amused. He hadn’t even done anything yet, just set two of his fingers against Din’s chest, one on either side of his nipple, but Din couldn’t help it. He could feel a frantic noise trying to claw its way out of his throat and forced himself to swallow it back. 
“I am going to guess,” Fett said, tone light, “that you haven’t ever thought about how sensitive these can be, yeah?” He brought his fingers together, still mostly gentle, and tweaked Din’s nipple. 
The sensation was electric. Din felt it bolt down his belly, all the way down to his toes. His breath hitched. 
Fett didn’t have to work very hard to bring Din’s nipple up into a hard peak. He didn’t pinch or twist or dig in with his nails, but he didn’t have to. The sensation built and built, spread out across Din’s whole chest, and when Fett turned his attention to Din’s other nipple and did the same, Din had to grit his teeth and breathe deeply like he was about to take a swim underwater, like he might not get the change to take a full lungful of breath again. 
“Very nice,” said Fett approvingly, once he was done. Din tilted his head in Fett’s directly blindly, chasing the praise. Fett rewarded him by stroking a thumb down Din’s jaw again. 
“Still good?” Fett asked, quietly. 
Din nodded. His sides stung. His nipples ached. But he was – fine. He was fine. Surprised, a hot blush spilling down his throat all the way to his chest, to his belly, but fine. 
“Good,” said Fett. “That’ll make the next part easier.” 
Din unstuck his jaw. “The next part?” he rasped. 
He heard something move on the table. Whatever it was, it sounded small. It was  cold, when Fett picked it up and brought it to Din’s skin, running it down his side in a slow stroke so Din’s body could map the sensation. 
Din had to suck in another breath, startled by the change in temperature. He hadn’t realized how cool it had gotten in Fett’s rooms. Din’s whole body was warm and Fett himself was a furnace. 
“What’s this?” Fett asked, tracing the edge of the mostly-faded bruise with whatever he had in his hands. It was definitely wood or some kind of synthetic material, not metal, and it was quickly warming, leeching heat from Din’s body. 
“Sparred with A’Shek, out in the sands,” Din said. “He got a good hit in.”
“You win?” Fett asked.
Din nodded. 
“Good,” said Fett, pleased. 
He moved the object again, bringing it over to one of Din’s nipples. The object opened, settling in a loose grip on either side of Din’s nipple. The sensation was strange. Not a pinch, not quite, but – 
It was, Din realized, a clamp of some kind. It felt simple enough where Fett had it gripping Din lightly, almost like pegs Din would use on the  Razor Crest to hang up his clothes or sheets to dry. There were two prongs to it, each one faintly ribbed to give a better grip, and if Din had to guess he’d imagine that they were connected by a fulcrum. A perfectly ordinary thing. 
Din didn’t remember seeing any pegs or clamps in Fett’s crate of tools, but that didn’t mean anything. 
His body shivered again, some of the room’s chill creeping closer. Fett set a comforting hand against the side of Din’s face, smoothing some of the tension out of his eyebrows, the bridge of Din’s nose. The promise of pain hung in the air between them. 
“Now,” said Fett quietly. “This is going to hurt. But I think you’ll like it. Do you trust me?”
Din turned his face blindly into Fett’s palm, chasing the warmth, the comfort. “Yes,” he said hoarsely. His whole body was buzzing and alive. The anticipation was awful and sweet, terrifying and heady. Even though he couldn’t see Fett, he tilted his head back, guessing at where Fett’s face was. 
“Yes,” Din repeated. He pressed his hands flat against the work table. His heart thundered. “I do.” 
 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: BDSM-related stuff, including sensory deprivation (blindfolding) and some sensory play that edges into mild pain play. More kink negotiation. Boba brings up the possibility of sex with Din and Din decides not to pursue sex in that particular instance. Din continues to have a skewed worldview w/r/t his own value and usefulness, at a few points risking injury in order to complete what he views as his assigned job. 
A closer look at the practice of and impacts caused by slavery on Tatooine. Nothing explicit, but if you're checking the end notes for warnings and don't mind content spoilers, Din bands up with the Spotted Anooba to clear some slavers out of one of Spotted Anooba's oases. Din also makes several passing references both internally and externally to Cobb Vanth's "network" of freedom runners and abolitionists. 
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-There's a lot of talking in Tusken sign in this chapter. I feel like I should note that sign language does not always directly match the sentence or grammatical structure of the spoken language sign is translated into -- for example, English is a common language spoken in both America and England, but ASL and BSL are mutually unintelligible. For the purposes of the fic, the translations are written out pretty clearly since we the readers can't actually see the characters signing.
-Din doesn't really do "idle." Other characters are like "Hey, man, put your feet up! Relax!" and Din is very much a "I would honestly rather get shot than take a day off" sort of person. We see this in the show, too; he isn't able to stay still for very long. Part of this is definitely a result of his lifestyle -- he's always moving from one place or job to the next -- but I think that part of it also may be an anxiety/trauma response; it's hard to get overwhelmed if you're too busy to stop and think about what's overwhelming to you.
-We don't see Vanth's house in canon but I imagine it's a lot like the other settler/moisture farmer houses we do see; sort of a poor man's riad, with most of the living spaces underground arranged around an open courtyard, like we see of the Lars homestead in AOTC/ANH. I have a lot of opinions w/r/t Tatooinians & their relationship with the stars, so I like to imagine that most Tatooinian dwellings are built with a view of the night sky in mind.
-I continue to love Cobb Vanth.
-"Wait, are you suggesting that A'Shek's tribe is made up of the survivors from Anakin's attack on the raider camp where his mother died?" Sure am! Another one of the EU/Legends' cooler pieces of worldbuilding is the ripple effect that Anakin going all Vader on the Tuskens has on the Tuskens. Several tribes interpret Anakin/Vader as a vengeful spirit, some to the point where they make sacrifices to the spirit in order to appease it. Vader himself is completely unaware of this, off doing Vader stuff, but it's still a cool little flavor.
-"Wait, does this mean the story about the proud warrior and the dragon is allegorical?" Yeah, I never made any claims to subtlety.
-Tusken names: most male Tusken names start with A'- and most female names start with T'-, though there are exceptions to this rule depending on which EU/Legends media you're consuming. Tuskens absolutely adopt outsiders into their tribes -- A'Sharad Hett, a Jedi, is a good example of a human adopted into a Tusken tribe -- but there seem to be some tribes who are chiller about it than others.
-Gualamas are native to Naboo and are traded around the galaxy. I have no idea if they can be used as livestock, but this is my house and I like them.
-I continue to adore Cobb Vanth.
-Last note: if you all have any EU/Legends book recs, I am very interested! I've read about a hundred of them over the years, but remembering specific ones I liked more than others is hard lol. If you've got recs, please share 'em!
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    Chapter Summary

    Din has always been good with his hands.
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Thank you all for your patience! I have literally never been this nervous to post anything before, and I used to lurk around the Sherlock BBC kink meme.
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  hibirar. 
 
For a long moment, nothing happened. Din tensed, shoulders pulling tight. He couldn’t help himself. He couldn’t  see. He didn’t know what Fett was going to do or when he was going to do it. All Din knew was that it was going to hurt. 
Fett had apparently realized the same thing. Instead of immediately reacting, he held very still. He kept one hand against Din’s jaw, stabilizing them both. He kept the clamp where it was. 
 He’s enjoying this, Din realized. He pulled his shoulders even tighter. Fett caught him at it and laughed softly. 
“None of that,” he said. A wicked note had entered his voice. “Remember, you asked for this.” 
“Asked for – " Din started, needled, but Fett didn’t let him finish. He released the tension on the clamp, letting in close all the way over Din’s nipple. 
For a fraction of a second, Din didn’t feel anything but pressure. But then Fett tugged, just a little bit, and pain lit up behind Din’s eyelids. He choked on a shout and tried to wrench away, surprised by the depth of the pain, but Fett’s gentle hand on Din's face turned into a firm grip. Fett’s hands were huge and strong. Din didn’t get very far before Fett pulled him, none too gently now, back into position. 
“None,” Fett repeated, low, “of that.” 
Din stilled instinctively. His eyes were open but he couldn’t see anything past the blindfold. His breath caught in his throat. 
“This is such a little thing,” Fett said, tugging at the clamp lightly again. Din had to suck in another breath, determined not to cry out. The pain was sharp and intimate. It writhed in Din’s gut. “You can take it, can’t you?” 
Din bared his teeth in Fett’s direction, half-outraged and half-overwhelmed. His body shouted at him to fight back. This wasn’t something Din had ever experienced. Even getting flogged hadn’t felt like this. 
“You can take it,” Fett repeated, and Din decided that he  would take it, just to prove to Fett that he could. 
He tilted his chin up, defiant. Fett’s grip on his face didn’t loosen, but he did stroke a thumb behind Din’s ear, affectionate. The sensation was such a sharp contrast to the pain in his chest that Din wavered, unsure again. 
“That’s it,” Fett encouraged. He tugged again, harder. Din had to reach out and fumble for the edge of the table, gripping it so tightly the edges dug into his fingers. He stared sightlessly straight ahead, struggling to remember what to do, how to handle this.
“Here,” said Fett, tone sweet with false pity, “take a second. Learn how it feels.”
Din was smart enough to hear the trap in Fett's voice. He was also smart enough to realize that there was nothing he could do about it – Fett was in charge here, and Din was at his mercy. 
That, oddly, helped Din settle some. Fett was going to do whatever he was going to do. Din couldn’t see it coming or defend against it. What was going to happen was going to happen. All Din could do was take it. 
Fett patted Din’s cheek gently, then let him go. He stepped away. 
Din ignored the loss of contact and focused on trying to adjust to the pain still spiking through his chest. It sort of felt like getting shot. A burn, a single point of pain instead of the solid, bone-deep ache Fett had worked into Din's back with the flogger. 
 But it’s just pain, Din told himself. He breathed through his nose, keeping his hands tight on the edge of the table. 
Without Fett there to pull and tug at the clamp, the pain evened out. Din wasn’t sure he’d ever been so aware of his nipple before – usually he was so wrapped up in his armor that he didn’t have to worry about any sensitivity or thin skin there, beyond making sure his armor fit right and didn’t chafe – and he wasn’t sure he liked it, either. 
His fingers twitched. He wanted to tug the blindfold off and  see. If he could see it, Din knew he’d be able to talk himself down from this fear. He could rationalize the pain. 
Just like it had before, losing his eyesight made the rest of Din’s senses work harder. His awareness of the room expanded, bolstered by his hearing, which picked up Fett as he padded across the floor and returned to Din’s side. Din could feel the heat of him, strong and alive. 
He tried not to sway towards Fett too obviously – Fett was going to hurt Din, after all. Din didn’t want to look too eager. 
“Better?” Fett asked. 
Din nodded. He had promised to be honest. 
“The thing about clamps,” Fett said, shifting closer. He ran something cold – Another clamp, Din realized, with mingled anticipation and fear – down Din’s side, skirting one of Din's thicker blaster-scars. “Is that they’re easy to underestimate. A little thing can’t hurt that badly, right?” 
“Somehow,” Din said, through gritted teeth, “I feel like it  can.”
“Size isn’t everything,” Fett agreed. “How does it feel?” 
“It  hurts,” Din said, empathetically, and Fett seized the opportunity to fix the second clamp to Din’s other nipple, mirroring the first. 
This time there was no build up, no anticipation, and somehow that was worse. Din didn’t even have a second to adjust, to let the pain peak and settle. Fett just fixed the clamp to him and let it go. 
“Kark,” Din swore, trying to twist his torso away without letting go of the table. 
This time Fett let him, though he did hook a foot around the bottom edge of Din’s stool to keep Din from toppling over. 
“Not keen on these?” Fett asked. 
Din breathed through his nose again, struggling to find that even peak of pain, and said, as steadily as he could manage, “Not really, no.”
“A shame,” said Fett. He traced the outside of Din’s nipple with a thumbnail. Din twitched, hissing; even the touch, light as it was, sparked pain. The clamps felt so tight that Din was surprised he wasn’t bleeding. He could feel the teeth digging into his skin. “You look good like this.  Mesh’la.”  
The edges of  mando’a cut in deeper than the clamps; Din flushed all the way down to his belly. He didn’t know the word but he understood the tone. 

   Pretty.  

Fett chuckled. “You don’t know what you look like,” he continued. 
“I’m sure you’ll tell me,” Din grumbled. 
Fett flicked one of the clamps, which shut Din up. The pain jolted through him like Din had touched a live coupling. He felt it flash all the way down to the base of his spine. 
“I think we’ve talked about manners, Djar’ika,” said Fett, deceptively mild. Din couldn’t help but tense again. 
“Sorry,” he muttered. Fett flicked him again, but this time he did it very gently on Din’s nose. Din startled; he hadn’t felt Fett moving near his face. 
“Another word for you,” Fett said. “Mir’sheb. You know it?” 
Din knew  sheb’urcyin,  which wasn’t particularly flattering. He rolled his eyes, grateful that Fett couldn’t see it – Fett would probably flick one of the clamps again, and that had  hurt. “No,” he said, honestly. 
Fett  hmmed. “It means you’ve got a smart mouth,” he said. “That ever get you into trouble?” 
Din shrugged. 
Fett snorted and ruffled Din’s hair, the fondness once again at odds with the pain jolting through Din's body, then took his hand away. 
“Don’t worry,” Fett assured Din, and his tone had taken on that lightness again, cut by something deeper, and darker. “I have a trick for that.” 
When Fett touched Din again, it was with a third clamp, cold and hard, dragging down Din’s flank. Din twitched but held still. Dread began to mount inside his chest. He didn’t know if Fett would be able to find a place as sensitive as Din’s nipples – not with the rules they’d put in place for the night, anyway – but Din knew by now that Fett would certainly try. 
“Easy,” Fett murmured. Din tilted his head back. 
“I’m fine,” he said, as strongly as he could manage. He wasn't sure who he was trying to convince. 
Fett chuckled. “Hold still, then,” he ordered, and Din obeyed. Well, he tried – as soon as Fett closed the third clamp, this one on a spot of soft skin between two of Din’s ribs on his left side, twisting a little to make sure the grip was good, Din yelped and bucked, feet coming down on the floor to lever Din up and away from the bolt of hot agony that lanced through him. 
Fett caught Din by the hip and slammed him back down so hard that the stool creaked. The speed and strength he’d used stunned Din. He collapsed back into his seat, shocked. 
“Stay,” Fett growled, gentleness gone. 
Din stared at him blindly. His breath came short and fast. His head spun. His pain had been momentarily forgotten. 
 I haven’t been thrown around like that since the darktrooper, he thought, dazed. 
Suddenly, whether or not Din could take the third clamp mattered less. Fett could  make Din take it. He could make Din take as many clamps, as much pain, as he wanted. 
That should have frightened Din. He’d been taught all his life to avoid letting someone else get the upper hand like this. It was too dangerous for a Mandalorian to end up in a position like this. An enemy would press their advantage too far. Strip off a vulnerable warrior's armor. Expose their face. Fett could do anything he wanted to Din right now and while Din knew, in the back of his head, that if he needed to fight Fett off he could at least try, that knowledge felt very far away. 

   But I’m not afraid.  

He was admittedly a little bit afraid of what else Fett could come up with, the creative ways he could make Din hurt, but he wasn’t afraid of Fett abusing Din’s trust. As strange as it was, given the situation, Din was safe. Din was already dar'manda. Fett couldn't take Din's armor or his Creed. He could hurt Din, and the threat of pain – the promise of pain – echoed in his chest like another heartbeat, fast and even, but Fett could only inflict pain on Din's body, and by now Din knew Fett a bit better. Fett wasn't going to hurt Din more than Din could bear.  
“There you are,” said Fett, tone gentling. “You get it now, yeah?”
Din nodded dumbly, robbed of words. Fett’s hand still pressed down into his hip, tight enough to bruise. 
“You’re not going to try to go anywhere?”
Din shook his head. 
“Jate,” Fett said. Din shivered. 
“Don’t move,” Fett told him. “You’re going to take a few more, alright? And then we’ll take them off. Nod if you understand.” 
Din nodded and was rewarded with another flick, this one to the newest clamp on his side. The skin was sensitive – the motion jarred it, tugged at the skin, made pain pulse hotly underneath the clamp, but if Din breathed through it, concentrated all of his efforts on enduring it, on keeping still, then he could manage it. 
“Gar atin,” Fett muttered. He roamed over Din’s chest and belly, searching for another spot. He found one just above Din’s right hip. When he attached the fourth clamp Din shuddered all over, twitching like a bantha trying to escape a stinging fly, but he didn’t bolt or buck. 
Din licked his lips. “I don’t know what that means,” he said. His own voice had roughened with the effort of choking back a shout. 
“It means that you’re stubborn,” said Fett. 
Din’s forehead creased. He knew that. 
“Mando’a  doesn’t translate the best into Basic,” Fett elaborated, sensing Din’s confusion. “Atin  means – stubborn in a way that can save your life. Enduring. Tenacious. The word comes from  atiniir.  To endure.” He added a fifth and a sixth clamp across Din’s belly, one after the other. Fett’s tone darkened even further. “To  take it.” 
“Ah – atiniir,” Din repeated, the pitch of the word rising higher when Fett added a seventh clamp next to the sixth, so that the last three made a line across Din’s stomach. 
“Good,” said Fett. “Only a few more.”
 More, Din thought, despairing. The pain had transformed – he felt it in every inhale, in every heartbeat. His pulse throbbed underneath each clamp. A fine layer of sweat had broken out across his body. 
But Fett’s hand was still at Din’s hip, strong as beskar. 
 He can  make  me take it,  Din reminded himself. He sat up straighter. He didn’t need Fett to make him. Din could endure it. He  would.  
Fett added three more clamps, two to his right side, one to his left to even him out. Each individual spot felt like being stabbed, a little, or being bitten, but pain had spread between the clamps too, following a network of nerves Din hadn’t even known had existed. A network of nerves Fett had strung together just for Din, just to teach him this. 
When he was finished, Fett took his hands away. Din heard him lean back, resting his weight against the worktable. Din turned towards him, mouth open. Pain made his head swim. 
“Mesh’la,” Fett repeated, softly. 
Din didn’t have the energy to flush again. All his effort was turned towards keeping himself still, keeping his hands away from the clamps. 
“Very good,” Fett said. He seemed to know what praise did to Din. He even seemed to like it – Din couldn’t see his face but he could hear Fett’s pleased little hum when Din turned, helpless, and tilted his head towards where Din thought Fett's face had to be.  
“Now,” said Fett. “Comes the fun part. You can move as much as you want to for this, Djar’ika.” 
 What – ? Din wondered, confused. Then Fett’s fingers found one of the clamps situated across Din’s belly, and fast as a sand viper he released the tension and plucked the clamp off. 
This time Din did shout – he couldn’t stop himself. He’d thought that he’d understood the pain, had gotten used to it, but he hadn’t understood anything. As soon as that tension was released, all of the nerves that had been pinched together underneath it  flared, a pain that was so hot and overwhelming and sudden that tears pricked Din’s eyes. 
“Nine left,” said Fett, and plucked off three more clamps one after the other. Din bared his teeth and took it, though he couldn’t stop the blindfold from growing damp. Fire spread across his stomach, up his sides; by the time Fett reached Din’s nipples, it was all Din could do not to jump backward and run. Fett didn't relent. He plucked the clamps on Din's nipples off last, one after the other, and Din nearly howled. 
 Agony was too light a word for the hurt that crashed through him. The pain was bone-deep, was lodged in Din’s lungs and in the space behind his eyes. Tears leaked out from underneath the blindfold. Din could feel them drying on his cheeks. 
“Udesii, udesii,” Fett said, pressing a big hand flat against Din’s belly, reeling Din back in. “It’s alright, you’re done. You did well.” 
The noise was mostly nonsense. All Din could hear was a dull roar, like a ship’s engine trying to compensate as it switched from hyperspace to sublight. But Fett’s hand was hot, hotter even than the pain singing through his nerves, and it was grounding. Din forced himself to breathe. Pain was in the mind, and Din was  beroya. He had control of his mind. 
Eventually, Din managed to calm himself down. The pain didn’t fade, exactly, but it blunted out. It shifted from feeling like burns or stabs to feeling like small but very deep bruises, like an impact. 
Din could handle that. 
“Udesii,” Fett murmured again. Din tilted his face towards him, shoulders starting to shake like the comedown from an adrenaline rush. Fett understood and shifted so that he was directly in front of Din, and he pulled Din, still blindfolded, into his chest. 
Din immediately pushed against him, relieved. Fett settled a hand into Din’s hair, the other hand coming up to undo the blindfold. He pulled it away but Din didn’t bother to open his eyes. Red and black lights were still swimming behind them. 
“You did well,” Fett rumbled. “Most I’ve tried that with have needed to be tied up, during.” 
Din grunted against Fett’s chest. He thought of the wyyyschokk silk restraints in Fett’s crate and shivered. 
 That,  he thought, fuzzy and blurred around the edges,  is a conversation to have another time.  
Fett made a disgruntled sound. Din blearily looked up, opening his eyes. The room was dim enough that the light didn’t sear him immediately. 
“What?” Din managed.
Fett laid a hand on Din’s forehead, a frown creasing his face. “You’re that cold?” he asked. Even through the haze wrapped around Din’s mind like a blanket, Din could pick up on Fett’s concern. 
Din scowled and leaned away. He didn’t need to be coddled like a sick child. He’d just – liked the way Fett felt, was all. Liked how warm and solid he was, how –
Safe, Din thought, and decided not to be ashamed for thinking it. 
“‘M fine,” said Din thickly. 
“Djarin, we’ve talked about this,” said Fett, scowling too. “What’s wrong? What do you need?”
“I don’t  need anything,” Din muttered. Fett reached out again and Din pulled away. He felt the stool sway underneath him but managed to keep his seat, though Din had to reach out and grab the table to hold himself steady. 
Fett snorted. “Fine,” he said. “What do you  want, then?” 
Din’s scowl deepened. What did it matter what he wanted?
“Hey,” said Fett. He reached out again and this time he caught Din before Din could pull away, wrapping a hand loosely around Din’s wrist. 
“Hey,” Fett repeated. “Easy.” He slotted his fingers over Din’s pulse. They both could feel it hammering. 
“You’re allowed to want things, Djar’ika,” Fett said quietly. “All you have to do is ask for them.”
Din stared at him, trying to work up the energy to be incredulous, but he knew it wasn’t worth it. Fett was implacable and Din was tired. 
Din forced himself to relax, pushing the tension in his hands out, uncurling them, turning the palm of his hand up in Fett’s grip. Fett rewarded him by stroking a thumb against the soft skin of Din’s wrist. The touch was very gentle and very kind, soothing without leaving Din feeling coddled. 
“I just wanted – to touch you,” Din said, wincing at how needy that sounded. How childish. “It was nice. That’s all.”
“That’s all?” Fett repeated, exasperated fondness creeping into his tone. Din tried to resist the urge to scowl at him again and failed. “That’s easily fixed, then. Easily given. C’mere.” 
Din resisted a little, but Fett really was inexorable. He just kept tugging on Din gently, a light pressure that was easy to resist but persistent, until Din gave up and folded himself back against Fett’s side. Fett kept one hand on Din’s wrist, absently stroking the thin skin where Din’s pulse still fluttered, and looped the other over Din’s shoulders. He let Din press his cheek against the curve of Fett’s shoulder. 
Din sighed. He couldn’t help it. It felt  good to sit like this, side by side, touching all the way down Din’s body. Fett’s scent, familiar now, surrounded him. 
“Cyare,” Fett murmured again, tone going light, teasing. 
“Don’t ruin it,” Din grumbled. 
Fett chuckled. “Wouldn’t dare,” he said. 
Din wasn’t able to sink all the way down into that hazy, drifting space again, but he didn’t mind. This was good too; he liked that he was aware of the nonsense Fett was murmuring, liked that he was present to feel Fett’s fingertips smoothing a gentle pattern over his arm. 
They stayed like that for a while, until Din’s heartbeat settled and his breath evened out. Finally he made himself sit up, cleared his throat and shook his head a little, chasing the pleasant haze away. 
“Better?” Fett asked, letting Din go. Fett stretched, rolling his shoulders. The muscles in his chest and back shifted underneath his shirt. Din colored and looked away. 
 I’m too tired for this, he told himself sternly. 
“Better,” Din allowed. He knew by now that Fett was like a massiff on a scent if he didn’t get an answer he liked. 
“Good,” said Fett, pleased. He looked Din up and down, eyes bright. 
 Probably looking at the marks he left, Din thought, though he couldn’t really blame Fett, since Din knew he’d be studying himself in the mirror in the morning. 
“Need help getting back to your room?” Fett asked. 
Din shook his head. “I think I’ll manage,” he said, aiming for dry. 
Fett nodded. “Let’s get your things, then.” 
He helped Din find his shirt, which Din sleepily tugged on, and guided Din to the lift, though he let Din climb into it on his own.
“See you in the morning,” said Fett quietly, the doors closing over his face. 
“See you,” Din returned, just as quiet, and let the lift bring him back to his own room. 
 
Din dreamed. He knew that he did, because he woke up with the first rays of sunlight disoriented and confused, words dying in the back of throat, but by the time he’d blinked the sleep out of his eyes, the dream was gone. 
Frowning, Din flopped back against his bed and threw a hand over his eyes to block the sunlight. 
 What was that? he wondered. 
Din had never been the type to dream much. He was usually either so tired he slept too deeply for dreams to reach or so tense he didn’t sleep deeply enough. 
He’d had nightmares as a child. All of the foundlings had – they hadn’t been foundlings by happy accident, after all. Most of the kids Din’d come up with had had the same story. A planet devastated by the Clone Wars, grief and terror and worlds dying, families snatched away, last-minute rescue from above. 
Those had more or less faded away with time. By the time Din had been a teenager, he’d been too busy to have nightmares. Every waking moment was spent training, learning, sparring. He’d collapsed into his cot at the end of every day and slept like a dead man. 
That was when Din had discovered that nightmares, while they couldn’t be outrun,  could be outworked. Any time he'd started to have bad dreams again as an adult, Din had remedied them quickly enough by taking on any and every job he could find. 
 It’s not like I’m not working, though, Din thought, running his tongue over his teeth. 
He wasn’t sure that the dreams he’d been having lately were nightmares, though. This one had been – sad, he thought. He could still feel the lingering edges of grief in the corners of his mind. But the specifics were gone. 

   I wonder if Fett has trouble sleeping too.  

Fett certainly seemed to avoid sleeping. He was up at all hours just like Din was, working long into the night, and he’d come down for morning court not long after Din himself would. 
 Maybe he sleeps during the day? There were always a few hours between midday and afternoon court where Fett would disappear. Maybe he was sneaking back up to his rooms to nap. 
The thought made Din smile a little, affection a warm shadow behind his ribs. 
 Whatever I’m dreaming about can’t be that important,  he told himself bracingly, rolling over so he could get his feet underneath him.  I’d remember it if it was, right?  
Din stretched, yawning, and stumbled into the ‘fresher. He made sure to take care of the necessities – a quick sonic, water worked through his hair, a trim down either side of his jaw – before he let himself admire his new bruises. 
His chest was still mottled green and yellow where A’Shek had struck him. Fett himself hadn’t left many marks at all. Din found a few crescents where Fett’s fingernails had dug into his side, a set of fingerprint bruises just above Din’s hip, but that was it. There was a line of three faint red marks across his belly, a few more on his flanks, but there weren't any bruises left by the clamps.  
Din carefully brushed a finger over his right nipple and hissed. It was  sore, tender, maybe even a little swollen, but it hadn’t bruised. Din was surprised. He’d felt like those clamps were tearing into him, but the worst they’d done was leave some redness. 

   Strange.  

He was learning more and more every time he and Fett had one of their meetings. He wouldn’t have thought that something as small as a plasticene clamp, something Din had used to hang up drying clothes or fix a sheet up to give himself some privacy, could  hurt like it had. 
He rubbed the sore spot gently, careful not to prod at the tenderness too hard. Faint pain and even fainter pleasure flickered. Din took his hand away. 
 Not now, he told himself. 
It was easy enough to push aside any lingering arousal and focus on getting ready for the day. Din got dressed – it really was nice to have more than one set of underclothes – and tugged his armor back on in parts and pieces, checking the fit. His diligence in the desert had paid off. Everything was in good order. Din ran a diagnostic once he pulled his helmet on and it came back clear. His armor was still sound. 
Pleased, Din strapped on his weapons and tugged on his cloak. He hadn’t had time yet to unpack his kit, but he’d find time later. 
Din made it downstairs in time to snag the last cup of Tusken mayam tea from behind the bar. He preferred it to caf; caf had never really worked on Din. For most beings it woke them up, helped them focus, but for Din it had always made him anxious. He’d drink it if he had to – he couldn’t go for days without sleep like he’d been able to as a young man – but he preferred the tea. 
“Morning, Djarin,” Noora said, smiling at him. Despite the early hour she was bright-eyed, her lekku twitching. “Good to have you back. We missed you, while you were away.” 
“Don’t listen to her,” Fennec warned from the other side of the bar. “She’s just trying to grease you up.” 
Din blinked, nonplussed, and tugged his helmet off so he could drink. “Why’re you trying to grease me up?” he asked warily, after he’d drained half the cup. 
Noora beamed at him. The tips of her lekku twitched again, almost invitingly. The hairs on the back of Din’s neck stood up. His eyes narrowed. She  did want something. 
He looked to Fennec for help. 
Fennec caught his eye and snorted. “Leave him alone, Noora,” she said. “He just got back.” 
“Aw, but he’d be perfect!” Noora protested, a pout forming on her face. 
Din looked between the two of them, feeling increasingly cornered. “Perfect for what?” he asked. 
“I’m glad you asked!” said Noora. She tossed one lekku over her shoulder. “See, there’s this fella down in the city who’s been giving Gida some trouble, and we’ve had Theran and Zero go take a look but they can never  find  the scuz sucker, so I thought that maybe  you – ”
Din held up a hand. He finished his tea. “Slower,” he said, setting the cup back down. “Somebody’s been bothering Gida?”
Gida was one of the others Twi’Lek who worked behind the bar. She was young and pretty – most of the palace's visitors liked Gida. Din didn't know her very well, but he'd seen her around often enough over the last few weeks. She'd only started with the outfit recently, while Din had been away on Yavin-4. She lived in Mos Eisley. Din frowned. “Have you told Fett?” 
“I wanted to,” Noora said. Her mouth pulled down. “But Gida asked me not to. She’s too proud. She thinks – well, she was around for Jabba’s days, a little bit. Back then asking for help on one of Jabba’s bad days was a one-way trip down to see Pateesa.” 
Din blinked. “Pateesa?”
“The rancor,” Fennec said out of the corner of her mouth. 
“The  rancor?  But doesn’t  pateesa mean – ” Din caught sight of Noora’s face and stopped himself. He cleared his throat. “Right,” he said. “Fett wouldn’t mind, though, would he? He sent Kasyyk after Gida when her mother came by, didn't he?” If Din was remembering things right, Gida's mother had come to Fett to ask for his help after Gida'd been kidnapped. Kasyyk had found the girl, brought her back, and Fett had offered her a job so Gida didn't have to keep working in Mos Eisley. 
“No, he wouldn't mind,” said Noora and Fennec together. Noora shifted, clearly uncomfortable. “But Gida… she asked me not to tell him, so I promised her I wouldn’t. She keeps insisting she can handle it on her own, but…” 
“What exactly is happening?” Din asked, leaning forward. “She lives in the Gleaning?” 
“She still lives in the Quarter,” Noora said. “That’s where all of her people are. Her mother, her cousins. They were all slaves, under Jabba. Under Bib Fortuna too, I think. I keep telling Gida to move out – she can afford to live in a good neighborhood now! – but she wants to be close to her mother.” 
“And someone is following her?"
Noora nodded. “Not every day,” she said. “A couple of times a week, maybe.”
“Just following?” Din asked, his concern mounting. 
Noora nodded. 
“She actually see anyone? Does she know a species? A description? Is it the same person who took her the first time?”
“No,” Noora said. She was sobering now that she realized that Din was taking her seriously. Her lekku twitched again, this time in concern. “Gida thinks humanoid for sure – she told me she’s seen whoever it is out of the corner of her eye a few times, but she's never seen them head-on. They walk on two legs, whoever they are. Human-sized, too. Tall, she said. It can't be the piece of krayt kung who took her from her mother – Kasyyk killed him.”
Din mulled that over, thinking hard. “Why would someone be following her?” he asked. 
Noora shrugged, expression helpless. “She won’t say,” she said. 
“I’ve been looking into that,” Fennec put in, finishing her glass of blue milk. “She was around during the worm’s day, but she wasn’t part of Jabba’s outfit. She was a dancer, and a younger one at that. One of Bib Fortuna's purchases. He was in charge of providing the entertainment. Gida never got close enough to the big players to learn anything incriminating. Whoever's following her around, I doubt they're after information or leverage.” 
She was a slave, Din thought, understanding. He looked at Noora. "You were around in Jabba's day too, weren't you? Did you and Gida know each other?" 
"Ma nerra, you know how many dancers a week came through here?" Noora asked. Her tone was light but her voice very sad. "Gida could've been in the room right next to mine and I wouldn't have known it – we were all out for ourselves. All trying to survive."
That was fair. Jabba's court had been as wild as the Great Dune Sea, and just as full of bloodthirsty creatures. Din had preferred the open desert, honestly; a krayt dragon would eat you, but it wouldn't try to play at being a friend first. No one in Jabba's court had had any honor. 
That's can't be true, Din told himself, wincing. Guilt prickled beneath his armor. Fett had been at Jabba's court. Fennec too. And Noora – all three of them had their honor. 
“Is Gida here today?” Din asked. 
Noora shook her head. “No. She’s in tomorrow night, though. Want to talk to her?” 
Din nodded. It was the least he could do. “I can take her home tomorrow night, too. Or follow behind, if she wants to try and catch whoever’s stalking her in the act.” 
Noora sagged in relief. “Thank you,” she said, all seriousness, her ever-present edge of flirtation gone. “Gida’s… well. She’s young. A bright, happy creature, usually. I didn't know her back in the old days, but I know her now. I hate seeing her afraid.” 
Din just nodded. He could help, one way or the other. 
“But you can’t tell the boss,” Noora warned. 
 That made Din balk. “I don’t make a habit of lying to my employers,” he said, flatly. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Fennec’s expression shift. 
“You don’t have to  lie,” Noora said, flapping a hand. Her lekku twitched in agitation.  “I wouldn’t lie to him either. Not worth it, you know? But just don’t… tell him, unless he asks you outright.” 
“Why?” Din asked, frowning. Fett would be able to help – he could assign guards to make sure Gida got home safely. He had the muscle lying around, now. He’d  want to help. Fett cared about his people. He had a certain way of showing it, but Din knew that he cared. 
“Gida made me promise.” 
Din looked between Fennec and Gida. He raised his eyebrows at Fennec, silently asking her if she was alright with this. She was closer to Fett, after all. Din was pretty well-entrenched into the outfit by now, but Fennec was Fett’s right hand. 
“I’ve already agreed,” said Fennec, shrugging a little. “Gida knows that if the situation gets any worse, I’ll escalate and tell the boss myself. Everybody’s entitled to their secrets, up to a point.” 
Din pinched the bridge of his nose, but nodded. “Fine,” he said. If Fennec was onboard, he didn’t see why he couldn’t keep Gida’s confidence either. He looked at Fennec. “Up to a point, then.” 
If there was real trouble, like Hutt Cartel sniffing around instead of a jilted lover, Din would tell Fett. Fennec nodded almost imperceptibly. She understood. 
“Tell Gida that I’ll help,” Din said.
“Absolutely,” Noora said, relief breaking out across her face. “I’ll tell her. Will you be here tomorrow?”
It was always hard to say for sure – Fett sent Din out on any number of jobs, after all – but Din nodded anyway. He probably had enough favor with Fett that Din could ask to stick around for a few days. 
“Tell her to find me before she goes home after work,” he said. “I’ll be around.” 
Noora nodded.
“Be careful,” Fennec warned, as Noora turned around and went about the business of opening things up for the morning. 
Din tilted his head. It was easier to look Fennec in the eye than Fett. Din wasn’t sure why, but it was. Fennec’s gaze was steadier than Fett’s. Her eyes didn't cut Din quite as deeply. 
“You’re worried too,” he said. 
Fennec grimaced, which told Din that he was right. “If it was something easy like an old lover or an overzealous admirer, Theran and Zero would have found out by now,” she said. “They’re not as sharp as you, but neither of them are stupid either. If it’s just been a  sleemo who can’t take no for an answer, the boys would’ve found them. But since they can’t find them…” 
“You’re thinking a professional? Hutts?” 
“Or another outfit looking for weaknesses. Valarian’s, maybe. We warned the Hutts off pretty good. If they come back they'll come here, at Boba and me. They won't waste time scaring a dancing girl.” 
The mention of Valarian – Lady Valarian, who ran a cartel of her own in Mos Entha – made Din wince. He’d forgotten to ask Fett about the whispers of Mandalorians he’d heard from A’Shek. 
He looked sideways at Fennec, who was watching his face with open interest. Din tried not to shy away. It was strange to think about Fennec reading him, about learning the way his mouth moved or how often Din looked up at the ceiling when he was trying to piece together a puzzle. 
“What’s that look?” Fennec asked. “You know Valarian?”
“I know of her,” said Din, reluctantly. “But it’s not her, it’s…  I heard something, out in the desert.”
“Most of us do.” 
Din shot her a confused look. Fennec just shrugged. 
“Not – a mirage or anything,” Din said. “I heard from A’Shek that there might be Mandalorians on Tatooine. In Mos Entha.” 
 That wiped the amused expression of Fennec’s face. “Mandalorians? Are you sure?”
“I haven’t followed up on it yet, so no.” Din ran a hand through his hair. “I haven’t had the time. I wanted to check on Mos Pelgo first, and then I wanted to come here. Didn't want to kick the kirik's nest and go to Mos Entha without telling somebody first. Have you heard anything?”
“About Mandalorians? No. Well, not Mandalorians on planet,” she clarified. “The Remnants know that some Mandalorians took a light cruiser. They don't know who, but they know it was warriors in beskar armor. It’s all over their frequencies.”
“You have access to Imperial frequencies?”
Fennec shrugged. “I did some work for the Empire,” she said. “You’d be surprised how often they forget to change their codes.”
Din supposed that was fair. The Empire had always been slow to change. 
“That’s the only chatter on Mandalorians that I’ve heard, though,” Fennec continued. “If there’s some on Tatooine, I haven’t heard about it.” 
“I haven’t either,” Din said. “A few months ago I heard about Cobb Vanth, but he was the only one who came up when I was casing the planet. Coverts move around, though. Just because they weren’t here a few months ago doesn’t mean there aren’t any now.” 
 Tatooine is a good place for a covert, Din didn’t add. He chewed on the inside of his cheek. The more he thought about it, the more convinced he was. Din knew that the desert played tricks on the eyes and the ears, but he’d seen beskar flashing twice now. A’Shek had heard of Mandalorians. 
“You tell Boba?” 
Din shook his head. “Not yet,” he said. He tried not to feel sheepish. “I haven’t… had the time.” 
“He’ll want to know,” Fennec warned. “Boba and Mandalorians don’t mix. Not even your kind of Mandalorians.” 
“He gets along just fine with me,” Din muttered, but he had seen what passed between Fett and Kryze as polite conversation. Fennec had a point. 
“Everyone gets along with you, Djarin,” said Fennec, amused. “You’re the exception, not the rule. Boba hasn’t told me what happened between him and the others, but he’s had enough of you bucketheads. Present company excluded, of course.” 
Din snorted. 
 Why does Kryze hate Fett? Din wondered. It couldn’t be that Fett didn’t have any honor – Din hadn’t known him very long, but so far Fett had kept his word. Fett was fair. A skilled fighter. Generous, even. He was honorable. An alor in everything but a tribe following him. 
 He said that his father fought in Mandalore’s Civil Wars,  Din thought to himself. He’d never heard of a civil war on Mandalore but then he’d never been there, not when it was  Mandalore instead of a floating hunk of dust. 
 Kryze called me a Child of the Watch.  Her  people are called Nite Owls. Are there different factions?  
That would explain a few things, if Din thought about it. Kryze was older than Din – older than Fett too – and had lived on Mandalore for a long time. Maybe she’d known Fett’s father. Maybe she’d fought against him. If they’d been on opposite sides of a civil war, that would explain their hatred of each other. 

   What side was I on, I wonder?  

And what side are these other Mandalorians on?  If Fett wasn’t well-liked among other Mandalorians because of a war his father had fought, where did that leave Din? Din hadn’t fought in any civil war. He hadn’t defended Mandalore. He hadn’t even known that there was more  to Mandalore until a few months ago. 

   And I’m with Fett.  

Din pulled his helmet back on. “I’ll talk to him,” he told Fennec, troubled now. 
“Probably a good idea. The last thing we need is for Valarian to get wind of them and  hire them. She's exactly the type to try and encourage a little cultural fratricide.” 
Din grunted. "Sounds like it's going to be a long day, then," he muttered.
Fennec clapped him on the shoulder and picked up her own helmet. "Welcome to the outfit," she said.
They nodded to each other, then went their separate ways. Din had a lot to think about while the business of the way got underway. The throne room was beginning to fill up again. Fennec went to the throne and Din to his usual place by the stairs. 
Fett joined them, at some point; he slipped in, surprisingly unobtrusive for a man in green beskar, waved to Din and took himself up to the throne, where he and Fennec had their usual morning briefing in hushed whispers. 
Din kept turning over the problems in his head while Fett got on with court. Most of Din’s attention was on the throne room, of course – he was hardly about to get sloppy  now – but a bit of it was turning over Gida’s problem, and his own. 
Gida’s at least would be fairly straightforward. Din would either lend Gida his protection until whoever was bothering her gave up, or he’d follow along, find out what was happening and take care of the problem. 
 Stalking a young Twi’Lek is one thing,  Din thought darkly.  Dealing with  me  is another thing entirely.  If whoever was following Gida  was just an old lover or a sad creep, they’d likely take one look at Din and run. 
And if Gida was being tailed by the Hutts or by Valarian’s people, by slavers or worse… well. Din could deal with that too. It might even be fun. 
The problem of the Mandalorians was a trickier one. Din was  dar’manda.  Even if these Mandalorians  were a covert, were Children of the Watch like Din, once they knew what he was, they wouldn’t accept him. They wouldn’t work with him, either; they might even go to Lady Valarian herself and offer their services, on the condition that once they’d killed Fett and Din, they’d keep the beskar. 

   And if they already don’t like Fett…  

Din didn’t have any honor anymore, technically, but the idea of betraying Fett in favor of the covert in Mos Entha left a bad taste in his mouth. If the covert didn’t like Fett, they would expect Din to side with them. That’s what the covert was  for. It was community without questions, protection without expectation. 
Fett would be their enemy. Din was one of them, nominally. Despite how he felt, there  wasn’t  a great big mark on his armor that declared him  dar’manda.  Unless he told the covert’s  alor or took his helmet off in front of them, the Mandalorians would accept Din as one of their own. 
If Din was one of their own, Fett would be his enemy too. And if he was  Fett’s ally, the covert would be his enemy. 
Din screwed his eyes shut, tired. The peace he’d found last night was already fading, burning up like dew in the suns. 
 This,  Din thought, disgruntled,  has gotten complicated.  
Morning court went off without any trouble, though, which was a relief. Fett handled every problem easily and only had to shoot one petitioner, a Toydarian who’d apparently not heard that Fett wouldn’t freight with slavers. Fett was even quiet about it; Jabba had liked to make a spectacle of his kills, but Fett just shot the Toydarian between the eyes, neatly, and moved on to the next petitioner. A hard lesson, especially for the Toydarian, but an effective one. 
Din kept an eye on everything just in case he was needed, but by midday Fett had closed the morning court and gone off with a pair of dour-faced moisture farmers to redraw some property lines, leaving Din at loose ends. 
Din tried to stick around the throne room for a while, to wait and see if Fett would come back, but before long the noise was too much. He’d practically muted his auditory sensors but he could still feel the noise of the crowd rattling against his armor. 
Din caught Fennec’s eye across the throne room. She didn’t have any Tusken sign, but she seemed to get the message when Din pointed at himself and jerked his chin in the direction of the turbolift. She waved him off, anyway, which Din counted as a message received. 
As soon as the doors of the lift closed, Din felt better. The wall of noise cut out all at once and with his sensors muted, the only sounds Din could hear were the distant thump and rattle of the lift and the faint ringing in his own ears. 
He didn’t know where he was going, exactly, or what he planned to do – he just wanted to be out of the noise for a while, as if some peace and quiet would help him figure out a solution to his problems. 
He took the lift as high as it would go, crossed the long, sunny hallway and made his way back up into his own room. 
 Sitting around isn't gonna help anything, he told himself. He shed his helmet again and tugged off his gloves, wanting to escape the heat prickling underneath his chin as much as he’d wanted to get out of the noise. 
He busied himself emptying out his kit. His weapons were already clean, but he took the time to unpack, to shuffle things around and arrange them in some kind of order. 
 I’m going to need some furniture, he thought, a little rueful. A few blaster-racks, at least, and it would be nice to have a proper place to rest his armor. 
Once he had all of his weapons laid out and arranged neatly, Din overturned his bag, intending to shake out any sand that might have worked its way into the seams, and remembered at the last second that he still had the Jedi holocron packed up with everything. It tumbled out of his kit and Din swore, scrambling to catch it; he snatched it up just before it hit the floor. 
 That could’ve been bad. He brought the holocron up to inspect it. There weren’t any new cracks, thankfully. The sunlight slanting in through the long window caught the holocron’s edges, made light refract off its many faces. 
Din cocked his head, curious. 

   That’s interesting.  

He shuffled closer to the window and brought the holocron directly into the light. 
 There’s something in there. Din hadn’t seen it before. He’d either been in the low light of Fett’s rooms or the dark of the desert. But if he held the holocron up to the light, tilted it just so, it almost looked like there was another, smaller light inside of it. 
 A power source?  
Din rotated the holocron in his hand, trying to figure out the best angle that would let him see what was in the middle of it. The light caught and shone and refracted. The glass was warm against Din’s hand. 
He peered closer, eyebrows drawing together. 
 Is it… vibrating?  Din could certainly feel  something. He felt it in his fingers and, oddly, his ears. It was a hum or a whine, lower in pitch than the droning noise he was used to. It reminded him of a heartbeat, almost, or the internal gears and wires of a droid ticking away underneath a chassis. 
The light inside of the holocron flickered, drawing Din's eye again. With the object held up in the sun, Din had an even better look at the fissures and seams holding the whole thing together. 
 It  does  open, he realized, following a seam. The bronzium inlay on the corners made separate shapes. Four-sided pyramids, Din realized. And there were seams all around it, like the pyramids were supposed to be twisted or turned. 
 Am I supposed to do all four at once? Din could manage two, but the holocron was just big enough that he couldn’t get more than that. Maybe that’s why Jedi used them – they turned two pyramids with their hands and two with the Force. 
 Still,  Din thought, an odd sort of excitement beginning to build underneath his skin.  It can’t hurt to try, right?  
He hooked a thumbnail underneath the seam of one of the pyramid’s corners. 
 Come on, he thought. The pyramid resisted. It probably hadn’t been opened since the Jedi disappeared. The gears or the mechanisms holding it all together were probably rusted and stuck. 
 Come on, Din coaxed. He didn’t know if he was talking to himself or the holocron, but the low hum in his ears rose in pitch. The holocron in his hand was as warm as skin, as warm as a breath. 
 Come on,  Din repeated a third time, digging his thumb in, twisting the corner with all his might.  Open – 
The pyramid set into the corner of the holocron gave way. It turned under Din’s hand, the edges coming off to sit offset the smooth sides of the cube, and the holocron began to  glow. Din nearly dropped it, startled – the hum had reached a deep pitch, now, and the other three corners turned without needing Din to wrestle with them. 
The holocron sprang apart. 
This time Din  did drop it, cursing, but that didn’t seem to matter; the holocron clattered to the floor but kept glowing. The corners had separated out from the main body and the whole thing glowed blue and white. The hum crackled and sputtered. 
And then, while Din watched, a hologram emerged. 
At first the projection was badly distorted. Whoever it was was talking but their words were mangled and fuzzy. The image flickered on and off. 
“ – earner Ahsoka Tano,” the tiny figure said. Din sat down, startled. He peered closer. The little hologram  was Tano – younger, smaller, rendered in shades of wavering blue, but Tano all the same. She couldn’t be older than fourteen or fifteen. 
“This holo– record– linea– -da,” Tano’s recording continued. The image sparked and spluttered, the recording fading in and out. Cautious, half-convinced that he’d break it, Din reached out and picked up the holocron again, giving it an experimental shake. The image stabilized.
“As the youngest Padawan in the lineage, I will demonstrate the first form of lightsaber combat, Shii-Cho, the Way of the Sarlacc.” She bowed to Din – to whoever’s holding the holocron – Din told himself, fascinated, his alarm already fading – and ignited a lightsaber. 
Even through a recording her lightsaber hummed and crackled. Tano walked through several easy, basic strikes and blocks, demonstrating each one individually. Din tilted his head. 
 Is this a training tool? Fett had said that the Jedi had used holocrons to store knowledge. Did a holocron do more than just keep information? Were they teaching tools? If they were, they were handy; Tano’s recorded frame was small, but clear enough that Din could see her movements clearly, and could follow what she was trying to show. 
 It’s a  lightsaber  training holocron, Din realized. 
This form – Shii-Cho, Tano had called it – was different than the lightsaber strikes Din’d picked up spying on K’Kruhk and the other Jedi. Those forms had been fluid, graceful; this form was almost  clumsy.  It was so slow and deliberate that Din could see the shape of every move before Tano had finished the form. 
 She didn’t fight like this in Calodan. In that forest Tano had been fast, almost too fast for Din, and had added another lightsaber to the mix. Din wouldn’t be able to do half of what he’d seen her do there.  
 But I should be able to pick this up, Din thought. Tano’s movements became faster, pace increasing, but nothing she was doing was too complicated or needed the Force, as far as Din could tell. Tano’s movements were deliberate but determined. Simple, but sometimes simple was good.  
 Simple saves time, Din remembered, reaching back to his oldest lessons. If you were fighting for your life, it was better to lean on something that was simple but effective than to go for something complicated and flashy. A blaster over a plasma cannon. A punch over a Kashyyyki sleeperhold. 
While she moved, the hologram-Tano offered tidbits of wisdom, pointers for novices. A lot of it was fairly self-explanatory – “Never ignite your ‘saber in front of your own face” was a piece of advice that Tano gave with a straight face – but Din got the impression that Shii-Cho was the first lightsaber form that any Jedi learned. 
 If a bunch of kids can manage it, I can too,  Din reasoned. His fingers itched for the darksaber, eager to try out some of the simple strikes and parries Tano was walking through, but Tano had said that Shii-Cho was only the  first form. 
 How many others are there? Din wondered. 
He set the holocron back on the floor and settled in to find out. 
After Tano finished her demonstration and bowed to the viewer again, the holocron flickered and Tano’s image was replaced by a human man’s. The man was very tall and very severe, with close-cropped hair and a neatly trimmed beard. His gaze, even as a holo, was arresting. 
The recording was older than Tano’s. The quality of it wasn’t as good. The image was fuzzy and distorted, like it had been copied over many times. 
“I am Yan Dooku, Master of the Jedi Order,” the image declared. “I will be demonstrating Form Two, which its practitioners call Makashi."  
Without further introduction, the Jedi ignited a lightsaber and snapped it up towards his face, then down at his sides with an almost theatrical flourish. Din startled. The flourish had looked – familiar, almost. 
Jedi Master Dooku launched into his demonstration immediately. Din’s eyebrows rose. Dooku’s demonstration was much more fluid than Tano’s had been, graceful and swooping, almost dance-like. It still wasn’t as ridiculously acrobatic as the form K’Kruhk had been teaching, but it was more of a combat form than Tano’s; Din could see which strikes were designed to pass through armor or around another blade, which parries were designed to catch an impact and turn it aside. 
 It looks like par’kad, Din realized, leaning closer. Dooku’s movements weren’t exactly the same as the ones Din remembered from his early days in the Fighting Corps – Dooku moved too gracefully to ever be confused for a Mandalorian, moved liquidly, almost, as if his powers let him ignore the laws of gravity and motion that hindered everyone else – but Dooku’s form was close. 
 Close enough that I should be able to figure this one out, too, Din thought, excitement growing. 
Dooku lectured through his demonstration too, tone as severe and serene as his expression. 
“Makashi is the duelist’s form,” Dooku was saying. “Every motion, every action made with the point of countering one’s opponent. Makashi is the form of intention.” 
Din couldn’t help but follow along. He didn’t ignite the darksaber, because he was concerned that Dooku’s recording was so old the sound of the darksaber would drown it out, but he mimed the motions anyway, closing his hands and practicing angles, positions. 
Dooku fought mostly one-handed. That would be an adjustment. Din fought two-handed with spears and staves, though he could switch between one or two hands if he needed to. Dooku never switched. He didn’t need to – he had such control over his lightsaber that he only ever needed one hand to guide it. 
When Dooku finished, he bowed to the viewer like Tano had – or maybe Tano had bowed like Dooku, if Dooku’s recording was older than hers – and the recording shifted again to another human man. 
This one wasn’t quite as tall or as severe as Dooku. He had longish hair and a neat beard, and his face was very kind. He reminded Din of Luke Skywalker. Even through an old holo, the man carried a sense of peace with him, draped around him like a Jedi’s robes. 
“Greetings, young one,” said the man. Din snorted. The holocron was definitely a training tool for Jedi kids, then. “I am Jedi Knight Obi-Wan Kenobi, of the Jedi Temple on Coruscant. My master was Qui-Gon Jinn, whose master was Yan Dooku, whose master was Grand Master Yoda. I will be demonstrating Form Three.” 
Kenobi bowed and ignited his lightsaber. This holo was of decent quality, somewhere between Tano’s recording and Dooku’s. Kenobi favored a one-handed grip too; he brought the hand with the lightsaber in it up above his head, blade aimed out at an invisible enemy, and raised his free hand up level with his face. 
Din cocked his head, trying to understand the position. 
 A defensive form,  he realized, watching Kenobi slowly move through a series of high and low blocks. Form Three, which Kenobi hadn’t named, wasn’t as fluid or graceful as Makashi, wasn’t as blocky and deliberate as Tano’s form, but it  was interesting to watch.   
Kenobi moved his lightsaber more than the previous two forms had. His blade was always in motion, spinning or twisting or gliding through the air. 
 I want to see this in combat,  Din thought. Kenobi moved lightly, easily, bobbing and weaving like a smaller warrior squaring off against a heavy hitter.  But does Form Three work against an opponent?  
This holocron seemed to just be a record of individual forms, though, not combat demonstrations. Din would just have to watch and learn. 
Kenobi was a good teacher. He took the time to stop and explain each set of movements that made up a set – a  kata, Kenobi called it – speeding up and slowing down to show Form Three in motion. When he was done he bowed, closing the lesson, and the image flickered again. 
If Din hadn’t been sitting down already, he would’ve fallen flat on his ass. Wavering into view, the projection grainy, was  Grogu.  
 No,  Din thought, leaning so close that his eyes crossed and his nose brushed the edge of the image.  Not Grogu.  
The being in the hologram was older than Grogu. He had the same enormous ears, the short stature, the hands that had three clawed fingers, but he looked like he was a little bigger than Grogu, and he had more hair. He was slightly stooped, bent with age. 
“Greetings, young learner,” the creature said. Its voice was creaky too, but Din felt his eyes growing wet. 
 Grogu will be able to speak,  he thought.  There’s others like him out there. He’ll grow up and get old and teach Jedi kids.  
“Yoda, Grand Master of the Jedi Order, I am,” the creature continued. Its pattern of speaking was odd, but intelligible enough. 
 Grand Master,  Din thought. Was that like the  alor of the Jedi? Skywalker had told Din the Jedi's ranks. He reached back for them. Initiate, Padawan, Knight, Master, Grand Master. 
“A record of my lineage, this holocron is,” Yoda said. He carried a heavy-looking stick, which he tapped. There was no ground in the recording, but Din heard the stick anyway. 
“Long have the Jedi taught the way of the lightsaber,”  Yoda continued. “Many apprentices I have had, and many forms they have learned. Seven forms of lightsaber combat there are, and many variations. Shii-Cho, our foundation. Makashi, our duelists learn. Soresu, for resilience and to disarm. Demonstrate the fourth form, Ataru, I will. ” 
The old Jedi smiled at Din, ignited a lightsaber, and immediately launched into a series of backflips that had Din staring in open shock. 

   Will the kid be able to do that?  

Yoda could  move.  Ataru, Din gathered, was very  athletic. He hadn’t seen all of the forms yet, he didn’t think, but of the ones he had, this came closest to what K’Kruhk had been teaching. 
Ataru was dynamic, fast and overwhelming. Despite the fact that this Yoda probably wasn’t any taller than Din’s knees and looked old, he was a skilled fighter. He guided Din through several of Ataru’s basic strikes and also launched into more complicated maneuvers, none of which Din would be able to do – Ataru, Din gathered, relied on heavy use of the Force. 
Deciding that he wasn’t going to be able to copy the form, Din leaned back on his elbows and just watched Yoda, eager to see what Grogu might become.
 The galaxy’s not going to know what hit it. No matter what Grogu decided to be, a Jedi or a Mandalorian or even a combination of the two, if he grew up to be anything like this Master Yoda, he’d be a force to be reckoned with. 
Yoda finished his demonstration and the holo flickered again. Din counted – he was up to five forms, now. The next Jedi was another human, this one also tall, with shaggy hair and a wicked scar over one eye. This one stood like a warrior. He was laughing, his eyes on something past the holo. 
“ – really, Snips?”  the man said. “Just ‘cause I made you demonstrate Shii-Cho?” 
Another voice said something indistinct. 
The Jedi laughed again. “Fine, fine,”  he said. “They’re pretty similar, anyway. Today I’ll be demonstrating both variations of Form Fi – what?”  
The voice out of view said something that made the Jedi roll his eyes. “Alright, Ahsoka, I’ll do it right.” The laughter faded from the Jedi’s mouth. He folded his hands underneath the sleeves of his robe and bowed. “I’m Anakin Skywalker, Jedi Knight,” he said. “Master of Ahsoka Tano, who’s getting a little too big for her boots – hey!” Something small went flying past the Jedi’s head, which he deflected with a flick of his wrist. 
Din blinked.  This  was Anakin Skywalker? He didn’t look much like Luke Skywalker  or like the hero Vanth had spoken about. He looked – very young, to Din’s eyes. Maybe twenty. He had all the bluster and swagger of a newly-armored warrior of the tribe, strong and eager to prove himself. 
“Former Padawan of Obi-Wan Kenobi, and so on. I don’t have to do the whole lineage, do I? No? Good.”  Skywalker took his hands out of robes and adopted a ready stance. “I’ll be demonstrating both variants of Form Five,”  he continued.  “If Snips has done her assignment right – Ahsoka, if you throw that at me I’ll put you on cleanup duty with Appo – you’ve already seen a demonstration of Form Three from Master Kenobi.” 
Skywalker ignited his lightsaber and gave it a few experimental swings. “Form Five is Form Three’s counterpoint,  ” he continued. “Where Soresu is focused on defense and outlasting your opponent, Form Five is focused on offense. The first variation is called Shien.” 
Skywalker demonstrated several strikes, blocks and stances. Now that Din actually knew what Soresu was, he could see what Skywalker was talking about; Kenobi had moved like a junda bird, dodging and dancing; Skywalker moved like a bladeback or a krayt dragon. His strikes were powerful and he used his height to his advantage. Lightsabers weren’t exactly solid, but with the power that Skywalker was putting behind his strikes, he’d still be able to stagger an enemy. 
Din watched carefully. Some of the athleticism of Form Four had carried over and Din could see both a duelist’s eye and an attention to defense in Skywalker’s movements, but Skywalker was relentless. 
He switched to the second variant, which he called Djem So, and grinned at Din. “Several masters have pointed out that Shien is particularly ineffective against a single opponent,” he said. “To compensate, Djem So was created. Snips, c’mere. Ataru, fifth kata. Let’s put on a show.” 
Tano came into view, just as young as she’d been in her own demonstration. She must have been an apprentice when this holo had been recorded. Tano took a ready stance, this time igniting two lightsabers, one tucked in a reverse grip. 
She and Skywalker began to walk through the steps of a mock spar. They went slowly at first, so Skywalker could demonstrate broad, sweeping strikes and neat parries that turned aside Tano’s blades, then picked up speed. 
Din whistled, impressed. They were definitely using the Force – Tano was flipping and bouncing around like Grand Master Yoda had and Skywalker was so fast he  had to be tapping into some kind of special power – but Din had never seen two Jedi fight each other before. He’d seen Tano make short work of Morgan Elspeth’s guards and Luke Skywalker obliterate the darktroopers, but he’d never seen anything like this. 
When the mock spar was finished, both Skywalker and Tano bowed, first to each other and then to Din, and the image flickered again. 

   Six forms?  

Yet another human man resolved. Like Dooku’s recording, this one was older, the quality grainy and blurred. The man was also tall. Din wondered if the Jedi had some trick to growing exceptionally tall humans – of the four who’d been in the holocron, only Kenobi had been a reasonable height. 
This Jedi’s hair was very long and he wore a beard and an almost absent expression. He bobbed a shallow bow and introduced himself as Qui-Gon Jinn, Master of the Jedi Order. 
“As there is already a master of Makashi available in this lineage to demonstrate his talents,”  Jinn began,  “I will demonstrate Form Six and what I know of Form Seven. None of this lineage have yet declared an interest in Form Seven – ”
 “It’s hard,” a young voice muttered somewhere beyond the holo’s scope. Jinn cracked a smile. 
“ – but as Form Six is a collection of all five previous known forms of lightsaber combat, it will give us a solid foundation to cover the basics of Juyo. Form Six is called Niman. Those among the Order who are less than fond of it sometimes call it the Way of the Rancor, which I believe does the form a disservice. Niman has its foundations in – ” 
Din tuned out the Jedi’s philosophy lesson and focused on his movements.
 It looks like Form Four, Din thought. Jinn’s strikes were athletic and strong, bolstered here and there by what Din could only assume was the Force. 
Some of the other forms were thrown in too – the formal grace of Makashi, the twists and turns of Ataru, the raw power of Anakin Skywalker’s Form Five.
 This one will be beyond me, Din thought ruefully, watching as Jinn picked up speed, blending individual moves together. From the way Jinn spoke it sounded as if most Jedi didn’t like Niman, but Din couldn’t imagine why. He thought about trying to fend Jinn off, to parry some of those fast, dangerous strikes, and winced. 
He’d stick with the first few forms. 
 Is there a way to rewind this? Din wanted to see the first few forms demonstrated again. He waited for Jinn’s demonstration to end. Jinn had mentioned a seventh form, but no seventh image flickered – there must not have been a Jedi in the lineage that picked up Form Seven. The holocron went dark for a moment, then flickered again. The recording reset to Ahsoka Tano. 
Din grinned. 

   Perfect.  

He did climb to his feet this time, reaching for the darksaber. It crackled to life his hand and he followed along, doing his best to match his strikes to Tano as she walked through several katas. 
The darksaber still felt clumsy in Din’s hand. The forms recorded on the holocron were Jedi forms, and Din wasn’t a Jedi; he wasn’t as graceful as any of the Jedi had been, wasn’t as used to the shape of the darksaber in his hand. 
Practice and repetition were good cures, though. Form One was simple enough that Din would be able to memorize most of the movements pretty quickly. He could practice between jobs or in hyperspace. 
He handled the transition to Form Two easily enough. It  was closest to the sword forms he remembered from his time in the Fighting Corps. Using the darksaber one-handed ran against Din’s instincts, but new instincts could be trained. 
Din managed a few of the katas Kenobi demonstrated, but the later forms were more difficult. Din resigned himself to memorizing the few strikes and blocks he could do without the Force and waited for the recording to reset again. 
That was how Fett found Din, some time later. Din hadn’t realized how much time had passed. It wasn’t like the darksaber was heavy – going at a trainee’s pace, Din could practice for hours without feeling the strain. 
He was so absorbed in his work – he was back in Form Two again, following Dooku’s graceful katas as best as he could – when the doors to the lift slid open and Fett walked in, helmet tucked under his arm. 
Din and Fett both froze. 
An odd expression flickered across Fett's face, half-surprise and half-something else. 
Din felt his shoulders creeping up towards his ears, defensive. He cleared his throat and deactivated the darksaber. The holocron kept playing.
“How,” he said slowly, an expression like the black of the sky before a sandstorm crossing his face, “did you get that open?”
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aru’e.
 
Din stared at Fett, thrown off by the look on his face. 
 I’ve never seen him look like that, Din thought. Two instincts flared at once – Din had to resist the urge to submit, to crash to his knees or to roll over and show his belly like a loth-wolf surprised by its alpha, and the urge to throw a punch in preemptive self-defense. He locked his knees and stayed upright. 
To be fair, Din didn’t see Fett’s face that often, especially when Fett was working. Fett had embraced the role of the faceless, looming king, comfortable on his throne, inscrutable and impossible to read, which meant that for most of the day, Fett had his helmet on just like Din did. 
But Din was getting to know Fett, by now; Din  did know Fett. He knew how Fett stood and how he sounded even with his helmet on, and he’d never seen Fett stand or sound like this. 
Nervousness prickled underneath Din’s skin. He tried to school his own expression into the serene blankness he’d see in the holocron on Kenobi and Jinn and Dooku while they’d demonstrated their forms, but he wasn’t sure that he managed it. Watching his own expression wasn’t something that Din had ever had to worry about, not until recently, and he wasn’t sure if he’d gotten it right. 
Fett’s words rang in Din’s ears.  How did you get that open?  
“It’s a puzzle box,” Din said, as evenly as he could. “I – used to play with boxes like it, when I was young. Before the covert. It took me a while to remember how to open one, how to do it right, but with the sun…” 
Din trailed off, not sure why he felt so defensive. It was just a toy, really, a game for Jedi kids to play. Something to learn from. Fett was staring at the holocron like it was the face of his worst enemy. Din fought the urge to step in front of it, to protect it. 
 It’s just a box with some old recordings,  Din told himself, uneasy.  It doesn’t need protection.  
“I saw how it fit together, in the sun,” Din made himself continue. “How the pieces worked. I just… solved it, I guess. It’s just a bunch of recordings. Jedi, teaching lightsaber forms to younglings.” 
“That,” said Fett lowly, jabbing a finger at the recording, “is no Jedi.” 
On the holocron Dooku was still gliding in midair, his movements smooth and unhurried. 
Din frowned. “Dooku? He said that he was. He said that he is – was – a Master of the Jedi Order. They’re all Jedi. At least,” Din corrected, thinking of Tano as she’d been when he’d met her in the grey forests outside of Calodan, “they  were Jedi. I think this holocron was made before the Empire took over. Before the purges.” 
The expression Fett aimed at Din was sharp and thunderous. It made Din want to shy away. Din resisted the urge, spreading his feet. He lifted his chin, feeling oddly protective, oddly fierce. 
 It’s just a recording, he thought. Din didn’t understand why Fett was so upset by it. 
“Who else is on it?” Fett asked, tone cutting. 
 That  made Din stand up even straighter, irritation bubbling up underneath his confusion, underneath the urge to let Fett have his way. Din didn’t understand. Fett had  given Din the holocron. He’d passed it off as a gift, a treat for Din to then pass on to Grogu when he saw the kid again. 

   Why is he so angry that I figured out how to make it work?  

“A Jedi apprentice named Ahsoka Tano,” Din said, his own voice going sharp and hard. “And a few others. It’s a – record of a lineage. A family. Anakin Skywalker’s on here. Obi-Wan Kenobi.” 
Fett stared at Din for a second, his attention finally pulled away from the holocron, and then he  laughed. The sound of it wasn’t the warm, deep chuckle Din had started to become familiar with – had started to like hearing, if Din was being honest with himself – but was rough and bitter. The sound of Fett’s laugh spoke of pain. 
“Of  course,”  Fett said, with so much bitterness in his tone that Din  did take an involuntary step sideways, putting himself between Fett and the holocron. 
The darksaber crackled in his hand.
“You knew them, then,” Din said, as neutrally as he could manage. He might have guessed – Fett  had said that he’d met Jedi before. 
“Dooku was no Jedi,” Fett spat. “He was a Sith.” 
Din paused.  Sith.  He’d heard that before.  Fett said it,  he realized.  When Skywalker was upset and worried about Grogu. Fett had worried that the Jedi would brand Grogu a Sith. He’d told Din to bring Grogu back to Tatooine if the Jedi had. 
“I… don’t know what a Sith is,” Din admitted. “It’s… an evil Jedi, right? I’ve heard it a few times now. What is it? What does  Sith  mean?” The word didn’t sound Mandalorian. The words Fett had been teaching Din had been hard words, sharp words. Words that cut and moved through the air like a blade.  Sith was a soft word. A hissing word.
Din’s question made Fett falter, some of the black look in his eyes greying out, fading away. “You don’t know what a Sith is?”
Din shook his head. He hadn’t ever hunted a Sith. 
Fett blew out a noisy breath. “A Sith is…  aru’e,” he finally said. 
Din cocked his head. “An outsider?” He knew  aruetiise – outsiders.  Them.  There was the covert, which was the tribe, the clan, and then there was  aruetiise. Everyone else. Enemies and outsiders, even allies who weren’t part of the covert, who weren’t Mandalorians. 
“An enemy,” Fett clarified. "Dar'jetii." That was a Mandalorian word. Dar'jetii, like dar'manda. On the holocron Dooku was still gliding through forms, as graceful as an anakkonna or a colo claw fish, something cold and predatory clear in Dooku’s face even through the distortion of an old recording. 
“Our enemy?” Din asked. Mandalorians, Din was learning, had a lot of enemies. The Empire, the Jedi, each other. 
Fett rolled his shoulders, still watching Dooku move through his forms. “I knew him,” Fett said, instead of answering Din’s question. His tone had softened some, the edge of it blunted out. “Met him a few times. I was just a kid, but even then… I knew Dooku was  burk’yc.  My father never let me be alone with him.” 
“What  is a Sith?” Din pressed. 
Fett looked at him. “Vader was a Sith,” he said. 
Din frowned, more confused than ever. “But you worked for Vader, didn’t you? Took jobs for him?” How could someone Fett had worked for be an enemy? Din supposed he’d had his fair share of employers turn on him, but they hadn’t been  enemies, just – beings with goals different than Din’s. 
 Except for the Imps, Din thought. The Imperials had been Din’s enemy even as they’d been handing him beskar. 
The corner of Fett’s mouth turned up in a humorless smile. “I did,” Fett said. “I took jobs for Vader whenever he could afford me. Just as my father took jobs for Dooku, when  he could pay. I should’ve learned my lesson from my father.” 
“What do you mean?” Din asked. 
 Fett looked at Din, and Din knew. 
“My father died,” said Fett anyway, his tone flat and hard, a lifeless thing. “In Dooku’s service. In Dooku’s war.” 
“Oh,” said Din. 
“A Jedi killed my father,” Fett continued, turning his focus back on the holocron. Dooku had finished his demonstration now and the holo had flickered over to Obi-Wan Kenobi. “The Sith are – were, don’t think there are any left, with Vader dead – the Jedi’s enemies. Because my father was working for the Sith that made the Jedi his enemies, too. He got into a fight he couldn’t win on Dooku’s orders.”
 The Sith use the Dark Side of the Force, Din realized, fitting the pieces together. That’s what Skywalker was worried Grogu could become, if Grogu didn’t learn to use the Force the right way. Skywalker was worried that Grogu could become a Sith. 
 An enemy,  Din thought, committing the word to memory.  Aru’e.  
“Kenobi was there,” Fett said. He watched the Jedi demonstrate a high and low block. His eyes were black and unreadable. “Probably not long after he recorded  this – he looks the same as I remember him.” 
“You knew Kenobi too?”
“My father was hired to kill a Republic Senator, before the Clone Wars started,” said Fett. “Kenobi got in the way. He saved the target and tracked my father back to Kamino, where we lived. We thought we killed him in an asteroid field, but Kenobi was there on Geonosis, with Dooku. The rest of the Jedi came to Geonosis to save Kenobi.” 
Din watched Kenobi move for a second or two. “Who killed your father?” Din asked, quietly. 
“A Jedi named Mace Windu.” 
Din let himself relax incrementally – there was no Mace Windu on the holocron. Whatever Fett had seen, whatever had upset him – at least his father’s killer wasn’t stored in the odd little object, preserved for anyone clever enough to figure out how to turn the mechanism and get the holocron open. 
“Is Mace Windu dead?” Din asked. He hadn’t met a Windu on Yavin-4. 
“Yes,” said Fett. 
“Did you kill him?”
Fett’s mouth twisted again. “No,” he said. “Tried to, but I was just a kid. Didn’t have half the skill I have now, and I was angry. It made me sloppy. Windu – I could never find the records to back it up, but he was highly ranked in the Jedi Order and I never saw his name go out on any of the Empire’s lists. The GAR killed the Jedi Masters first. Windu died in the first purge, I think.” 
Din could only nod, unsure what he could say. Revenge was a private thing. An unspoken contract. If Din hadn’t been able to get the kid back from Moff Gideon, or if Gideon had killed the kid or hurt him beyond Din’s ability to help, Din would have been obligated to seek revenge. It would have been a debt of honor. 
The murder of a parent was a debt of honor.
“Ni ceta,”  Din finally murmured, because it was true. He  was sorry. Sorry that Fett had lost his father, sorry that he’d lost his vengeance, sorry that the Jedi had played their part in both. Din didn’t know what else to say. 
Fett finally looked away from the holocron, meeting Din’s eyes instead. The darksaber, still lit, hummed in Din’s hand. 
“You said you opened it like it was a puzzle box?” Fett finally asked, packing his anger away with enormous effort. Tension still lined his mouth. 
Din nodded. He deactivated the darksaber. Kenobi was still talking, enumerating the finer points of battle philosophy, and Fett’s expression was wavering, like Fett couldn’t decide whether to be angry or not. 
“What were they like?” Din asked impulsively, catching Fett’s attention again. 
“Who?” 
“Any of them,” Din said, waving a hand. “The Jedi. The Sith. I’ve only met Jedi, and they’re – different,” Din finished, catching himself before he said,  Like us. 
Skywalker’s Jedi weren’t that different from Mandalorians, at least not the Mandalorians Din’d grown up with, the kind of Mandalorian he’d tried to be. Whatever had happened to the Jedi who lived on Yavin-4 – the purges, running from the Empire, living in hiding – had made them act like a covert. The Jedi Din knew were furtive and sly, good-natured enough but used to living hard. To fighting. Skywalker might have had his qualms about teaching the younglings the skills they’d need to survive, but the older Jedi, Cal Kestis and Chase Piru, K’Kruhk and even Skywalker himself, had all killed to survive. They knew what they might have to do, if a hunter came for them or the children in their care. 
Din didn’t think that Fett would appreciate the comparison, though, so he pushed the thought aside. It wouldn’t be very helpful, especially not now that Fett had named both the Jedi and the Sith his enemies. 
“I only really knew Vader,” Fett finally said. “He was… efficient. He was the only one I knew as a grown man. The others – I met Dooku a few times when I was a kid. I think my father tried to keep me away from him, or him away from me. By the time I was grown most of the Jedi were dead. But Vader was – smart. Ruthless. He had a temper, but he also knew how to run a war, a ship, a job. He…” Fett trailed off, tilting his head. “You ever seen a vine tiger?”
Din shook his head. “Never spent much time on Naboo,” he said. Naboo had been too close to the Core, to the Empire, and had largely been peaceful anyway. There hadn’t been enough work there to draw Din in from the Outer Rim. 
Fett almost smiled. “The point of a vine tiger is that you  don’t see it,” he explained. “They’re massive things, but if they don’t want you to see them, you don’t. They can blend into their surroundings so well, move so quietly, that you don’t know that they’re on you until you’ve got their teeth in your throat. You don’t see them but they always, always see you.” 
Din suppressed a shudder. He’d been hunted before. It was never a pleasant experience. 
“Vader was like that,” said Fett. “He was a big man – or a big humanoid, at least, I never saw him without his mask on to know if he was human for sure – and you could notice him coming well enough, unless he didn't want you to see him. If he didn’t want you to notice him, you just  didn’t. But Vader always knew where everyone was in a room. He knew what you were thinking. What you’d do before you did it.” 
Unease prickled down the back of Din’s neck. 
“Through the Force?” 
Fett shrugged. “I’ve never been too clear on what the Force is,” he admitted. “Just that Jedi could use it, relied on it – too much, my father said – and that Sith could use it too. But that was Vader. A vine tiger. Always hunting. And he liked to play with his food."
“And Dooku?” 
“My father was afraid of him,” Fett said. He offered the truth candidly, which told Din that Dooku – that the Sith – really  were something to be afraid of. Fett talked about his father like his father had hung the stars in the sky himself. “I was scared of Dooku too. He was… You’d be in a room with him and you’d feel it.”
“Feel what?”
“That Dooku was different,” said Fett, after a moment. “That he wasn't like a normal man. That he could kill you without raising a hand. With only a thought. That he  would kill you, if you annoyed him badly enough.” 
Din thought of the man on the holocron, severe and serene but certainly not frightening. Something must have changed when Dooku had stopped being a Jedi and had started being a Sith instead. Din wondered what that was like. Was it like breaking the Creed? Was a Sith made the same way Din had become dar'manda?
He didn't like how similar the words dar'jetii and dar'manda were. Din's skin prickled.
I'm not – I'm not a Sith, Din thought. I'm not evil. I broke the Creed to save Grogu. It wasn't to –
 to break the Creed for its own sake.  
“Did you know Kenobi?” Din asked, attempting to shift the conversation away from Vader and Dooku and Fett’s father. Kenobi had never been a Sith, Din was pretty sure – he’d heard the name a few times now, and only in the context of Kenobi being a Jedi. 
Fett snorted. “I met him once,” he said. “He fought well, for a  jetii. Didn’t pull his punches. He outsmarted me and my dad, which wasn’t easy – my father was an old warrior by then, hard to trick or surprise. Kenobi survived us, but ended up caught by Dooku just before the war started.” 
“What was Kenobi like?” Din asked. 
“Why do you care?” 
Din ignored the sharp edge in Fett’s voice and shrugged. “Just curious,” he said. “My kid’s going to be a Jedi. I'm trying to figure out what that means, I guess." 
Fett eyed Din for a minute, but relented. “Kenobi was as much a Jedi as they came,” he grumbled. “Sanctimonious and self-righteous, but a cunning warrior. He and the other one, Skywalker, were everywhere during the Clone Wars. I think Kenobi even served on Mandalore, briefly.” 
“Skywalker’s on here too,” Din said, watching the holocron again. “It’s a training tool. A record of combat forms – each form has a different Jedi to demonstrate.” 
“So you thought you’d crack it open and give it a try?”
Something in Fett’s tone made Din want to flinch. He tried not to show it. 
“I never learned  par’kad,” Din said. He curled his fingers over the hilt of the darksaber. “I’ve got  this now, and no one else seems to want it, so – I probably should know how to use it, right? Vibroknives are dangerous enough. This thing is pure plasma. Swinging it around without any idea of what I’m doing seems like a bad idea." 
Fett snorted again, eyeing the deactivated weapon in Din’s hand with open dislike. “You’re keeping it, then?”
Din didn’t understand. “No one else will take it,” he said. “Here.” He held the darksaber out to Fett, hilt-first. “Want to try? Could make for an interesting spar, once I know what I’m doing.” 
Fett looked at the darksaber, dark and quiet in Din’s hand, then back at Din. His expression finally softened. 
“No,” he said, gruffly. “It’s yours. I’m too old to pick up new tricks. And you should be careful about who you offer that thing to.”
Din rolled his eyes at that – no Mandalorian was too old to pick up new tricks, especially if said new trick gave them new and interesting ways to dismember their enemies – but he didn’t push it. He bent and scooped up the holocron, grabbing the corner he’d twisted to open it in the first place. Din twisted it back and the holocron snapped closed, all of its pieces pulling together again. Kenobi’s form and voice cut out. The light inside it dimmed. 
Din tucked the holocron close. He still felt the urge to apologize. Somehow, Din had offended Fett. Din wasn’t sure  how, if Fett didn’t want the darksaber, if Kenobi wasn’t the Jedi who had killed his father, but Din had and the urge to make up for it thumped against Din’s ribs, a faint, prickling sense of anxiety. 
“I won’t train with it here,” Din finally said, aiming at the only thing he could do to appease Fett, to make up for what he'd done, without offering his back for a flogger. They weren’t in Fett’s rooms. It was daylight – Fett was probably here for business, for work, not anything else. 
Fett sighed. “Train with it if you want,” he said. “Just be careful. Jedi artifacts fetch a lot of clink, especially ones that work. Don’t let anybody else see that you’ve figured out how to turn that thing on.” 
Din nodded seriously. He’d give the holocron to Skywalker, the next time Din was on Yavin-4. It belonged with the Jedi anyway. Then Din shook his head a little to clear it, to order everything he’d just learned, and made himself refocus. Fett had come here for a reason. He’d been looking for Din.
Din looked at Fett expectantly. 
“Well?” he said. 
Fett’s expression finally cleared all the way, whatever ghosts or bad memories Din had unintentionally revived pushed to the side, for now. “I wanted to get more details from you, about your time out in the desert and with Vanth’s people,” Fett said, still gruff. “We were – busy, yesterday.” 
If that was a reference to what had happened up in Fett’s rooms, Din was determined not to rise to the bait. The little bruises on his chest and belly throbbed, entirely unhelpful. 
“Details,” Din said firmly, casting around. He did have a small table and a few chairs shoved up against the wall, so he gestured Fett over. Din sat first. Fett pulled his own chair out and set it a little ways away from the table so he could prop up one of his knees. 
Din sat too, and gave his report in as much detail as he could remember, starting with his days out in the sands and ending with his time in Mos Pelgo. He withheld the information about another covert in Mos Entha.  That wasn’t Fett’s business, not yet, and Din wanted to wait until he’d given a full report of Fett’s business before getting into his own. 
“Vanth mention any trouble?” Fett asked, once Din had finished. 
“None close enough to worry him,” Din replied. “He said the scouts have seen others in the desert, but no one’s tried to get close enough for the Tuskens to start playing target practice.”
Fett made a thoughtful noise. “I’ll have A’Shek put a few warriors out on patrol,” he said. “If A’Shek’s willing, anyway.” 
“He seemed to be,” Din said, tapping his fingers against one of his thigh guards while he thought about it. “He’s certainly fast enough. I’ve never met a tribe that would use a speeder.” 
Fett smiled faintly. “A’Shek is forward-thinking,” he said. “The old chief wasn’t. A real raider, he was, a nightmare out of every  ghuy’ra’s imagination. But A’Shek’s got the right idea. There’s not much place for the old ways left in the galaxy.” 
Something pricked in the back of Din’s memory. He’d heard that before. He frowned, trying to place it, but it slipped through his fingers. 
“So the Spotted Anooba are set,” Fett continued. He was looking up, his eyes moving as Fett tracked down his own matters of interest. “A’Shek’s agreed to ally with us. And the operation in Mos Pelgo’s going well. How’s Vanth? Still skittish?” 
“Watchful,” Din corrected, which made Fett chuckle. “Everything seems to be going well for them.”
“Good,” said Fett, pleased. “I’ve got half a dozen settler towns just like it that are watching, thinking to cut deals of their own. Should be a lucrative few weeks here.” 
Din nodded. He hesitated. This time Fett did catch it; his gaze sharpened like the edge of a knife. 
“Anything else?” Fett asked.
Din still hesitated. He’d promised Fett honesty on his knees, but Fett had been very clear – Din only owed Fett honesty when they were in Fett’s rooms together, discussing pain. 
But Din was an honest person by nature, even if the truth was unpleasant, and he’d already upset Fett once today.  What’s it going to hurt to upset him again? Din wondered, wry and resigned, and threw caution to the wind. He might as well get it all out of the way all at once, like ripping off an old bacta patch. 
“I think,” Din said, choosing his words slowly, “that there are other Mandalorians here. On Tatooine.” 
Fett went still. “Yeah?” 
Din nodded. “I’ve seen – beskar, in the distance,” he said. “Twice now. The first time I thought it was a mirage. It was in the canyons, when I was hunting Zhalto. The second time was at night, though.” 
“In the Dune Sea?” 
Din nodded again. “A’Shek told me that he’s heard rumors,” Din added. “Whispers, of beings that look like us. In armor.”
Fett narrowed his eyes. “I haven’t,” he said. “Where?”
“Mos Entha.”
“Explains why I've heard kark all,” Fett grumbled, shaking his head. “I can’t get any eyes or ears in Mos Entha. Valarian runs a tight operation. No one talks.” 
“Do you think they’re working for Valarian?” Din asked. He didn’t really want an answer. If the other covert  was  working for Valarian, they would be Fett’s enemies. Din was pretty sure, by now, that that would make them his enemies too. Din was both Fett’s ally and  dar’manda. The other tribe, if they were working for Valarian, would have two reasons to kill him, which was one more reason than any Mandalorian usually needed. 
But Fett shook his head and Din had to fight back a wave of relief so strong it made his throat ache. 
“No,” Fett said. “That I  would’ve  heard about. That sort of thing – a whole band of Mandalorians – going on the account makes noise.  You made noise, and you’re only one warrior. A skilled warrior,” Fett added, as if stating the truth had wounded Din’s pride, which it hadn't.
“But just one,” Din agreed. “Will she hire them? If she’s looking to muscle you out?”
“The thing is, I don’t know if she  is,” Fett said. He leaned back. He’d taken the news of other Mandalorians well, better than Din had expected. “Fennec’s picked out a few of Valarian’s spies, but the ones she’s found haven’t been doing anything but watching. Listening. All the attacks we’ve had have come from the Hutts.” 
“You think Valarian’s going to leave you alone?”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Fett said. “But she was the Hutts’ enemy, not mine. She’s not ever going to be my friend, but she might be  narudar.” 
Din cocked his head. 
“My enemy’s enemy,” Fett said, back to watching Din. “An ally until our mutual enemy is dealt with. And she won’t hire out a Mandalorian, I don’t think. Valarian’s suspicious. She trusts her own people. That’s it.” 
“So what’s a covert doing in Mos Entha, if not working for her?” Din wondered, more to himself. Fett obviously hadn’t grown up in a covert like Din’d had. Fett probably didn’t know much about how one operated. 
Fett shrugged. “There’s always other bosses,” he said. “Valarian’s got the krayt’s share of business in Mos Entha – in that whole quadrant, really – but there’s always small-time operations, always someone offering credits in exchange for good work.” 
Din steadied himself with a deep breath and said, “I’m going to go to Mos Entha to look for them.”
Fett’s gaze finally flickered. “You’re asking permission?” 
Din made himself shake his head. Fett was an  alor  but not his  alor,  and this was something Din  had to do. “No,” Din said. “I’m – going. But I didn’t want you to think that I’d disappeared.” 
Something in Fett’s eyes closed off. “Other Mandalorians,” he growled. “Going to recruit them for Kryze, then? Drag them into her war?” 
Din pulled back, startled by the venom in Fett’s voice. “Kryze’s…? No.” 
“Going to spill all my secrets? Tell them I still have the armor?” The expression on Fett’s face was so violently dark that Din took a full step away from him, instinctively clearing enough room for himself to react if Fett lunged. 
Fett noticed and Din thought that he saw shame flicker across Fett’s face, but it was just a flicker. Fett set his expression into an ugly, dragonish scowl. 
“I won’t have them here,” Fett snarled. “I won’t have them in this  quadrant. If you go – ”
“I  am  going,” Din cut in, planting his feet. “Not to – not to recruit them. Not to  steal your armor,  either.” The fact that Fett thought that Din was  that  dishonorable cut Din to the bone. “It’s yours – you  told me that. It’s your father's. I wouldn’t steal it, and I wouldn’t drag the rest of my tribe into stealing it either. They’re my people. I need to make sure they’re alright.” 
“Your people,” Fett spat. His hands were curled tightly. Din didn’t know what to do; instinct told Din to manage the threat, to subdue Fett, to punch him or get him in a Kashyyyki sleeperhold, but Din didn’t want to hurt Fett. He hadn’t wanted to hurt Fett at all. But this – this had upset him. 
“My people,” Din returned, firmly. Din had taken care of the covert for years. He couldn’t live among them anymore, but he could at least – make sure they were alright. Could try and find out who'd survived the Empire's retaliation on Nevarro. There was no law prohibiting  that, at least. 
Fett looked Din up and down, white with rage, and then turned on his heel and stalked out of the room without another word, shoulders shaking with anger. He threw a violent hand out over the lift pad and vanished in a swirl of black, the lift doors closing. 
Din stared after him, shocked. 
 What,  he thought,  the kark was that?  
He’d known that Fett wouldn’t be happy about another covert camped in Mos Entha, but Din had thought that it would just be a matter of competitors, maybe a safety concern – Mandalorians were competent hunters and fighters, after all, and if Valarian wanted to, she could put a bounty out on Fett and send the covert’s best after him. 
But Fett hadn’t been worried about that. He’d been worried about – What?  Din thought, bewildered. Now that the threat had passed, his stance wavered.  About me betraying him?  
 Why would he think that?  Din had given Fett good service. He’d given  everyone  good service – that was his honor as  beroya. Do the job, do it well, don’t betray your employers. Lessons he’d learned from childhood. The only employer he’d ever deliberately betrayed was the Imperial on Nevarro, and that hadn’t been a direct betrayal. Din had, after all, fulfilled his contract first. 
 But Fett and I… we don’t have a formal contract. They had the agreement Din had made on his knees weeks ago, but that was different. Personal. They’d never made a formal contract over business. Fett just kept giving Din jobs and Din just kept taking them. 
 I wouldn’t betray him, though. If Fett was concerned that Din would, why hasn’t he said anything? Why hadn’t he made Din take a contract? 
 Because he thinks I’m his friend,  Din realized, heart sinking. He had miscalculated. Din  was Fett’s friend – he was in deep enough to admit that now. But Din wasn’t sure he’d ever said as much to Fett directly. He’d allowed Fett to care for him, to give him a ship and clothes and a roof over his head, but he’d been careful to keep distance between Fett and himself. To be Fett’s warrior, his hunter, unless they’d been up in Fett’s rooms. 
That was different from friendship, too. Din didn’t know  what that was, but he knew it was more than friendship, or at least that it was different. 
He pinched the bridge of his nose, upset with himself.
 I have to make it up to him,  Din thought. He didn’t know  how – the usual ways he’d apologize to an employer, like taking a paycut – wouldn’t work with Fett. Din knew that now. He could – what? Ask for punishment? 
 Fett won’t go for that, I don’t think. That was beyond friendship. That was whatever was growing between Din and Fett in the privacy of Fett’s rooms. 
 I’ll figure something out, Din thought, pulling himself together. He’d find Fett and apologize. Make it clear that Din was only going to make sure that the covert in Mos Entha was okay, and to see if they knew what had happened to Din’s tribe. He could fix this.  
Anxiety clawed at the bottom of his ribs.  I want to fix this, Din realized, waiting for the lift to come back. In the past when he’d had a disagreement with an employer, he’d just – left. Most of the time patching things up wasn’t worth it. 

   But this is worth it. 

Din was halfway down the hall, anxiousness rising, when his comm chimed. 
He frowned and pulled it out of his belt, activating the receiver, hoping it wasn’t Kryze finally calling him back. Din didn’t want to have  that conversation with Fett either. 
But it wasn’t Kryze; Luke Skywalker’s face resolved itself in Din’s hand. He had Grogu with him. As soon as the kid saw Din’s helmeted face, he shrieked in delight. 
“Mister Djarin,” Skywalker said, warmly. 
Din blinked and recovered himself. “Skywalker,” he said. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” said the Jedi. He bounced Grogu in his arms a little, letting the kid lean close to the comm. “Grogu missed you, is all. He’s been fussy today. Unfocused. I thought we’d give you a call, see if you were busy. Can you talk?”
“For... a little while,” Din said, leaning back. Maybe giving Fett a bit of extra time to calm down would help. Maybe Din could use the time to come up with a plan. He slid down the wall until he was sitting, cross-legged, and peered at Grogu and Skywalker through the comm. 
“Booo-ahhh,” Grogu called, ears perked. 
Din tugged off his helmet and managed a smile. “Hey, kid,” he said softly. 
Grogu shrieked, delighted, and reached out. 
“Woah, Grogu, easy,” said Skywalker, shifting his hold on the kid. The image jostled for a moment, then resolved again. “It’s a holoprojection, see? You can’t actually touch it.”
Grogu’s ears drooped, disappointed, but perked up again when Din chuckled. 
“Sorry, kid,” he said. “I’ll come visit soon, okay? Then you can claw at me all you want. If Master Skywalker’s alright with it, of course,” Din added hastily, looking at Skywalker. 
Skywalker just smiled one of his serene little smiles. “You’re welcome any time,” he said. “The younglings  still talk about you. Grogu doesn’t help – he just encourages them. He somehow managed to get the other younglings to understand that you’ve taken him flying with your jetpack before and now it’s all they talk about.” 
Din rubbed the back of his neck. “Grogu’s always liked it,” he said. 
“Do all Mandalorians have jetpacks? This bounty hunter we ran into a few times during the war’d had one two. He looked like you, except his armor was green.”
 Fett. Guilt jolted in Din’s stomach. He’d told Fett about Skywalker, but he hadn’t told Skywalker about Fett. 
“Some do,” Din said. He avoided his thoughts, ignoring the bitter taste of a lie unsaid in the back of his mouth. He could balance his loyalty to Fett against his loyalty to Skywalker. He could. Fett was his – employer. Ally. Friend and more. Skywalker was caring for the kid and the safety of the kid was the safety of the clan, the safety of the future, but Din didn’t have a future as a Mandalorian any more. He owed more loyalty to Fett than Skywalker. 

   I just have to make Fett understand that.  

It didn’t matter that he  liked Skywalker, that Skywalker was easier to get along with than Fett.
 No,  Din thought, guilt spiking,  that’s not true.  Skywalker was… less complicated than Fett. For all that Din had been told that Mandalorians and Jedi were enemies, Skywalker  wasn’t an enemy. He was kind. Level-headed. Fett was kind too, in his own way, but he wasn’t easy. 
“A lot of us were taught how to use a jetpack, when we were kids,” Din continued, determined to push past his guilt. “I didn’t get mine until recently – they’re made of beskar too, and beskar is scarce these days – but most warriors are at least taught how to use them.”
“Beskar?”
Din rapped his chest plate gently, the vibration sweet and low. “Our armor,” he said. 
“Is that why you all look the same? You have the same style of armor?”
Grogu interjected with a high-pitched  “Blah!”  and waved his arms. Skywalker patted his head absently. 
“We do,” Din said. “Each set of armor – we call it  beskar’gam – is unique to the warrior, but there are common features.” 
Skywalker cocked his head. “Like a lightsaber?” he asked. 
Din shrugged. He had only examined the darksaber up close, but from what he’d seen on Yavin-4, lightsabers had come in a variety of colors and styles. 
“Each lightsaber is unique to the Jedi who built it,” Skywalker clarified. “There are common parts and pieces – they all use kyber crystals, each one needs an emitter and a switch, that kind of thing – but no two lightsabers are exactly alike. Everyone adds something different, based on their master or their fighting style.” 
Din nodded. “Our – Mandalorian armor is like that,” he said, catching himself. He twisted a little to show Skywalker the mudhorn sigil on his pauldron. “We have clan symbols, different attachments and features, different plate styles. I’m – a hunter. I needed enough armor to protect me from unruly targets, but not so much that my mobility is compromised.” 
Din had tried out heavy plate once, when he’d been choosing which path to follow. He’d hated not being able to  move. His current set of armor was a decent weight, but beskar was lighter than durasteel. Din had plenty of maneuverability. 
“The symbol on your shoulder,” Skywalker said, leaning closer to the comm, “I’ve seen that before. In Grogu’s memories. Is that – ”
“The mudhorn he lifted into the air with his mind about two days after I met him?” Din said, dryly. “Yes.” 
Skywalker shook his head. “The younglings scare me sometimes,” he admitted, tone conspiratorial. “The things they can do with the Force – you remember Eulia?”
 The little jumping Mirialan. Din nodded. 
“Yesterday she decided she wanted to be friends with the local wildlife,” Skywalker said. “So she reached out with the Force and brought half a dozen crystal snakes into the creche. I thought Chase was going to explode.”
Din winced. He had never seen a crystal snake, whatever that was, but snakes were common across the galaxy and many sentients, Paz included, weren’t very fond of them. 
“Jedi can control animals?” he asked, interested. Grogu had never shown any talent for local wildlife, unless that talent was eating them. 
“Some Jedi,” said Skywalker. “I’m not very good at it, but Cal is. Gungi, too. It’s easier for the younglings because they don’t… have an idea of what their limitations are supposed to be, yet. It can be dangerous for them – they can overextend themselves easily – but they can also do incredible things.” 
Din thought of Grogu sleeping for days after lifting the mudhorn, how tired he’d been after healing Karga on Nevarro and slowing down the flames the first time Gideon had tried to take Grogu away. 
“Be careful with Grogu,” Din warned, mouth turning up. “He’s predatory. If he figures out that he can control animals with his mind…” 
Skywalker grimaced. “Believe me,” he said. “We’re paying attention. Some of the things he’s tried to put in his mouth…” 
They spent a pleasant hour or so like that, Din propped up against the wall, Skywalker with Grogu in his lap, exchanging updates. 
The kid was doing very well. He missed Din, apparently, and spent a lot of time watching Yavin’s skies for the  Fly, but he got along with the other kids and took to lessons easily. Grogu apparently had his favorites – he loved Skywalker and only tolerated K’Kruhk, which made Din smile – but aside from killing that one bounty hunter, Grogu hadn’t displayed any more troubling or violent behavior. 
It was…  nice,  Din supposed, to be included. Din wasn’t a Jedi, had no idea what being a Jedi meant or entailed, and hadn’t expected to hear much from Skywalker while Grogu was trained. But it was nice to be involved. It wasn’t the abrupt severance Din had expected, the neat divide between  before the kid  and  after the kid.  
Din liked it. 
The kid liked it too, if the way he grew more and more animated as the conversation went on was any indication. Grogu had never had a problem expressing himself to Din, but he was more vocal now than he’d ever been before. He wasn’t  talking yet, his noises still mostly nonsense, but his strings of sound were getting longer and longer. 
“You will come to visit?” Skywalker said, once Grogu finally trailed off and began to yawn mightily. 
Din nodded. “I don’t know when,” he said, dragging a hand through his hair. “I’m – working a lot. Things here have picked up. But when I can I’ll come by for a day or two. Sometime in the next standard month or so.” 
“As you like,” said Skywalker, amiable as always. “You’ve got my frequency – if I’m not here, one of the others will be and they all know you. You’re welcome any time. Grogu, say bye?” 
“Baaah,” said Grogu, sleepily. 
Din smiled. He knew what to say, now;  “Ret'urcye mhi,” he said, slowly and clearly, so the kid could understand and know that what Din was saying was important. “Soon, okay?”
 “Bah,” Grogu agreed, reaching out again. Skywalker waved and the holo cut out, comm dimming. 
Din leaned back against the wall and sighed. He rubbed a spot on his chest plate absently, trying not to miss the kid too fiercely. 
 I miss the early days. The first days on Sorgan, the days floating in the black, when it had just been Din and Grogu and they’d been able to snatch some peace and quiet together. Din’d polished his armor and cleaned his weapons and the kid had played with repurposed bolts and toys made out of Sorgan’s reeds. 
 Things were easier then.  Din hadn’t had to worry about being  dar’manda, about any Quest other than his own. He’d only had to worry about keeping the kid safe and well-fed, about staying a step or two ahead of the Bounty Hunter’s Guild. 
Din snorted to himself.  Hindsight,  he thought. At the time Din’d barely been sleeping – he’d been on edge all of the time, always looking over his shoulder. It hadn’t been very peaceful, aside from a snatched minute or two of quiet aboard the  Crest.  
 But at least I knew what my job was. It had been straightforward. Keep the kid safe. 
Now the kid  was  safe, or at least as safe as Din and Skywalker’s combined efforts could make him, and Din was…  What? he thought.  A mercenary?  
It wasn’t as if Din was doing anything much different from what he’d always done. He was hunting, guarding, serving as muscle; he’d always been paid to hunt.
 So why is it different? What makes hunting for Fett any less honorable than hunting for the good of the covert? Nobody was depending on Din for food anymore, that was true; the beskar Fett was paying Din with wasn’t going to support foundlings or armor the tribe. It was sitting in a crate underneath Din’s bed, waiting for a purpose. 
 Is that it?  Din wondered.  A lack of purpose?  
His head hurt. He’d been doing well, the last few weeks, but his headache had crept back in and throbbed at the base of skull. The argument he'd had with Fett hadn't helped any. 
 Well,  Din thought, bracingly.  If they don’t kill me, maybe the  alor  of the tribe in Mos Entha will have some insight.  
Din stood, pushing himself up off the wall and tugging his helmet back on.
He made his way downstairs and pushed his thoughts aside, throwing himself into work for the night. Fett’s court was louder and busier than ever. The evening crowd was boisterous. Din didn’t even get the time to talk to Fett – as soon as the throne room opened up to petitioners, Fett’s attention was dominated by tradespeople and Tuskens and settlers and smugglers, each and every one of them trying to get in with Fett’s now-established operation. 
Fett wouldn’t look at Din, anyway. Fennec noticed – Din saw her look between Fett and Din, a faint frown creasing her forehead – but even she couldn’t make Fett acknowledge that Din was in the room. 
 Fine,  Din thought, retreating to the edges of the crowd.  Take your time, then. I’m not going anywhere. He wasn’t going to leave before he could talk to Fett. A covert wasn’t moved overnight. Din had time. He could be patient. 
Din took up his usual spot beside the stairs, facing the throne, and let the chaos unfold. Fett wouldn’t look at Din but Din had no problem watching him. Din knew what his job was. He was supposed to stand between the stairs and the throne and catch anybody who came barreling down the steps with bad intentions.
Court ran until the small hours of the morning, well after the suns had set and the moons risen. By the time most of the beings in the throne room had filtered away, Fett included, Din was tired enough to actually sleep; he collapsed into bed and didn’t dream. 
Morning court was much the same, noisy and boisterous. Din did what he’d gotten used to and kept an eye on everything, though no threats resolved themselves and Fett himself didn’t call Din over. Morning faded to afternoon and afternoon faded to evening. Fennec hadn’t joined Din for breakfast, so Din didn’t even have to field her questions about the sudden chill between himself and Fett. 
Evening brought Din to Gida, Noora’s friend.  
Gida was young. Din watched her while she went about the business of manning the bar. She couldn’t have been older than twenty. She moved with a dancer’s grace and a dancer’s attention to detail. She seemed level-headed enough, not the sort to invent enemies in the shadows, and she had some of the same sort of watchfulness that Vanth had. 
A slave's watchfulness, Din thought. Gida was always looking over her shoulder. Always careful how she moved around others, and how others moved around her. Her skin was a fine, pale orange, her eyes a clear blue, and the patterns tattooed into her lekku were different than the ones tattooed on Noora's. Noora's lekku were banded, each band made up of interlocking, fine tattoos almost like the filigree Din had seen in wealthy homes across the galaxy, while Gida's lekku were patterned with graceful loops and swirls.  
Gida was also not very pleased to see Din lurking around the edge of the throne room; when Din finally made his way to the bar at the end of the night, skirting a band of drunk young men, Gida scowled. 
“You’re expecting me, then,” Din said, leaning against the bar. 
“Noora’s meddling,” said Gida. Despite her youth, her voice was throaty and rich. Her accent was all Tatooine – many Twi'Leks still carried traces of Ryloth with them, but Gida spoke like a Mos Eisley native. 
Din smiled, even though Gida couldn’t see it. “She suggested that you might need some help,” he said. 
Gida scowled. “I can handle it. Zero and Theran have already looked. There is no one. I’m fine.” Her lekku shifted.
“Noora seems to think otherwise,” Din observed. He looked Gida up and down. He didn’t doubt that she was fast and strong, but she didn’t have the muscle definition that came from combat training, or the scars. Her strength would be the dancer's kind. She might be able to outrun a pursuer, but Din doubted that she’d be able to outfight one. 
Gida folded her arms across her chest. Her lekku were still shifting restlessly. Din wondered what Gida was saying with them – half of Ryl, the native language of Rylothian Twi'Leks, was made up by the movements of the lekku. Even if Gida had been born here on Tatooine, she probably spoke Ryl. Din could manage the spoken parts of the language, but the subtleties of lekku movements were beyond him.
“I don’t need to bother the boss,” Gida said, tone flat. Despite her bored tone, she darted a nervous glance over at Fett's throne and back. “This is… just a small problem. He has other things to worry about.” 
 He’d want to worry about it, Din thought. Fett would want to know that one of his people didn't feel safe. And Gida felt unsafe – Din could see it in the way she stood. The way she tried to make herself seem smaller, more unobtrusive.
But this was Gida’s business, not Din’s. She had reason to be afraid of Fett, if only by reputation. Crime bosses were dangerous. Din pushed his helmet against his face and sighed. 
“I won’t say anything,” he said. “And I’m not the boss. I can keep my mouth shut. But Noora asked me to make sure you made it home okay, and I told her I would. She’s not going to be happy with me if I let you wander off on your own. Now come on. Let’s get you home. The Quarter, right?”
Gida bared her teeth at Din, irritated, but didn’t argue any further. She collected her things from behind the bar and left the room with cool dignity, pretending that Din didn’t exist. Din didn’t mind. He followed anyway, padding after her. Fett’s people had their own way in and out of the palace – none of them had to use the enormous main doors unless they wanted to, and Gida apparently didn’t want to. 
She took a side exit through a small, cramped hallway and marched over to a battered landspeeder, which she climbed into and powered up without waiting for Din. 
Din smiled again, a bit fond of Gida despite himself. After talking with Noora, he’d expected this sort of thing from Gida and had his own borrowed BARC ready with the rest of the speeders. Gida shot him a poisonous look when Din swung a leg over his own speeder, which Din ignored. 
The ride across the sands to Mos Eisley was easy. Din stayed close, just off Gida’s flank, visor switched to thermal imaging and gaze sweeping the dunes. 
The desert was calm and quiet. It was never still – animals darted between the dunes, the wind moved the sand, insects buzzed – but it was quiet. Din didn’t pick a watcher or a stalker out. 
Mos Eisley wasn’t quite as calm or quiet. Despite the hour the city still twitched and stirred, never quite asleep. Din stayed with Gida all the way to the Quarter. As they went and no threatening shadow emerged, her fierce scowl in Din’s direction softened. Din couldn’t say for sure if his presence was a deterrent to whoever’d been bothering her – one night didn’t prove anything – but Gida relaxed the closer they got to the Quarter. 
Din had questions for her, but he figured that he had time to ask them. He wanted Gida to get used to him first. Once they made it to the Quarter, Din could feel other eyes on him. He never caught anyone looking at him directly, but his visor caught movement around corners, in doorways. 
 She should be safe here, Din thought. If he could make sure that Gida made it to the Quarter every night, she’d be fine. It would be hard for anyone looking to hurt her to manage violence in the Quarter. These were Gida’s people. They were watching out for her. 
“Are you going to do this every night?” Gida finally asked, when she’d made it to a small white hut surrounded on all sides by other small white huts. She killed her speeder and looked at Din, who tilted his helmet in her direction. 
“See you tomorrow,” he said. 
She groaned but still didn’t argue, which told Din that she was more relieved to have him around than she wanted to admit. 
 Fennec and Noora said that she was scared,  he thought, waiting until Gida had made it safely inside before powering up his BARC again and turning back the way he came.  She doesn’t want to admit it – doesn’t want to make a problem for Fett – but she’s afraid. 

   Afraid of what, though?  

Din hadn’t seen anyone in the desert. As he left the Quarter he paid attention to who was watching him and where they were doing it, but no one stuck out to him as unusual or an outsider. 
Din did a sweep of the surrounding sand dunes too, kicking his speeder down into its lowest, quietest setting so he could search for any stakeout points or hiding places that would give someone looking to see who was coming and going from the palace a good view. 
He found a few spots. A hollow in a sandy rock. A ridge high up off the desert road. But nothing Din found looked like it had been used recently. No one else was out in the desert. 
 Maybe whoever’s been bothering Gida will get the message now, Din thought, but he doubted it. The sight of a Mandalorian in full beskar might have scared her stalker off tonight, but Din doubted that whoever it was would stay away for long.
He made his way back to the palace, scanning the horizon for threats. The only thing he saw was a small herd of bantha moving across the sands. 
Din stowed his speeder and slipped into the palace from the back, nodding at the night guards, a pair of humans who’d started a week or so ago and seemed competent enough. 
Din avoided the throne room and the hall to his own room both. He wanted to give Fett a little more time to calm down and didn’t particularly feel like getting ambushed, either. He swung down past the training rooms and past the kitchens too. Below the kitchens were the dungeons, the tunnels under the palace where Jabba had stashed all of his treasure before he’d forgotten about it all. 
There wasn’t much down there. Din wandered around for a while, adding on to his mental map of the palace, finding good points to defend if the palace was attacked, to escape if the palace was ever overrun, but he ran out of tunnels eventually and had to turn back around. 
 I’ll find him in the morning, Din told himself, determined. He’d catch Fett before morning court. He could still get into Fett’s rooms, if he had to. 
But he didn’t have to. Din was on his way back from the depths of the palace, walking past the kitchens, when a rough voice called out, “Djarin?” and Din stopped. 
 He found me, Din thought. Fett was sitting at a stool in the kitchens, the marks of a sleepless night pressed underneath his eyes. There was a plate by his elbow, mostly untouched. He had a datapad. He wasn’t wearing any armor at all. 
Din took a step towards him, but hesitated in the doorway. 
“That was fast,” Fett remarked, pushing his plate aside. “You get run out of Mos Entha?”
“What? Oh,” Din said, understanding. “No, I haven’t left yet.”
Fett frowned. “Your speeder was gone,” he said. 
“I – was in Mos Eisley,” Din said. “I had business in the Quarter.” That wasn’t a lie. Fett’s expression cleared a little anyway, as Din’d known it would – Fett thought that Din was getting himself involved in Vanth’s network. 
“Ah,” said Fett. He closed his eyes for a minute and seemed to force himself to soften, shoulders slumping. “How’s Mos Eisley, then?” 
“Quiet enough, for Mos Eisley,” Din said. He stayed in the doorway, unsure if he was still welcome or not. 
Fett noticed. He shook his head, grimacing, and leaned back in his chair. 
“Come in,” he said. “I won’t bite. You’re – I’m not angry with you, Djarin.” 
Din eyed him warily. 
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” said Fett. “I was – my temper is my own problem, not yours. I was out of line yesterday. I’m sorry. Please, come in.” 
This time Din obeyed, mostly because he’d never heard Fett say  please before. It caught him by surprise and overrode the rest of Din’s common sense. He couldn’t help but listen, crossing the threshold and stepping into the kitchen’s comfortable, familiar warmth. 
Fett looked Din up and down. “I  am  sorry,” he said.  “N'eparavu takisit.  I was out of line.” 
“I wasn’t planning to bring the others back here,” Din said, because that was what he wanted Fett to understand the most. The thought hadn’t even crossed his mind – he’d known already that Fett didn’t get along with most other Mandalorians. The last thing Din wanted was to find himself stuck standing between the tribe and Fett. “I just… need to check, is all. I need to know.” 
“Know what?”
“If they’re even there,” said Din. The conversation felt lopsided, uneven – Fett was sitting down, face bare, and Din was standing with his helmet on and his hands curled at his side. He made himself take off his helmet to even the conversation, to put them both on equal footing. 
“Do you know them?”
Din shook his head, then paused. “I don’t know,” he said. “It might be my tribe – what’s left of my tribe – but it might be another tribe too. The coverts… we knew each other, a little. Warriors moved around sometimes, went to live with different coverts to make sure everyone had enough fighters and hunters to provide for the kids.” 
Fett frowned. “You don’t know where your people are?” 
Din shook his head, not sure why Fett was surprised. If Din had known where to find his covert, he wouldn’t have needed Kryze’s help to take the kid back from Moff Gideon. He wouldn’t have needed Fett’s help, either. 
“We were separated, on Nevarro,” Din explained. “I stole the kid back from the Imps and the covert had to blow its cover to help us. They saved me. Probably saved the kid too. Last I heard Paz – one of my brothers – said that they were going to move the covert, but when I made it back to Nevarro, it was…” 
Din trailed off, grief tight in his throat. 
“They didn’t manage to move fast enough,” Fett finished, quietly. 
Din shook his head. “The Imps were faster,” he said. 
“Any survive?”
“Our  alor. She said some of the others made it out. The foundlings, a few warriors. But she didn’t know where they’d gone. She’d stayed behind to honor the dead. I was looking for whoever’s left, or at least for another covert, before we ran into Kryze.” 
“She didn’t know either?” 
Din shook his head. “She… her people aren’t mine,” he said. 
Fett snorted. “Fair. If these others in Mos Entha aren’t your tribe, can they at least help you find what’s left of yours?”
“Yes,” said Din. “There’s… we keep a network of coverts. The  alor of one usually knows of at least two or three others. That way we can spread the warriors out, share resources.” 
“Makes sense.”
“So I’m going,” Din said, watching Fett’s expression. He’d already told Fett that he was going to go looking, but he wanted Fett, absurdly, to  understand.  To know that this wasn’t Din going over to the enemy, that it wasn’t just idle curiosity or boredom. Din had to go. He had to look. He had to at least  know.  
Fett held up his hands, tiredly. “You don’t need my permission,” he said, an echo of their earlier argument, but this time when he said it was just resigned. “You’re your own man. You don’t owe me anything. I’m sorry if I made you feel like you did. And I – ” Fett stopped, frustrated, and shook his head. 
“I’m a bit of a krayt dragon,” he finally said. “Jealous. I shouldn’t be. You're a good man. An honorable man. Your time is yours. Your honor, too. Sounds like you think you owe some to your tribe.” 
“They saved my life,” Din said quietly. “Grogu’s, too. Mine a hundred times.” 
“Yeah,” Fett murmured, a strange expression on his face, a faraway look in his eyes, “I get it.  Ara’nov, aliit. When are you leaving?” 
Din hesitated. He’d only understood  aliit, clan. The other word, ara'nov, wasn't one Fett had said before. “Soon,” he said. “But I didn’t want to leave without – I didn’t want to leave after we’d argued. Felt too much like running away.” 
Fett huffed. “You don’t run away, do you?” 
“When I need to run to survive,” Din returned, tone even. He’d done his fair share of running from the Guild and from the Imps, but that had been to keep the kid safe. “From an argument with a br – with a friend, though, no. I figured we’d wrestle it out, honestly.” 
Fett chuckled, lightening at last. “Maybe when you get back,” he said, lifting his eyebrows. “Could be fun, Djarin.” 
“When I get back,” Din agreed. 
“Be careful in Mos Entha, Djarin,” Fett warned. He still didn't look happy, but he wasn't angry any more. “If something happens, I can’t help you. Valarian might not be my enemy, but she’s not my friend either. Mos Entha's hers. I don't have any pull there.”
“I know,” said Din. “I’ll be fine.  You be careful. Keep an eye on the sands. I don’t like how quiet the Hutts have been, Fett. It makes me nervous.” 
“Boba,” said Fett. Din snapped his attention back to Fett’s face, surprised. The look in his dark eyes cut Din down to the bone. “Call me Boba.” 
It wasn’t an order. But Din nodded anyway, unable to stop himself, and said, quietly, “Boba.”
Fett’s – Boba’s – expression wavered. Din had to look away carefully, setting his gaze at the edge of Fett’s jaw. Din swallowed. He made himself uncurl his hands. “I’m – my name is Din,” he said. “Din Djarin.” 
Boba’s expression flickered again. Din couldn’t parse it, not without looking Boba in the eye, and he wasn’t sure he’d be able to manage that. 
“Din,” Boba repeated, softly. Din saw the shape of it in Boba’s mouth and relaxed – his name didn’t sound as strange coming from another person as he thought it would have. 
Boba must have seen something on Din’s face, though, because he pulled away a little, a tiny frown creasing his forehead. “Does it bother you?” he asked. “I know – my father’s people never cared much about their secrets, their names and their faces, but I know that there were – others. Other clans who kept things like that to themselves.” 
Din thought about it for a moment. He tried not to sway back into Fett’s space like an animal asking for affection, but it was hard. Din’s mouth was very dry. 
“No,” he said, after turning it over in his hands. He risked another look at Boba’s face and tried not to feel pinned by the intensity of his gaze. “No, it doesn’t – I’m just not used to it,” Din tried to explain, sheepish. He ran a hand through his hair. “It’s been… a long time since anybody’s called me that. Din, I mean.”
“Din,” said Boba again, almost immediately. He said it with such intent that Din couldn’t help but flush, embarrassed and not really sure why. 
“Alright,” Din grumbled, shaking his head a little. “Don’t push it.” 
Boba laughed. “You sure you don’t mind? Can always keep calling you Djarin. Or Mando, if that’s what you’re used to.” 
“No,” said Din. He looked down at the helmet in his hands, at the smooth, expressionless face. “I don’t mind.” Just because Din wasn’t used to hearing his name didn’t mean that it was – wrong. That it was bad. It was just different. 
 A lot of things involving Boba Fett are different, Din thought, wry. But still. He didn’t mind. 
“Be careful, then,” said Boba. “Be safe. Come back when you’re finished. We can wrestle. You can kick my  shebs around.”
Din smiled at that. He doubted it – Din had the feeling that he and Fett were pretty evenly-matched. “Alright,” he said. “I will.” 
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Mos Entha was so neat and tidy that it set Din’s teeth on edge. He hated it immediately. It wasn’t quite as bad as the ordered blocks of cities on Core Worlds or the manicured grounds of Mid-Rim palaces, but Mos Entha was too tidy for Tatooine, and Din didn’t trust it. 
He’d brought the  Fly to cut out desert travel, turning a five-day slog across the sands into a two-hour trip in sublight, and left the ship in the care of three polished silver droids, who managed a small, public shipyard called Catooni’s, and gritted his teeth. 
 This,  Din thought, surveying the city,  is going to be a challenge.  
He’d lingered at the palace for another two days before setting off for Mos Entha. He hadn’t wanted to leave right away – hadn’t wanted to look like he was running away, to be honest, though Din was trying not to think about it – and he’d wanted to keep an eye on Gida for another few days too. Din had stayed and lurked around the edges of Fett’s court, sparring with Fennec, who’d been more than happy to shoot at Din while he’d tried a few of the Jedi blocks he’d learned from the holocron with the darksaber, and taking Gida home once her shift was over in the evening. 
Gida’s stalker hadn’t made an appearance, but Din had  thought that he’d seen something on his second night out with her. Instead of riding beside her to Mos Eisley Din had hung back a bit, following half a klick behind with his engine on its lowest setting. Din had watched the sands. He’d seen a flash in the distance that could have been the moons reflecting off a pair of binocs or a rifle scope. 
But when Din had veered off the sand road and gone to investigate, he hadn’t found anything. No binocs, no scope and no signs that anyone had been in the ridges at all. On the third night – last night – he had looked again after he'd seen Gida safe to her mother's house in the Quarter, but Din hadn’t seen anything at all. 
It was a puzzle that was beginning to itch underneath Din’s beskar. Gida was  afraid. She didn’t want to show it, but Din could see it in her when she thought he wasn’t looking. She wasn’t inventing sand spirits or spooking at shadows. She was genuinely frightened. 
 But she’s not talking to me,  Din thought, picking a direction at random and heading off down the street. He didn’t know his way around Mos Entha, but he’d figure it out soon enough.  If she doesn’t tell me what she’s scared of, what she’s already seen, I won’t know what I’m up against.  
Whatever or whoever was hunting Gida had Noora and Fennec concerned. Neither struck Din as the type to scare easily. 
Experience told Din that Gida was afraid of slavers. She’d been a slave in Jabba’s palace – in Bib Fortuna’s too, once Jabba had died – and though she was free now, and though Fett – Boba,  Din reminded himself, still not used to the familiarity that had grown between them – apparently had some carbon to burn with slavery as an institution, that didn’t mean that Gida was  safe.  
Any smart slaver would look at Mos Eisley, with Fett’s palace crouched in the distance and Fett's reputation wrapped around it like beskar, and leave well enough alone. Gida was one of Fett's people. Boba looked after his own.
But intelligence was not a common trait among slavers, Din had found, and greed was a powerful motivator. Gida was beautiful. Graceful. Din had pulled a little more information out of her over the last few days – she'd been trained as a dancer almost from the time she could walk. Her mother Imiri had been famous on Ryloth and had been a gift to Jabba by the Empire. All of Imiri's children, Gida and her brothers and her sisters, had been trained to dance like Imiri. They'd all brought Bib Fortuna quite a bit of money. Gida was free now, but she could fetch a high price along the sorrowlanes, for anybody brave enough or stupid enough to try and take her. 

  So is it hunters looking for her? A slaving gang? Old clients of the Hutts? 

Din shook his head, putting thoughts of Gida aside for now. He couldn’t do anything about her problem here. He’d be in Mos Entha for a day or two, most likely. Noora and Fennec were watching out for Gida in his absence. If anything happened, they’d tell him. 
He turned his attention back to the city. 
Mos Entha's orderliness chewed at him. Din liked Mos Eisley’s chaos, disorder and general disrepute. It was easy to hide in Mos Eisley. It was easy to find work, too, and even though the city was usually crawling with scrum rats and lowlifes it was also full of Din’s allies. Din didn’t know anyone in Mos Entha and the city was so organized that Din knew the second he set foot inside city limits that he’d have a hard time finding somewhere to lay low. 
Stealth was out. Din watched Mos Entha’s residents watch him. He wouldn’t be able to move quietly around the city and find his – the covert,  he corrected himself, before he could think of any Mandalorian here in Mos Entha as  his. He didn’t even know if there were any Mandalorians here at all. He had no hard intelligence, only rumor and a few sightings of beskar across the desert. Only hope beating hard in his chest. Making assumptions was dangerous. 
Din eyed the enormous domes that dominated Mos Entha’s skyline. Where Mos Eisley rambled and sprawled, most of its buildings hugging close to the earth, Mos Entha grew up and up off the ground. Spaceships streamed in and out of the big domes, bound either for the sky or the sands. Mos Entha’s spaceports charged a higher fee than Mos Eisley’s. Din’s budget had always been tight enough that he’d taken the risk of getting mugged and touched planetside in Mos Eisley. He could probably spare the credits now and afford to make planetfall here, but Din didn’t like the look of the domes. 
 It’d be hard to get out of one of those in a hurry, he thought. Anybody trying to make a quick exit without proper clearance could get trapped inside, the jaws of the domes snapping shut. Proper clearance wasn’t always an option in Din’s line of work; he'd made his fair share of hasty exits over the years, and had been chased up into the black more than once. 
The rest of the city clung to the edges of the spaceports, connected by wide streets. The streets had their alleys and cuts like Mos Eisley had, but even those were clean and free of helpful heaps of garbage or piles of scrap that Din could hide in if he needed to. Din could stand at one end of any alley he passed and see clear all the way down the other. 

   Too exposed.  

Even Mos Entha’s people were neater – there were Jawas selling their wares, droids on the street corners, beings of every shape and size going about their business just like they would anywhere else on Tatooine, but the markets were subdued, the Jawas polite, the crowds orderly.  
 Din was going to stand out no matter what he did. 
 Stealth definitely isn’t an option. That could be a good thing, Din told himself, already feeling like he had a target painted on his back. He’d only gone a few blocks, but he knew that every step had been observed. His neck prickled. He ignored it – there was nothing Din could do about sticking out, short of shedding his armor and going about bare-faced. 
 That will make me feel even more exposed, Din thought wryly. 
He’d just have to deal with it. With a little luck, word of Din’s presence in the city would spread. If there  was another covert here, they’d hear about Din and either come looking or let him find them. 
My own tribe will know me, he thought. None of them knew Din's mudhorn signet, but he'd earned his full beskar'gam before the entire tribe. Word of a Mandalorian running around in a full set of silver armor ought to be enough for Din's brothers and sisters to know him. Any other Mandalorians would at least be curious, if they heard about Din moving around in Mos Entha. 
If I can't find them, I want them to be able to find me, Din thought. But what I don’t want to do is expose them. 
Din couldn’t go poking blindly down alleys or lifting sewer grates. He’d be seen. Somebody would get curious. Din had already exposed one covert. What he'd done on Nevarro had ended in the deaths of many of his brothers and sisters. He wasn’t going to expose another and bring the same end down on them too. 
 So how do I find them? He wondered. 
Din aimed himself at the largest spaceport dome and set off against the flow of the crowd. It drew more eyes. The feeling of being watched buzzed underneath Din’s beskar like an angry kirik-fly. 
 But that’s alright. Beskar always drew attention, especially when Din didn't bother to try and fade out of sight. When he leaned in to it, Din knew that his presence filled the street. Caught every eye. 
Din marked the streets and landmarks as he passed them out of habit. He’d have to spend some time learning the way around, if it took longer than a day or two to dig up the others. Din held his head up, reaching for the still, dangerous calm he’d always been able to find on a hunt for the Guild on Nevarro. He let Mos Entha see what it wanted to see – a Mandalorian bounty hunter, armored and untouchable. With luck, any rival cartels would at least wait to see what Din was up to before having him shot. 
Din picked up two tails within half a standard hour of leaving the Fly. One of them was an adult Rodian with pebbled blue skin and the other was a human kid, a scruffy girl who was much better at staying out of sight than the Rodian. Din didn’t do anything about either tail just yet. He didn’t know who they worked for. 
Just outside the largest spaceport, Din spotted a cantina. It was small, square and red, a faded sign hanging above the door, and the painted bantha on the sign was chipped and scuffed. The cantina looked almost disheveled next to its orderly neighbors, like a sad old drunk listing sideways on a cantina stool. 
 Perfect,  Din thought. He stepped inside, aware of the eyes on his back, and looked around. It was still early enough in the day that the cantina's only residents were the very sad and the very bored. The sad ones were drunk already, nursing sour black  tatooni junko  or worse, and the bored ones were playing sabacc in the corner, the pot just a few dented  peggats piled up in the middle of the table. 
A fleshy male Besalisk was minding the bar, using two of his arms to wipe glasses and two to scroll up and down on a badly-dented datapad. He didn’t notice Din walk in right away, but when silence fell over his already-quiet cantina, he looked up and promptly dropped his datapad. 
“It wasn’t me!”
Din paused.  Now that’s interesting. He was used to other beings making him out for a hunter at first glance, but usually they didn’t start yelling about their perceived innocence quite so early on in their acquaintance with Din. 
Din took another step inside the cantina and decided to go along with the Besalisk’s assumption. It might work to help Din set up his cover as a lone bounty hunter looking for a job – if he made a scene where enough beings could see, word of his arrival in Mos Entha would spread more quickly. 
“That’s not what I heard,” Din said, his voice flattened out by his helmet. He was aware of the effect the vocoder had on others. It made Din sound mechanical, unfeeling. “In fact, I heard the opposite.” 
He took another menacing step into the cantina and Besalisk blanched, waving its upper arms. “Varak’Cha’s a liar!  Kung. I’d never cheat him, never. I’ve turned myself around! I’m a respectable business owner these days, ask anybody.” 
Din looked around the shabby little cantina. “It looks that way,” he agreed. “But I’m not a judge or a magistrate. I'm  murishani.” 
“You can’t like working for Varak’Cha,” the Besalisk wheedled. “He doesn’t – what’s he paying you? I’ll pay more!”
Din smiled to himself.  That was easy, he thought. He made a show of considering the Besalisk’s words, aware of the effect his armor had on soft targets like this. The Besalisk's knees were shaking. Din took his time. He didn’t want to look too easy to bribe – word of that would spread fast too. 
“You got a room I can use for a few days?” Din finally asked. 
The Besalisk stared at him. 
“A  private  one,” Din added, taking another step forward so that he was within arms’ reach of the Besalisk. Besalisks were plenty strong, as a general rule, but this one had gotten used to the easy life. He was soft around the middle, his arms thick with loose skin instead of muscle. He was staring up at Din with open shock. Din looked significantly towards the open door, where Mos Entha’s domes were visible. “One with a good line of sight  out,  but not a good one  in. Think you can help?”
The Besalisk stared at Din for a few more seconds, then realized what Din was saying and nodded so enthusiastically that the pouch underneath his chin wobbled. 
“A room? Yes, I’ve got a great room – a perfect room! – for you, Mister – Sir – my – ”
“Mando is fine,” Din said, cutting the Besalisk off before he could get himself too excited. 
“Mando!” said the Besalisk, thrilled, like he and Din had known each other for their entire lives instead of less than five minutes. “Yes, yes, a room, a  private room, well, that’s your business, yes, but I can help. I’d be happy to help! But – ” and the crest on his head drooped, fear returning “ – what will Varak’Cha say when you don't bring me in?”
Din shrugged. “That’s between me and Varak’Cha,” he said, resolving to leave town before he figured out exactly who that was. Din wasn't planning to stick around for long. Once he found the others, once he was sure that they were safe, once he'd gotten some answers, he could disappear back into the desert. 
“Just don’t bring him here,” the Besalisk muttered. "That one can't walk into a room without breaking stools." He bent to collect his fallen datapad and straightened up. “I’ll get you all set up. You won’t have to worry about anything while you’re here. Stay as long as you need, Mister Mando.” 
Din inclined his head and let the Besalisk scramble off, either to bolt out the back door or to go and clean out whatever room he thought Din would like best. Either way Din was pleased with himself. 
Someone in the corner of his eye stirred. 
 The thing about wearing a helmet,  Din thought, turning his head towards the sabacc game but his eyes towards the being that had moved,  is that everyone thinks I can only look in one direction.  
Din’s peripheral vision wasn’t spectacular. The helmet did limit his range of vision considerably. But he had enough ability to see out of the corners of his eyes to catch one of the cantina’s patrons, a skinny, weather-beaten Weequay who was not half as drunk as he looked, pull a comm link out of his pocket. 
Din smirked, satisfied. Half of Mos Entha would know where Din was by suns’ set. The rest would know by dawn. The covert, if they were here, would know that Din was around. They’d know where to find him. And if they didn’t, Lady Valarian would. 
It was a gamble, sitting so boldly out in the open like this. It danced on the edge of stupidity. But sometimes stupid bravery was a good hiding place, when other hiding places were thin on the ground.  Refuge in audacity, Din’s teachers had called it. Din didn’t know Mos Entha well enough to go to ground successfully, to hide in the shadows or find safety beneath the streets. 
 But,  he thought,  I can play at being the lone  beroya  who’s only interested in chasing credits. He’d had years of experience, after all. 
Either the other Mandalorians would come looking for Din or Valarian would. The Mandalorians would deal with Din directly. Valarian probably wouldn’t, but she could probably be bribed. She would, he hoped, at least want to talk to him before she tried to have him killed. Din would get his answers one way or the other. 
 Now,  he thought, prowling over to the game of sabacc in the corner and tossing a few credits of his own into the pot,  I just have to wait.  
 
Din didn’t have to wait very long. He played sabacc for a few hours, amassing a tidy pile of  peggats and the open dislike of the rest of the Thirsty Bantha's patrons for his efforts, and then wandered up to the room the Besalisk, whose name was Robb, had prepared. 
It wasn’t bad, for a rush job. Din had a clear view of the main entrance into the spaceport dome. The street-level doors were open now, letting traffic stream into the domes. The suns hadn’t quite set yet and Mos Entha still hummed with its orderly activities. 
 An Amban pulse rifle would stir things up,  Din thought. It’d be like putting an anooba in among the womp-rats. But  that  would bring more attention down on Din than he wanted. He wanted the Mandalorians and Valarian to know where to find him; he did  not want to get arrested or spend his time running from whatever passed for law enforcement here. 
Din spent a while securing the room. Robb had done a decent job, but Din had higher standards than the Besalisk. He rigged a few simple traps over the window and under the door, shoved the bed over to position it better in the room, and went through his kit quickly, making sure he’d have what he needed whenever someone – anyone – showed up. 
His fingers brushed over the smooth surface of the holocron, wedged between a roll of bacta patches and a pair of concussion grenades Din had liberated from Boba’s armory. The glass felt warm even through Din’s thick gloves. 
He’d opened it twice more since the first time. It had been easier to open each time, as if opening it once had shaken up all of the old gears and mechanics inside the thing and loosened all the rust. Din was getting better with the darksaber, too; he still struggled with Kenobi’s bloodless form and was entirely hopeless at Forms Four and Six, which were too acrobatic and reliant on Jedi powers, but he’d memorized all of Tano’s katas and a fair few of Dooku’s too. 
Fennec had helped. Shooting at Din seemed to brighten her day and she never aimed for the same place twice, which forced Din to gain some practical skill with the darksaber. She was good at watching and pointing out weaknesses in his forms, too, which helped, and she had a fair bit of close-quarters combat experience too. Just yesterday Din had talked her into sparring with him, Fennec armed with a pair of vibroknives and Din with darksaber. 
Since Din hadn't wanted to hurt Fennec by accident, their spar had mostly been Din standing still or shuffling through short, stunted versions of the lightsaber forms he'd been learning while Fennec bounced around him with all the dangerous grace of a hunting shriek-hawk. Still, it had been... educational.  
Din could have left the holocron behind, but it had made its way into Din’s kit for the trip almost without Din realizing; he’d tucked it in and closed his kit, had gotten halfway down the lift, before he’d realized that he had it with him. 
 I just want to keep it safe,  Din reasoned. The holocron was important. He’d share it with Skywalker and the other Jedi the next time he went to visit Grogu. He  would. As interesting as the Jedi’s lightsaber techniques were, they were for Jedi, not Din. He didn't want to leave it behind in the palace where something could happen to it.  
He shook himself again, scattering his thoughts, and went back downstairs into the cantina proper. 
More beings had filtered through the cantina as the shadows had deepened across the city. There were a few more sabacc games going now, for bigger pots – though none of the players would meet Din’s eyes, afraid he’d join their table – and more patrons at the bar. Robb had all four of his hands full of tatooni junko and spotchka and plates of some kind of fried tuber slathered with a steaming red sauce. The smell turned Din's stomach. He avoided Robb. 
Din scanned the growing crowd again, looking at individual faces this time, and saw a familiar blue-skinned Rodian pretending to nurse a pint of spotchka at a table in the corner. 
Din nodded to himself, satisfied. I’ve been found, he thought. 
He took a table to himself, giving the sabacc players a break, and hefted his blaster off his hip. Several patrons flinched. Din ignored them all and began to dismantle his blaster, pulling a rag and some oil out of his kit and going over each and every piece carefully, keeping his head down so that he appeared utterly focused on his task. He had his auditory sensors turned up, though, and his visor angled so that Din could still see the corners of the room. He put his back to the hall leading to the Thirsty Bantha's rooms, keeping the majority of his attention on the front door. The Rodian worked for someone. Now it was just a matter of waiting to see who. 
Once he’d finished with his blaster, Din reassembled it and started in on his knives. He’d gotten through two vibroknives and had started on his wickedly-sharp  verd knife, which he kept in his boot, when the blue Rodian stood up and cleared his throat. 
Conservation in the cantina dropped off. Everyone had been keeping half an eye on Din anyway – they knew that the Rodian didn’t have business with anyone else. 
Din slowly, deliberately looked up. 
“Mandalorian,” said the Rodian, voice high with nerves.
Din tilted his head to show the Rodian that he was listening. 
The Rodian took a deep breath. “Lady – Lady Valarian would like to speak with you,” he said. 
“What,” said Din, drawing out the word like he didn’t care what the Rodian had said or who he’d named, “now?”
There was a deep, growling snort from the cantina’s door. A squat female Whiphid with honey-colored fur and fearsome tusks stood in the doorway, a dented, scuffed old assassin droid standing braced off her hip. The droid's one red eye swiveled, taking in the room. 
“Yes,  ootmian,” Lady Valarian said.  “Now.” 
She was shorter than the Jedi K’Kruhk, but wider. Even though shorter that the Whiphid Jedi, she was still taller than Din. Whiphids were big. She didn’t have K’Kruhk’s natural grace, but she had a similar presence to him. Wild. Dangerous. Every eye in the room was fixed on her. 
Din slotted his  verd knife back into his boot. 
“Please,” he said, gesturing at the empty chair on the other side of his table. “Sit. Be my guest.” 
Valarian snorted again, boar-like, and stumped over. “Have manners, do you?”
Din shrugged. “When it suits me.”
“The rest’a you, clear out,” Valarian instructed, turning her fierce eyes to the rest of the cantina’s patrons. “Robbie, I’ll pay you for the missed clink. Hop too, now.” 
Din didn’t care much for  that, to be sitting alone with Valarian and her attack droid in an empty cantina, but there wasn’t much he could do about it except draw his blaster and level it at the droid, aimed right at its center chassis. 
“Fine with me,” Din said. He kept his tone even. Mechanical. Other beings tended to underestimate Din when they thought him some unfeeling, automated thing. “But I don’t like droids. Turn it off.” 
“You think you can order me around,  bukee?” Valarian swung her head around, tusks gleaming. “That real beskar you’ve got on, or just durasteel?”
Din flicked the safety off and cocked his blaster. It whined as it prepared to release a charge. “You're welcome to find out,” Din said evenly. 
Valarian studied him for a moment, then nodded and clapped twice. The droid powered down, slumping over, lights flickering off in its chassis. She eyed the rest of the cantina, which was watching the standoff with baited breath, and snorted again. 
“Friends,” she said. “I believe I asked for privacy…?” 
Everyone, even Robb, cleared out, scrambling out of their chairs, overturning drinks and abandoning their cards in their haste to get to the door. 
“You’re polite for a gangster,” Din said. He reengaged his blaster’s safety and tucked it back into its holster. He held a hand out, indicating the other chair, and Valarian took it. She moved like a scrapper. Tough, strong and difficult to put down. 
“And you’re easy to spot, for a Mandalorian,” Valarian returned, fixing her dark, boar-like eyes on Din’s helmet. “You want something.” 
“I could just want work,” Din pointed out, tone mild. “Mos Entha’s a big city. Plenty of work to go around.” 
Valarian grunted. “Your kind,” she said, stabbing a finger at Din, “only wants  trouble. Attention. Noise. Kark I don’t want or need in my city right now.” 
Din eyed her finger. “I’d think that someone in your position would like having a Mandalorian or two around,” he said. “Enterprising businessbeings almost always do. We appreciate steady work, and… discretion in our job descriptions.” 
The Whiphid clacked her teeth together, tusks rattling. “I’ve heard,” she said, an accusing finger still pointed at Din’s chest, “that  you especially make noise. They talk about you all over Tatooine, dragon-slayer.  I know who you are. Friend to Cobb Vanth and Mos Pelgo, and now Boba Fett’s favorite hunting beast. His left hand. I don’t need Mandalorian hunters,” she growled. “I got my own boys. My own hunters. Maybe they work a little slower than  your  lot, but they do the job, my boys, and don’t hold any other loyalty to anyone else besides. I don’t need to pay Mando rates for Mando loyalty.  Your kind is only loyal to its own.” 
“We respect contracts, usually,” Din said, ignoring the insult. She'd aimed it at Din, not Fett, so Din was willing to let it pass. “A Mandalorian’s word is their honor.” 
“I wasn't born yesterday. Your honor is your tribe,” Valarian sneered. “That’s why you’re here making a spectacle of yourself, isn’t it?” 
Din went very still. He narrowed his eyes. Valarian  still had a finger aimed at his chest, true as any blaster. 
“Boba Fett,” Valarian said shrewdly, leaning across the table, “makes a lot of noise too. Fine by me if he wants to put one in the Hutts’ eye, so long as he keeps to  his  side of the desert, but that’s as far as my indulgence goes. We don’t need him around here. Don’t need his people sniffing around, not even dangerous young men like yourself.  Especially not dangerous young men like yourself, or anybody like you." 
"Anybody like me?" Din asked, resisting the urge to break Valarian's finger. 
“I can’t trust you,” Valarian said. “Your first loyalty’s always to your people. To Fett. Not me.” 
Din suppressed a growl of his own. He found himself – not liking Valarian, not with her tone of voice, with the way she seemed to think she held all the cards, knew everything there was to know, but respecting her, at least a little.  Dangerous, she’d called him. She was a gangster and a boss. She’d do her best to put a bolt between Din’s eyes if it saved her the credits, the time or the trouble of dealing with him. And she was under the impression that Din was nothing more than a poorly-trained akk dog, running off wherever Fett had pointed. 
 Boba didn’t even want me to come here,  Din thought.  Valarian is arrogant. She thinks she knows everything, and she thinks she can intimidate me.  

   But I like her attitude.

It took a certain amount of bravery to threaten a Mandalorian. Din could respect that when he saw it, even if he half-wanted to throw a punch just to make a point. 
“What,” Din said slowly, ordering the cards he had to play in his head, “if I said that my employer has no interest in Mos Entha or in this side of the desert?"  
Valarian tilted her head. “I’d ask what his favorite massiff was doing sniffing at my front door, is what.” 
Din ignored the insult again. He’d been called a dog before, usually by targets less than happy to find Din’s hand around the back of their neck, pushing them towards his carbonite rig. Valarian's words slid off of Din's beskar. 
“Maybe my business isn’t Fett’s at all,” Din said. “Maybe I’m just following a scent.” He rapped his chestplate gently, the sweet note rising between them. “Beskar’s got a unique one. Maybe it's a scent I caught it out in the desert and followed here.” 
Valarian’s gaze sharpened. “You’re looking for other hounds?” 
Din inclined his head. 
“Are they your friends or your enemies?” she asked. 
Din’s pulse leapt – there  were Mandalorians in Mos Entha, then. Valarian knew of them. He hid his reaction and said, as blandly as he could manage, “Does it matter to you?” 
That got another snort. “No,” Valarian allowed. “It doesn’t, but if they’re your enemies I’d ask you to do your killing  outside my city. I’ve seen Mandos fight. You lot can level a city block when you get going, and I already pay the Watch more credits to look the other way than I should.” 
“I’m out of explosives,” Din said, but he took her point. He didn't mention the concussion grenades in his kit. He nodded again. “I’ll keep any… disagreements off your territory. You have my word.” 
“And you’re good for it, are you?”
“You want a character reference?”
Valarian whuffed, a Whiphid laugh. “Easy,  bukee. I’ll take your word. I know where to find you if you break it, don’t I?”
As far as threats went, Valarian’s was gentle enough. But Din’s spine still stiffened anyway, defensive outrage bridling in his chest. He wasn’t the only one who lived in Boba’s palace. Valarian wasn’t threatening Din alone. She was threatening everyone who lived and worked there. 
“Easy,” Valarian repeated, and Din realized that he was reaching for his blaster. He pulled his hand away and left it on the table where she could see it. 
“I don’t break my word,” Din said. It wasn't true anymore, but Valarian didn't need to know the specifics of the Creed. 
“Good,” said Valarian. She looked him up and down again. “But let’s speak plainly, yeah? Strike a good old-fashioned agreement between us. If I help you find your wayward kin, what will you do for me?”
“Keep Boba Fett out of Mos Entha,” Din said. He felt only a flicker of guilt about negotiating on Boba’s behalf without his knowledge or permission. Boba’d already said that he had no interest in Mos Entha. He wanted Valarian to help him keep the planet out of the Hutts’ slimy hands; he wanted her to be  narudar, an enemy of his enemy. 
“You can make that promise?” 
Din nodded. “I can,” he said. "Boba Fett's left hand, remember?"  
Valarian looked at him for a long moment, then clacked her teeth together again and said, “No Mandos have come to me looking for work. But there’s a few been seen around. Three I know of. Two about your size in armor that’s all black, and one a good bit bigger than you in grey and blue.”
Din froze. “How much bigger?” 
“Do I look like I measure every Mandalorian who sets foot in my city? Big,  bukee. Big enough to notice, anyway. Heavily-armored and heavily-armed. Looked like he was about ready to storm an Imperial hub, not wander around Tatooine like a lost tourist.” 
 Paz,  Din thought. He knew that it could be someone else – there were other Mandalorians in blue-grey armor. There  were. Din had seen them, met them. Paz had chosen the colors of his armor to honor the warriors who’d adopted him. They’d had family scattered throughout all of the coverts, so the colors were common. 
But Din wanted it to be Paz. “Where?” 
“All over,” Valarian said. “Though they’ve stayed away from  me. A cantina called the Red Krayt on the other side of the city. The slums. One was seen in the market three days ago. The big one’s been seen in the domes visiting a few of my competitors, though not in the last few days.” 
 Taking work.  Paz wasn’t  beroya, but he was capable. He could find work if he had to. 
But the warriors of the covert only ever went out one at a time. If Paz was working, the others should be staying out of sight, minding the foundlings, watching the forge, training. Din didn’t know who the others could be, either – Annika had worn red armor, like Din had before his current set. There’d been beskar of almost every color in the covert. Several others had painted their armor with black symbols or black accents.
But no one had worn just black. 
 Did Paz find others? Had another covert stepped in to shelter what was left of Din’s? 
Din pulled his thoughts away and focused on Valarian. Wild thoughts wouldn’t help anyone, least of all the covert. “Where was the most recent sighting? When?” 
“Near the Red Krayt,” Valarian said. “Two days ago. I’ve had some of mine watching it.” 
“Who owns the Red Krayt?” 
“No one,” said Valarian. She grinned at Din, showing off her tusks. “Used to be the Hutts, back in the day. But not anymore. They all ran when Jabba fell.” 
“It’s abandoned?” 
She nodded. 
 An abandoned Hutt operation,  Din thought, putting it all together.  There'll be smuggler’s tunnels. The Hutts dealt in every illegal substance known to the galaxy, and a few experimental ones too. They ran blasters and spice and slaves, stolen ships, exotic animals. They'd have tunnels to avoid the city's law enforcement or the Imperials or their rivals. Probably ones that ran either out into the desert, where smugglers could load their cargo away from prying eyes, or to one of the spaceports. A jolt of excitement went through Din. He tried not to show it. He didn’t trust Valarian as far as he could throw her, and Din was down to just one good arm. 

   I don’t want to lead her to them.  

“Two days might as well be two years,” Din observed. “Things change fast on Tatooine.” 
Valarian barked a laugh. “Things never change on Tatooine.” 
Din wished he could express his frustration without giving away the whole game to Valarian. He wasn’t particularly good at subterfuge, but he could at least try. “Mandalorians don’t stay in one place for long, then,” he tried. “We're nomads. You got anything fresher?”
The Whiphid shook her head. “No,” she said. “These others, they don’t stick out half as bad as you.” 
Din shrugged. “I’m just a visitor,” he said. “Don’t have a reason to hide.” 
Valarian raised her finger again. Whether or not she believed him was impossible to say, but she'd apparently reached the end of her patience, and her willingness to help Din out. “Keep Boba Fett out of my business, Mando,” she instructed. “And I’ll even let you leave here in one piece, with all that pretty, expensive armor still attached. You can take the others with you or put ‘em down, but I don’t want Mandos in  my city. Understand?”
Din bristled at the way Valarian spoke about the others, like they were womp rats scurrying around in the dark stealing scraps or urusai who'd made themselves pests, but he nodded curtly. “Fine,” he said. 
“You’ve got ‘til the suns come up in the morning,” Valarian said, her friendliness apparently exhausted. “Then I don’t want to see so much as a  glint of the suns shining off that armor of yours, or any other Mandalorian’s. Okay? Next Mandalorian I see, I'm shooting.”
Din inclined his head. His pulse began to race, half a dozen plans formed and discarded before Valarian even stood up. He didn’t have much time – he could see darkness beginning to gather outside, the suns sinking low in the sky. 
“Take that Wookiee with you, too,” Valarian added, standing with a grunt. She gestured sharply at her droid, which came back to life at her command. Its eye flickered and adjusted. “I like Wookiees more than I like Mandalorians, but that doesn’t mean I want any around.” 
“If I see a Wookiee, I’ll let them know,” Din said. Internally, he groaned – he hadn’t known that Kasyyk was in the city. Someone at the palace, either Boba or Fennec, must have sent him along after Din to keep an eye on him. 
 I don’t need a minder, Din thought, a bubble of irritation forming underneath the part of his mind that was already working angles, trying to figure out a plan of attack. 
Valarian chuckled. “Gooddé bukee,” she said. “The suns are starting to set. Happy hunting, eh? And pass on my thanks to your master. Bib Fortuna was almost worse than the old worm. It was a nice bit of work Fett did, getting rid of him.” 
She left. Din switched his visor over to thermal imaging and watched her through the walls. She lingered outside the door for a moment, talking to her droid, and then they both waddled away, disappearing around a corner into the red, warm mass of Mos Entha’s evening traffic. 
Once he was sure that she was gone, Din sighed. 
 Great,  he thought.  Now I have to find a Wookiee.  
Fortunately, Din didn't have to go very far. Wookiees ran  hot, much warmer than humans, so Din kept his thermal imaging on and stepped out the cantina’s front door, scanning the line of buildings across the street. 
A two-and-a-half meter band of white-orange light tucked away at the top of a two- or three-story building across the street caught Din’s eye. 
Din waved. 
Caught out, the shape – Kasyyk – waved back. Din went back inside. 
None of the cantina’s patrons had returned, so Din released the seal on his helmet and pulled it up enough that he could swipe a drink from behind the bar.  Tatooni junko  was Hutt wine, sour and dark, but Din had tried  bogo naga  before, a lighter ale made from fermented  naga seeds, and didn’t mind the taste. 
He threw a few credits behind the bar for Robb to cover the expense and pulled his helmet back down, then turned to wait for the Wookiee. 
Kasyyk appeared in the doorway after a few minutes, enormous and almost more conspicuous than Din. Wookiees had gotten pretty common on Tatooine during the Empire's day. The Empire had pillaged Kashyyyk and sold its people off all over the galaxy and Tatooine, like most other systems along the sorrowlanes, had ended up with a fair few. But Kasyyk didn't move like a slave. He moved like a fighter, proud and fierce, and he stood a full meter above most of Tatooine's native inhabitants. He stuck out.
Kasyyk rumbled a sheepish greeting, pausing in the doorway, then crossed the room once he’d decided that Din wouldn’t shoot him. 
Din eyed him. He looked good – most of his fur had grown back in from his encounter with Hutt assassins – and he’d done a decent job following Din from Mos Entha. Din hadn’t seen him following behind across the desert or tailing Din in the city, anyway, and it was hard for someone to tail Din without Din noticing. He'd picked up on the Rodian and the kid, after all. 
“Fett sent you?” Din asked sourly. If it wasn’t Boba, it was Fennec. Din tried not to bristle. He understood the concept of backup, but he didn’t need it, not for this. 
Kasyyk warbled an affirmative. 
Din sighed. “I don’t need a minder,” he said. 
“Boss disagrees,” Kasyyk replied cheerfully. Din pushed his helmet back into his face, visor digging into his nose, the pressure grounding him. A headache was beginning to build behind his eyes. He should have paid more attention when he’d lived on Kashyyyk. Din’s Shyriiwook was rough at best. “You don’t need a minder, maybe," Kasyyk continued. He had a Kashyyyki lowlands accent, slower than a highlands or deep forest Wookiee, "but could you use a friend?” 
“Are we friends now?” Din muttered. 
Kasyyk patted his shoulder. 
 There’s nothing for it, is there? Kasyyk wouldn’t take orders from Din and it was nearly impossible to order a Wookiee to to anything, anyway. If Kasyyk had decided to do what Boba had asked of him, he wouldn’t change his mind for anything Din said. 
“Zero’s looking out for Gida while you’re gone,” Kasyyk said. That made Din soften a little. Kasyyk was just doing his job. And Boba – well, Din could be annoyed with Boba later, once he was outside of Mos Entha. 
“Good,” Din said. “Any idea who’d been following her?” 
Kasyyk shook his head. “We’re looking,” he said. “Any luck finding your clan?” 
Wookiees were just as tribe-oriented as Mandalorians, and most of the Wookiees still alive had lost their tribes at one point or another. Kasyyk’s concern was genuine. Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “But I’m not looking too hard. And I’ve only been here half a day.” 
“Why not?” 
“I don’t want to lead an enemy to them by mistake,” Din said. “I don’t know Mos Entha very well. Do you?”
Kasyyk shrugged. 
“Helpful.” 
The faint growl he got in return reminded Din to watch his mouth. Wookiees were just as easily offended as Mandalorians, too, and Wookiees were  big. Din had seen a Wookiee put a grown man through a wall and tear the arms of a droid with ease.
“Are you here to help or to just watch my back?” Din asked, looking Kasyyk up and down. 
“Mostly to watch your back,” said Kasyyk. “But I can help.” 
Din nodded to himself, thinking. 
He had until dawn to find the other Mandalorians and get them out of the city. He needed to move fast – a good bit of time might be taken up convincing them to leave. If there was a covert established here, they might not want to go. Valarian’s threats could just be an insult. They might not care what Din had promised. 
And when they found out that Din was  dar’manda, even if it was the remnants of his own covert – 

   I can’t worry about that.  

Din would have to handle the covert when he found them. If he stopped to consider every scenario, every reaction, he’d never get anything done. 
Din shoved aside his fear and made himself refocus. Kasyyk had offered to help. Wookiees were useful, weren’t they?
“I have a lead,” Din said. “Valarian told me where to start looking, on the condition that we’re all gone by morning.” 
“You need my help finding it?” 
“Maybe,” Din said. He wanted to get to this other cantina, this Red Krayt, and take a look at it before he committed to a plan. “The other Mandalorians – you’re an outsider. They’ll want to avoid you. But I  can’t lead Valarian to them, or anyone else. So…”
“We split up?” Kasyyk suggested. 
Din shook his head. “Not at first,” he said. “Come with me. We’ll check out the Valarian’s lead. If it pans out, I might need you to create a distraction.” 
Kasyyk rumbled and it sounded like laughter. “I can make a distraction,” he said. “What is this lead?” 
“A sighting,” Din said. “Two days ago, across the city. At an abandoned cantina called the Red Krayt. Heard of it?”
Kasyyk shook his head. 
“Me neither. Valarian said it used to be a Hutt operation before Jabba died. She says it’s abandoned now.” 
“A lot of places are abandoned now,”  Kasyyk observed. “Is Valarian telling the truth?” 
“I guess we’ll see,” Din muttered. He pressed his helmet back one more time, the rigid planes of it digging into his nose, then let go. “C’mon. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.” 
Kasyyk made a noise of agreement and finished off Din’s  bogo naga.  They set off together. Kasyyk had a speeder nearby, which Din climbed into. He let Kasyyk drive. They cut across Mos Entha, ignoring traffic patterns in favor of speed. Kasyyk was a good pilot. 
The outer edges of Mos Entha, away from the shadows of the spaceport domes, were a little bit more familiar to Din and Kasyyk both. The buildings were shabbier, the streets a little more crooked, the locals a little less tidy and a little more suspicious. 
The Red Krayt, when they found it, was thoroughly abandoned. Its sign had faded in the suns, leaving only the faint outline of a krayt dragon roaring at the sky. The aurebesh characters underneath the sign were chipped. The Red Krayt wasn’t falling down into disrepair or sagging on its foundations – Din was starting to suspect that Mos Entha had an entire civil service dedicated to keeping everything tidy – but it was shabbier than anything around it, its walls discolored and pocked by wind and kirk-flies. It was taller than most of its neighbors, five or six stories, and made of banded red stone. It had the same rounded windows and doorways as most buildings on Tatooine, almost cavelike, but all of the Red Krayt’s windows were boarded up by rust-flecked durasteel and the door, also durasteel, was tightly welded shut. 
 But I’m in the right place, Din thought. The Red Krayt sat at an intersection between two roads, busy enough that in its day the patrons would have trickled into the cantina and provided the veneer of legitimate business but not so busy that the Hutt cartel operators would’ve drawn too much attention moving illegal goods, especially not at night. 
The suns had fallen away by the time Din and Kasyyk found the Red Krayt. It was still early enough in the evening that Mos Entha still buzzed, lit up by warm cantina-light and glowing street lamps instead of the suns, but traffic in the streets was thinning out. 
Din swept his gaze over the building, thermal imaging back on. He didn’t see any signs of life beyond small, dull red lumps that moved around the first floor of the old cantina. 
 Womp rats. Din didn’t see anything else, not even flickers of heat that might mark a droid’s whirring processors. There were beings out in the galaxy that wouldn’t show up on Din’s scans – Trandoshans and many other reptilian species ran cold – but there weren’t any humans or warm-blooded sentients lingering around that Din could see. 
 Valarian didn’t set me up. She must be worried that Boba will turn his attention here next. Valarian was trying to solve several problems at once. Get rid of any Mandalorians in the city – Mandalorians with no loyalty for Valarian, who might accept a contract on her life – and strike a deal with Boba Fett, too. 
 Tidy, Din thought. It was too tidy, like the rest of Mos Entha. He gritted his teeth. He didn’t like it. He felt like he was missing something. 
But there wasn’t anything he could do about it except get on with it, so Din directed Kasyyk to park the speeder. They checked corners and angles, searching for snipers’ nests or any unwanted eyes, and when the coast was clear, they went up to the Red Krayt and tried the front door first. 
Kasyyk stayed back and waited. Din wrapped a hand around the door handle and pulled. It was stuck tight, locked, welded and probably barricaded from inside. 
A quick check of the windows on the ground floor told the same story; the sheets of metal covering all of the window ports were solid durasteel, welded into the building. 
Din beckoned Kasyyk over and went around the Red Krayt’s back, counting on shadows and the late hour to hide him from view. 
Kasyyk joined him and rumbled a question. 
“It’s all bottled up tight,” Din reported. He looked up. The windows on the higher floors looked the same. “I guess even once they bolted the Hutts didn’t want anybody creeping around in there.” 
“So if this is where your Mandos have been spotted,”  Kasyyk rumbled, “how are they getting in?”  
Din craned his head back. He could just barely see the lip of the roof. “Kasyyk,” he started, “you a good climber?” 
LIke most buildings on Tatooine, the Red Krayt had been built out of local stone. And Tatooine’s sandstone, while sturdy and solid, wasn’t  smooth.  Climbing without gear up a glass-and-metal building on a Mid-Rim world was nearly impossible. Climbing up a sandstone building on Tatooine was  hard, but not impossible.
The Red Krayt’s walls were pitted and scarred, worn out by the wind, by kirik-flies, by ancient rain. There were plenty of hand- and footholds to hang onto. 
Wookiees were excellent climbers. They had to be. Their entire world was a dense jungle and they worshiped the wroshyr trees. Climbing a wroshyr was as natural to a Wookiee as breathing. Kasyyk went up foot over paw without much effort at all. 
Din wasn’t as fast as Kasyyk, but he managed. He would have preferred his jetpack but didn’t want the noise and the light to draw any more eyes than he already had on him. His right arm trembled under the strain, his fingertips shaking, the pins in his arm throbbing, but Din managed it. 
Kasyyk beat him to the top, of course, and hooked a paw underneath Din’s armpit to haul him up the rest of the way. The grip jostled Din’s mostly-healed bruise. He bit back a quiet hiss and shrugged out of Kasyyk’s grip as soon as he was upright. 

   “You think your friends climb up here to get in?” 

“I don’t know if they’re my friends,” Din said, looking around. “But it’s climb up or go under.” Scaling six stories wasn’t that hard if you had the right equipment. A powered grappling hook and a winch would do the trick, or even a decent set of climbing gear. 
But getting up here did take some effort, and in Din’s experience half of the galaxy wouldn’t bother. The other half almost never thought to look  up. Rooftops were almost always a safe way to travel. 
Din’s visor flickered as he looked around, revealing traces – disturbed patches of dust and sand, fresh marks in the stone. 
“There,” said Din, softly. There was a door at one end of the roof, a service entrance or an emergency exit. The roof was flat enough to hold a speeder or even a small ship, if it had to. Old carbon burns ground into the sun-bleached stone told Din that a speeder had been up here a time or two, though none of the burns were fresh. 
The door, though, had been disturbed recently. The dented sheet of durasteel that had been welded shut, probably when the Hutts had abandoned the cantina, had been hacked loose. The welds had been cut. The door was still closed, but the angle of it was wrong. It wasn’t hinged to the wall or the roof anymore, just cleverly propped up to look like it was. 
Kasyyk rumbled again and padded forward, reaching for the door, but Din caught his arm. He shook his head. 
“Let me,” Din said. 
He took the durasteel sheet by one side and shifted it over instead of pulling it back. Moving the metal that way let Din see the thin black wire connected to the back of the door and running to the opposite wall. 
Opening the door normally would have snapped the wire. Din pointed at it. 
Kasyyk froze. “Trapped?” he asked. 
“Not offensively,” Din assured him.  Not yet, anyway. Trapping doors to explode or worse this far out from the covert itself would only draw attention. “It’s an alert wire. It’s a simple circuit wired to a receiver. If the wire snaps, the circuit breaks, the receiver dies and whoever’s on the other end is alerted. Then someone comes to investigate.” 
Din slid the sheet of durasteel over just enough to edge his way through it, ducking so he didn’t break the wire with his helmet, and then he flattened himself against the wall so Kasyyk could shuffle in after him. 
“So your people are close, then?” he asked, catching on. 
Din’s pulse was racing again, adrenaline beginning to prickle in his fingertips. Someone was close. The alarm wire was rudimentary. It could have been set by a covert, because the technique was easy to learn and pass along, but it could have also been set up by any group looking to keep something hidden. It could have even been a leftover from the Hutts’ operation. 
 But Mandalorians were seen here,  Din thought.  A big one, in blue and grey armor.  
“Yes,” Din said. “Now be quiet. This won’t be the only safeguard.” 
Kasyyk, to his credit, was a competent hunter. He wasn’t as good as Din, or even as good as some of the other  beroya Din had met and learned from. But he knew what he was doing and he moved very carefully despite his size, and he didn’t argue when Din took the lead and began to clear the abandoned cantina room by room and floor by floor. 
The Mandalorians – beings, Din corrected, trying desperately not to get his hopes up – hadn’t touched the top three floors. The rooms were all abandoned, full of dust and debris. The walls were scored with old blaster fire and other discolorations. Din got the impression that the Hutts hadn’t left peacefully. 
On the fourth floor down, the third up from the streets, Din found another alarm wire, this one hidden along a seam of cracked and crumbling tile. He and Kasyyk both avoided it. The first floor, the abandoned bar and dance floor, the gambling dens and dingy rooms where the operation had conducted its business, had been disturbed more recently. Old chairs and tables had been dragged in front of the windows and doors to reinforce the durasteel boarding them up and a third alarm wire had been stretched at chest-height across a door leading into what looked like, once Din had dropped to his knees and shuffled past the wire, a kitchen. 
Din activated his thermal imaging again and swept the room, looking both around himself and beneath his feet. He still wasn’t picking up anything bigger or warmer than womp rats. 

   The tunnels it is. 

Din turned to Kasyyk. “Aright,” Din said. “Imagine you’re a gangster working for Gorga the Hutt. Where do you hide a secret entrance into tunnels under the city?” 
Kasyyk looked around, making a rough, thoughtful noise in his throat. His gaze settled on a large, cavernous room that yawned black past the end of the kitchen. A meat locker, if Din had to guess. Keeping meat fresh on Tatooine was always a challenge. 
Din nodded. Kasyyk’s guess was as good as any. 
He went in first, a hand on his blaster. The meat locker – and it was a meat locker, complete with long-dead, half-scavenged refrigeration coils and hooks that hung from the ceiling, which Din gingerly avoided – was empty now, of course. The lackeys running the operation had taken whatever had been here, meat or spice or worse, with them when they’d fled. 
Din reached the center of the room and turned around in a slow circle, switching the thermal imaging off so he could use his own eyes. There was nothing left in the locker, nothing but what looked like a large womp next and a few abandoned wooden boards scattered across the floor. 
But there was a lower level. Din could see rats moving beneath the floor when he switched back over to thermal. He looked at the old boards again. 
 Well,  he thought,  can’t hurt, can it? He crouched down and pulled the boards aside one by one, making sure to feel under each edge for an alarm wire. He didn’t find any, but once all the boards had been cleared away, Din found himself looking at an old, discolored trapdoor, speckled with rust. 
 But the hinges are clean. They were better than clean, even. The rest of the trapdoor had grown a splotchy coat of red rust, but the hinges shone with oil. 
“Found them?” Kasyyk asked. 
“Not yet,” Din murmured, feeling around the hinges too. He found nothing. “But we’re close. Remember that distraction?” Din looked up at the Wookiee, whose dark fur was nearly invisible in the gloom. 
Kasyyk nodded. 
“I need it now,” he said. “Away from here. A few blocks at least. Something loud and messy. Get as much attention off this cantina as you can. And then run for it – Valarian gave us both until dawn to get out of here. Take your own speeder or meet me at my ship – it’s the hawk-two-ninety at Catooni’s shipyard. You know where that is?” 
Kasyyk made a sharp, unhappy noise of disagreement. Din looked up at him. 
“My people don’t like outsiders,” he said. “And I might not know  these Mandalorians personally. If they see you, they might start shooting even if I’m with you.”
“I was told to keep you safe,” Kasyyk returned. 
Din resisted the urge to shove his helmet back into his nose again. “I know,” he said. “And I… get that.” Disobeying Boba was difficult. “But if they start shooting at  you, and you’re behind me…” 
Kasyyk growled, plainly unhappy, but seemed to realize that Din wouldn’t budge, not on this. “If you’re killed, I’m as good as dead,”  he said. “The boss is fond of you.” 
“And he knows me, too,” said Din. “If anything happens, just tell him I’m too  atinyc.” Too stubborn. Fett knew Din by now – he knew that Din would protect the covert, that Din would do this his own way. 
Kasyyk grumbled, still not pleased, but finally nodded. “Fine," he said. “I’ll give you a distraction. Be safe. I’ll meet you at Catooni’s in half an hour.”
Din nodded. “Be safe,” he echoed. Kasyyk did as he was asked and left Din alone. The second he heard Kasyyk pass into the hall, Din took the trapdoor’s handle and  pulled. It opened smoothly and quietly. A set of dingy stairs lay underneath the trapdoor and led down into darkness. 
Din took a few seconds to focus, mastering his heart rate, his mingled excitement and dread, then he stood up and slipped down the stairs into a low-hanging tunnel, closing the door behind him. 
The darkness was nearly absolute. Din had just enough light to see by – gaps in the tunnel ceiling that let moon- and street-light stream in in pricks and shafts – when he switched his visor over to night vision, but only just. 
He took a steadying breath.  This is it. He resisted the urge to draw the darksaber if only to shed more light down the tunnel and made himself start walking. 
Din was past caring about setting off alarm wires, now. Anything he tripped would register as close, too close for the covert to run. If he tripped anything, they would meet him to fight instead, and once they realized that Din was in beskar too, they would stop and Din could identify himself. 
 Hopefully, he thought. The problems he’d ignored earlier were pressing up against him now, warm and alive. 
 What if I don’t know them? What if I  do?  What if it is Paz, and I have to tell him that I broke the Creed? 
Din and Paz had been close as children, but a distance had grown between them once Din left the covert to start hunting. Paz had called Din a coward in front of the whole tribe. Paz had tried to take Din’s helmet off. They would have come to blows over it if the  alor hadn’t stepped in. 
 What will he say when I tell him? Din had to tell him. He couldn’t hide the truth, not from Paz. Din had broken the Creed. He’d shown his face. 
Din’s dread was mounting. He wrestled it down. 
 Paz will try to kill me, Din thought. Paz would probably even consider it a mercy – he’d kill Din to spare him from more dishonor. From the rest of the tribe’s retribution. 

   He’ll have a fight on his hands.  

Din didn’t want to die. He had the kid to look after, the Jedi – he had a holocron to deliver. He was still sworn to Kryze’s Quest. 
 And if I died, it would upset Boba, Din realized. It sparked behind his eyes like a bolt of blasterfire, bright and hot. Din smothered it, startled. Boba would be upset if Din died, and it would be beyond the regret of an employer losing a skilled employee. He'd sent Kasyyk after Din with the order to keep Din safe.  
He would mourn me as a friend. The thought echoed through Din's head like struck beskar, a sound that rose and rose. He didn't know what to do with it it. 
 Now isn’t the time. He dragged his mind away with tremendous effort. 
He made himself slow down and check his armor’s internal controls. Everything was in working order. The beskar should hold up to anything short of a pulse rifle at close quarters. 
As Din went, moving carefully, he turned his head from side to side to check for anything that might give him a clue as to where the covert was hiding. Supply crates, branching tunnels that were blocked off or cleared out, fresh blaster marks, the lingering smell of smoke or even a mythosaur skull mounted above a doorway. 
But he didn’t see anything. The tunnels branched off a few times, but two branches were dead ends and one was entirely blocked off by a heap of clinging, wet clay. 
 There’s a spring down here,  Din thought. He gave the clay a careful berth. Tatooine didn’t have much water, but what it did have could nourish sinkholes and clay slicks that could catch and trap a bantha, let alone a lone man. Beskar was  heavy. If Din fell into a clay slick, he would have a hard time getting back out again. 
Din walked for another two or three minutes, keenly aware of the limited time he had, when he saw something out of the corner of his eye and paused. 
The tunnel branched again and this time, marked on the fork in bright white paint – armor paint – was a word written in aurebesh characters.  
 Yaim, the word said. 
Din didn’t know much Mandalorian, but he knew that word. They'd all learned it, growing up. They'd all been taught to recognize it painted on walls or rocks or scraps of wood, hidden in plain sight.  Yaim  was  home. A covert. A safe place. 
Din had found them.
“Hello?” he called, his voice echoing in the darkness. The echo sounded thin. Din forced himself to take a deep breath. 
“Hello?” he called again. “I am – a brother,” he said, unable to make himself say the right words, to say  a Mandalorian. “From the covert on Nevarro.”
His voice echoed back to him without a response. 
Din took a deep breath and took a step into the tunnel marked as  yaim. He didn’t immediately get shot, which he took as a good sign, so Din edged a little further down the tunnel and called out again. 
But no one answered. 
Anticipation thrumming, Din took the last few steps quickly, wrapping a hand around the shaft of his spear so he could draw it if he needed to. 
“I’m a brother,” Din repeated. “I’m not here to hurt anyone.” 
The tunnel ended abruptly in a small, cavelike room, and the room was empty. 
Din took in several details at once. Overturned crates, but no blaster marks. The ashes of a campfire. A few discarded and chipped plates, scattered ration wrappers, a fistful of makeshift beds. 
There were six beds, Din noted, even as he swept his gaze over the rest of the room. Three were large enough to fit adults. The other three were almost pitifully small. 
 Children,  Din realized.  There were children here.         
He let go of his spear. There were no threats here. There was nothing. 
 This wasn’t a covert.  Something sharp and bitter had lodged itself in his chest. There was no forge, no mythosaur skull mounted to mark the  alor’s quarters. There wasn’t a kitchen or an armory. 
 This was a hiding place. A refuge, yes, but a hasty, temporary one. Din had misunderstood. 
“Kark,”  he said, quietly. 
He’d made a mistake. He should have come as soon as he’d heard A’Shek say that Mandalorians had been seen in Mos Entha. This wasn’t a covert, strong and safe – this had been Din’s people – Paz – foundlings – in desperate need of help. 
 Where did they go?   Din whirled around, pulse hammering again. The hiding place had been abandoned in a hurry, but despite the disarray, there were no signs of violence. No blaster marks, no dead bodies, no bloodstains. There  had been warriors here, at least three. The blue warrior and two in black. Adult warriors would have defended the foundlings to their deaths. 
But there were no bodies.
That made Din calm down enough to take a closer look, pacing the whole length of the miserable little room. The tunnel had been emptied out in a hurry, but aside from wrappers and plates and blankets – non-essential things that could be replaced – everything had been packed out. Weapons, any medical gear, armor. 
 They had at least some time to pack up, at least. That was a good sign. That, combined with the lack of obvious violence, made hope flicker again in Din’s chest. 
 Maybe they moved because they knew they’d been seen. Valarian had known where to start looking, after all. If the warriors had felt exposed, they would have moved the foundlings to protect them.
 But where did they go? 
Din couldn’t find any indication of where they might have planned to go. Tatooine was enormous. The galaxy sprawling. The Mandalorians had a head start. 
 No,  Din thought, catching himself before he could let his thoughts run too far ahead. He was  beroya. He could find them. 
Din doubted that the grown warriors had made children rappel off the side of the building, especially if the covert had tried to leave in a hurry. The last sighting had been of just one adult Mandalorian, not three with foundlings. The little band, when it had left, hadn’t been seen. That ruled out the use of jetpacks, too. Jetpacks were  loud.  
 The tunnels, Din thought. They must have used the tunnels. 
Determined, Din swept over the little den one more time, making sure he hadn’t missed a sign or a clue, then went back out in the tunnels and set off, moving further and further away from the Red Krayt. 
The tunnels weren’t in good shape. Valarian clearly hadn’t taken them over after she’d run the Hutt operation off. Din found a few more exits that worked – a door that opened into a storage facility, rows and rows of crates and boxes, another that led to a room full of dancer’s clothes, a third that opened into an alley behind a row of tidy homes – but none that he thought a Mandalorian would use. 
 Paz,  Din thought to himself. He was sure that the blue and grey warrior was Paz.  Paz wouldn’t use any of these, not if he had kids with him.  
Paz had always taken the safety of foundlings very seriously. He’d had to – he almost never left to covert except when jobs needed a heavy hitter. Din was the hunter. Paz was the protector. 

   He would choose something out of the way. Some place they wouldn’t be seen.  

Din went back to the tunnels and kept going. 
Finally, the tunnel sloped upward and came to an  end at another trapdoor. The hinges, like the ones in the Red Krayt, had been recently oiled. Din pushed them and they opened – he didn’t care about setting off an alarm wire now. 
Din was in the desert. The tunnel opened behind a large red rock. Mos Entha was only a few hundred years away, but the cover was good. If they’d come out at night, they could have slipped away into the sands without anyone catching them. 
Din stared out across the empty sands. The wind had long since wiped away any traces of the other Mandalorians. They could have gone anywhere from here. 
Behind Din, sirens and lights were flashing across the city.
 Kasyyk’s distraction, he thought. Din turned away. Without a heading or some tracks, there was no way to track the others. Din had lost them. He was due to meet up with Kasyyk soon anyway. It was time to leave.
 Paz,  he thought, mind turning,  where are you going? 
There was no time for black desperation, not now. There was no time to let the feeling of failure build, let it paralyze Din, let it keep him from getting out of the city. The Mandalorians were gone. There was nothing Din could do about that now. He'd waited too long, and now he had to take the consequences. Now he had to keep looking, and to do that he needed –
I need to get out of Mos Entha, Din thought. I need to get away from Lady Valarian. 
Din made it back to the  Fly  without running into Valarian’s people or any law enforcement. Kasyyk was waiting for him, tucked underneath one of the  Fly’s landing struts. He called a soft greeting. 
“That was fast,”  Kasyyk observed. There was smoke rising in the distance, the leftovers from Kasyyk's distraction. Din hoped the Mandalorians were out of the city, now. It wouldn't be safe for them, not after this. “  Did you find them? Your people?” 
“No,” said Din, jaw working. “I was too late.” 
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  tigaanur. 
 
For the first time in several weeks, returning to the palace didn’t feel right. Over the last month, Din had been orbiting the palace like a moon its planet or a tame shriek-hawk circling familiar hunting grounds. He’d been all over the desert, but he’d returned back to the palace at the end of every job.
He’d grown comfortable there. He’d started to feel – 
 Not like it’s home,  Din thought, as he guided the  Fly  down beside Boba's ship, her thrusters throwing sand across the landing pad. Kasyyk had been quiet as they’d flown back, sensing Din's black mood, which Din appreciated. 
He didn’t want to talk about it. The empty room in the tunnels underneath Mos Entha was stamped behind his eyelids. 
 They have kids with them,  Din kept thinking. Paz had been looking after children and living in a sewer while Din had been sharing  easda  with Fennec and running all over Tatooine on Boba's behalf. While Din had been sleeping in Boba’s palace, protected by Boba’s guards. The guilt buzzed in his head. The inside of his helmet rattled with a hundred what-ifs: 
What if the other Mandalorians had been hunted? What if some of them had been wounded? What if they were dying out there in the sands somewhere, and Din didn't know where to start looking for them? What if they went back to Mos Entha and Valarian killed them because she'd only given Din until sunsrise? What if Paz and the others died in the desert, and Din never found out what happened to them?
Din screwed his eyes shut and forced himself to breathe, letting the  Fly grumble as she settled down on the landing pad. Kasyyk, who’d taken up the co-pilot’s chair without being asked or told, went through the rest of the landing protocols and powered the ship down. 
 This doesn’t help them,  Din told himself. This guilt, this grief – it wouldn’t  help. The Mandalorians in Mos Entha had left the city. Din had no idea where they’d gone. They were probably in at least some danger – they’d left very quickly. Usually when a covert was abandoned it was packed up so thoroughly it was almost impossible to tell Mandalorians had been there at all. 
Paz and the others had left their beds. Evidence that they’d been there. Not  much evidence, but Paz was usually a stickler for protocol. 
Something had happened. He wouldn’t have left things a mess otherwise. 
A thousand scenarios, each bloodier than the last, flashed through Din’s mind. Anxiety spiked and buzzed in his head. He could hardly think straight through the feeling. 
Focus, Mandalorian, Din told himself, but the familiar refrain didn't help. Urgency buzzed in Din's mouth. I need to find them.  
Din climbed out of his chair so quickly he startled Kasyyk – aside from keeping his hands on the  Fly’s yoke to steer her through the air, Din had been very still and very quiet since he lifted up off the sands of Catooni’s – and made for the plug door. Kasyyk called after him, warbling an anxious question, but Din was already halfway down the ramp. 
A Tatooine evening hit him all at once, cool and blustery. The evening that had started in Mos Entha was coming to an end here, night creeping up on them all. The landing pad was growing dark. The suns had mostly set and the stars were blinking awake, the moons rising. Din didn’t notice. He made straight for the door, leaving Kasyyk to warble behind him. 
He didn’t bother to greet the Nuxan in charge of the landing pad this time. He didn’t nod or say anything to the guards. He didn’t even stop in the throne room to report in. Din swept past all of it, the edges of his cloak snapping, shouldering his way through the crowd and into the hall that led to Boba’s tower without pausing to even nod at Boba or Fennec. 
Someone – Din thought Fennec, but couldn’t be sure – did call out, the word “Mando!”  rising above the noise of the crowd, but Din didn’t stop. 
He couldn’t stop. The throne room – it was too much, too loud, too many noises and smells and colors. Din’s own head was already too noisy. Anxiety made him twitchy, made him long for a weapon in his hands.
I can't stay. The riot of the throne room's evening crowd would drive Din to start shooting. 
The long hall to the first turbolift was quieter. Still not empty – more guest rooms had been opened up, stuffed full of enterprising smugglers and traders and more – but emptier. Most of the palace's guests or inhabitants were either still enjoying themselves in front of Fett’s throne or had turned in for the night. 
It wasn’t until Din reached the turbolift, swiping his way inside and closing the doors behind him, that silence fell again. The lift rattled a bit, but its noise was much quieter than the sounds the  Fly made while she was in the air. If Din turned his auditory sensors all the way down, he hardly noticed. 
That was good. That helped. 
He crossed out of the first lift and took the long hallway to the second at a slower pace. Boba had been in the throne room. Fennec too. There was no one else up here. Din didn’t need to rush to find somewhere private. Somewhere  safe.  
 Calm down, he told himself, once he was safe behind the doors of the second lift. His heart was hammering – had been since he’d first stepped into the tunnels underneath Mos Entha – and his thoughts were whirling. His kute was damp with sweat. 
Din had seen warriors work through what the  alor called “battle shock” before. It was rarely easy to watch. Sometimes, she’d said, a fighter’s body got so used to the fight that it had a hard time remembering how to exist outside of one. The body could betray the mind. Could tense and flood the mind with adrenaline, even if there were no enemies to fight. 
It was the first step on the way of the wurrek. The way of the mindless beast. Mandalorians were fierce fighters, she’d said, ferocious when they needed to be, but they weren’t beasts. 
Din felt like he was in a fight now. His muscles were tight, shoulders pulled high. His ribs fought to expand inside the confines of his armor. 
 I was trained for this,  Din told himself, but the thought was distant and dim.  I know what to do. Focus, Mandalorian. Deep breaths. Counting. A physical stimulus to root his mind back in his body. Din bit the inside of his lip, a flash of pain, but it too was too dim and distant and didn’t help. 
The lift opened into Boba’s rooms. Din hadn’t picked a floor, but he supposed it didn’t matter. He needed to get control over his body. Over his noisy, jostling thoughts. Maybe Boba’s rooms were better for that – Boba had the open, empty view of the desert, after all, and Din stumbled through the doors of the lift to the very edge of the room, swaying on his feet. 
The desert was open and sprawling, all stars and moon-silver sand. Din curled his hands into fists and forced himself to breathe. Breath control is important. He remembered that. 
He made sure to look out, not down. He would fall, if he looked down. But if Din looked out over the desert and counted his breaths in sets of eight, he could focus. He could force himself back into his body. 
 Think of the Jedi, Din thought. Eight breaths matched eight steps in a lightsaber kata. It was hard to think about anything else while practicing a lightsaber kata. The movement and the blade took up all of Din’s attention. 
He forced himself to take another eight breaths, these ones slower. His world contracted a little. Pain buzzed in his mouth. His weak hand, which he had curled into a fist so tightly he shook with it, throbbed. 
Din closed his eyes and imagined K’Kruhk moving through a lightsaber form, imagined Obi-Wan Kenobi with his serene face, Dooku with his dangerous elegance, even Ahsoka Tano with her forehead pinched in concentration, walking through Shii-Cho step by patient step. 
He thought of Boba too, swinging a  gaderffii with ease. Of his teachers in the covert going through the steps of throwing a punch, tossing a knife, blocking with a stave. 
His body remembered each step, each blow, each bruise as it had learned how to fight, and slowly Din was able to wrangle himself back under control. His pulse slowed a little. His breath softened. Some of the unbearable tension in his shoulders loosened. 
 Focus, Mandalorian,  he thought to himself again, the mantra well-worn and familiar. He was in control, not the animal of his body. The body was a tool wielded by the mind. Din knew this. He  knew it. And he could convince his body of that too. 
“Djarin?” Boba asked, his voice muffled. Din hadn't turned his auditory sensors back up. He hadn't heard the lift chime. 
Din startled, spinning around. He was so close to the edge of Boba's window that he nearly wobbled and went over, but he kept his footing. Boba took an alarmed step towards Din anyway, expression concerned. His helmet hung loosely in one hand. Din was still fully armored. 
“Djarin,” Boba said. “Din. What’s – ?” 
Din held up a hand, staving Fett off. He didn’t – he didn’t want to be touched, not like this. Not with his body still half-convinced it was at war, not with his mind stuck on that empty room, those beds, on the horrible possibility that Din’s brother was lost on Tatooine somewhere, in desperate need of help. 
 Focus, Din reminded himself, curling his right hand into a tight fist again. Pain shuddered up his arm, grounded him. He wished that he had more bruises, deeper bruises. Something, anything to focus on. 
“I’m – fine,” Din bit out. 
Boba pulled up short a handful of feet away, but his expression didn’t lighten. “Fine,” he repeated. The word was muffled and flat. Din frowned and turned his sensors up, then winced at the feedback. He tugged his helmet off roughly. 
“You don’t look fine,” Boba said. His tone was still flat, but not quite as muffled. He searched Din’s face. “Did you… find your people, then? Did they – do I need to hunt somebody down?” 
“Hunt – ? No,” Din said. “Why would you need to hunt somebody down?” 
“You can’t see what you look like,” said Fett, bluntly. His mouth tightened. “You look like – well. You don’t look good. You need to sit down? Are you hurt?”
Din shook his head. The thought of sitting down made him twitchy again, shoulders rising defensively. He forced himself to stand up straight. He didn’t know what he looked like, but the concern in Boba’s eyes was apparent. 
“So you did find them, or you didn’t?” Boba asked. 
Din shook his head. “I didn’t,” he said. “They were – they were there, Valarian said so, but – I couldn’t find them. They were already gone.” 
“Valarian?” Boba’s voice sharpened. “She talked to you?” 
“She did. She pointed me in the covert’s direction. She’d seen them.” Din made himself stop before his body could run away with his mouth, too. All of it was lodged in Din’s throat and would come flooding out if he let it – Paz, the kids, the other Mandalorians, the empty hiding place. The fear that they were in danger while Din was safe here.  
Boba must have seen it anyway, because he took a few steps closer and reached out, snagging Din’s bad arm with one hand. Boba looked at Din, waiting for Din to tell him to kark off – Din would have, if he thought that opening his mouth would be productive – and when he didn’t hear any objections, Boba peeled off Din’s hand guard and glove, then his own glove, and circled Din’s wrist with his bare fingers. The touch startled Din. He reflexively tried to pull away, but Boba didn't let him. Boba's fingers were warm.  
“Breathe,” Boba instructed, once he’d taken a second to gauge Din’s pulse. He tugged a little, pulling them both a few small steps away from the edge and the desert. “Start over. You found Valarian. She decided to help you?” 
Din did as he was told grudgingly – only an idiot argued with good advice – and tried to order his thoughts. “She did,” he said. “In exchange for – well.” Another bolt of guilt flashed through him. “She knew I worked for you,” Din said. “She gave me information in exchange for… promising that you’d stay out of her operation.” 
A different expression, one that Din was unfamiliar with, passed over Boba’s face, but then he shrugged. He kept his hand on Din’s wrist. “Fair enough,” he said. “She’s welcome to Mos Entha as long as she stays there. I’ve got no fight with her.”
That did make Din relax a little, Boba’s easy acceptance of Din’s judgement in the field. “Once I’d agreed, she told me what she’d seen,” Din continued. 
“And what did she see?” 
“Mandalorians,” Din said. “Three of them.”
“Ones you knew?”
“One,” Din said. His stomach twisted. “My – a brother, from my covert.” 
“You're sure?” Boba’s gaze had sharpened to match his tone. 
“Pretty sure,” said Din. There were other Mandalorians in blue and grey armor, there had to be – Kryze's people wore blue and white and grey. But the way Valarian had described the Mandalorian they'd seen... her people had seen Paz. Din knew it. “He’s… distinctive.” 
“And then?”
“Then I went and found Kasyyk,” Din growled, remembering that he wasn’t particularly happy about being  minded like an unblooded novice. 
Boba shrugged. “Argue about it with me later,” he said. 
Din, whose mouth had already been open to deliver some biting remark about not needing to be tailed around, shut up. He blinked, a little thrown – he’d expected Fett to want to argue about it. 
Boba just looked at him, patiently. “Right now,” he said, “you’re about ten seconds away from pulling that knife out of your boot and going for whoever’s closest. Since that’s  me, I’d prefer we didn’t get into an argument about how I feel about your safety right now.”
“I wouldn’t  stab you,” Din said, further disarmed. 
Boba offered him a crooked smile. “Humor me. You took Valarian’s advice, then? Found Kasyyk, then what?”
“Went looking for – for the covert,” Din said. He let Boba sweep the brewing argument aside. They would, Din thought absently, argue – probably about Kasyyk and Valarian both. Since he and Boba had survived a few arguments now, Din decided not to worry about it. He wanted to calm down, not wind himself even tighter. He closed his eyes and tried to slow his heartbeat down. He was  not  about to lose control and lunge for Fett. Din knew where he was. He knew what was happening. He knew the difference between friend and enemy. “It had to be a covert.  My covert. It was – the only thing that made sense. I know the patterns. I know how they operate, when they settle somewhere new. It was them. My – a brother." 
“And?”
Din’s mouth thinned. “They were already gone,” he said, flatly. 
“Did they leave quietly, or were they forced out?” 
“They weren’t… taken, I don’t think,” Din said. “But they left in a hurry.”
“So you’re worried they’re in danger?”
Din nodded. 
“Any sign where they went next?” 
Din shook his head. The words clawed at the bottom of his jaw.  I lost them. I was here, safe and comfortable, and they were in danger. I  waited.  I could have left right after A’Shek told me where they were, but I didn’t. I waited. And now…  
Now Paz and the others were somewhere out in the desert or worse, somewhere even farther outside of Din’s reach, and he didn’t know how to go about finding them. 
“And that bothers you,” said Boba quietly. His hand was warm. Din wanted to pull away, to shake Boba's fingers and their warmth off of his wrist, but couldn’t make himself. 
Din swallowed. “I’m failing them,” he finally said. “Yes, it bothers me. It – ” He stopped. He didn’t know how to begin to explain it, the guilt that was yawning inside of his chest. The fear. 
Boba stayed quiet. 
“When – when I took Grogu back from the Imps, when the Guild turned against me, I would’ve died if the covert hadn’t come out of hiding to help me,” Din tried to explain. “They risked their own safety to help  me,  because – because we’re tribe.  Were tribe. I don’t – not many of them survived the Imps’ retaliation. And now…” 
Din trailed off. Now Din was dar'manda. 
“Now you’ve got a brother out in the galaxy, and you think he needs your help,” said Boba. 
“I  know he needs my help,” Din growled. “He – they had children with them.” 
“They?” 
Din forced himself to slow down, to take a few steps back. He'd jumped ahead – he hadn't given a full report of everything he'd seen and heard in Mos Entha. Boba’s hand on his wrist helped; he could feel Boba’s pulse, steady and regular, and it helped Din slow his breathing, helped him match Boba’s heartbeat with his own. 
 Control,  he reminded himself.  Focus. A warrior was not run over by their own body’s reaction. A warrior didn’t let themselves lose the fight to panic. 
“There were others, with my – with the Mandalorian from my tribe,” Din explained. “Two.”
“And you don’t know them?”
Din shook his head. “They wore black armor, Valarian said. None of my tribe wore just black. Black and yellow, black and red, but not black alone.”
Boba made a thoughtful noise. “Black,” he said, “is the color of justice.  Tor. Or it was back in the old days – I don’t know how many keep their colors for tradition’s sake, anymore.”
“You know any tribes or clans that wear it?” 
Kryze wore blue, white and grey, with black to fill in the details. Her  tal’vode,  Reeves and Woves, wore the same. Boba wore green. Maybe armor colors varied based on clan affiliation. Down in the covert, the color of one’s armor hadn’t mattered as much as its beskar content. Red durasteel, while flashy enough, didn’t command as much respect or status as a full set of silver  beskar’gam. As young warriors, Din and his cohort had painted their armor the colors they’d liked out of the paints they’d had on hand. If there had been any meaning to the colors they’d chosen, no one, not even the older warriors, had told Din.
Boba tilted his head back and forth. “I knew one warrior, back in my father’s day,” he finally said. “He wore all black. But that was thirty years ago, and he wasn’t a young man. He’s probably dead now.” 
“Did he have a tribe?” Din asked. 
Boba shook his head. “Vau? No. He had no one. Just his soldiers.” 
Din made a frustrated sound, fingers curling. He needed – something. A lead, a clue. If he could find out who these other Mandalorians were, maybe he could figure out where they would go if they were chased out of a safe place. 
“They had kids with them?” Boba asked. His voice was gentle. Din risked a glance at him and couldn’t help but soften. He could see the concern in Boba’s face too – neither of them liked the idea of foundlings in danger, especially on a place like Tatooine.  
“Three,” Din confirmed. The memory of the beds, little more than heaps of blankets on the ground, made him screw his eyes shut. 
“Do you know them? The kids?”
“Foundlings,” Din said. “And – maybe. I don’t know. We had – twelve or thirteen with us on Nevarro, last time I counted. Before Grogu. I don’t know how many made it off Nevarro. My brother would have taken as many as he could.” 
“Your brother,” said Boba. “What’s he look like?” 
Din blinked. “Like – ” he started, and then stopped. Usually he’d say,  Like a gundark in armor, but Boba’s face was set. Determined. 
 He wants to help, Din realized. His pulse stumbled. Din hadn’t expected that. Everyone, even Boba himself, had told Din that Boba didn't like other Mandalorians. 
But he wants to help me. A surge of something – gratitude, cut with honest affection – rushed through Din. It made him dizzy.
“He’s… taller than me,” Din said. “Bigger, in an infantryman’s armor. More kit and ordinance than an ay-tee ay-tee.”
“What color’s his armor? Silver, like yours?”
Din shook his head. “Blue,” he said. “Dark blue, and grey.”
“Any symbols on him?” Boba asked, tapping his own tiny mythosaurs. Din looked at the silver mudhorn on his shoulder. 
“Not the last time I’d seen him,” said Din. “He hadn’t taken a signet yet.” He reached through his memory. Pallas, Paz's father, had taken some kind of bird as his signet. Its shape had been blurry on his pauldrons. But Paz hadn't earned a signet yet, not the last time Din had seen him. He could've taken Pallas's as his own when Pallas had died, but had chosen not to.  
“Big, blue, heavily-armed,” Boba repeated. “No signet. Last seen in Mos Entha?”
Din nodded. 
“I’ll put the word out,” Boba said. “The others – you get any more details on them, aside from the black armor?” 
“Just that there’s two. You’ll put the word out?” Din didn’t understand.  Put the word out with who? If Paz and the others were hiding, Din didn’t want Boba to start asking questions and lead more enemies right to their door. 
 Boba might  be  their enemy, Din thought. Paz wouldn’t take well to the idea of another Creed, another Way, one that let a Mandalorian show their face, take off their armor, live outside a covert. 
 He won’t take well to me working with Boba, either. Boba had worked freely and openly with the Empire, after all. His beskar had come from his father but his credits had come from the Empire and worse. Paz would take exception to that too, if Din still knew Paz. 
 Maybe he’s changed,  Din thought, without enthusiasm. Out of all of the foundlings in Din’s age group, Paz had taken being  Mandalorian the most to heart. He’d been the enforcer of all the rules among the foundlings. The most zealous. He’d had to be – once he’d been adopted he’d been the only son of Pallas Vizsla, one of the covert’s best and fiercest fighters. Paz had tried to live up to that reputation ever since Pallas had given Paz his name. 
“Discreetly,” Boba said, tone even. If he saw Din’s doubt, he didn’t say anything. He just kept a loose grip on Din’s wrist, his thumb warm against Din’s pulse point. “There’s no sense in drawing any attention to them, if that’s what you’re worried about. I’m… not popular among the  mando’ade. I won’t send anybody who’s openly connected with me.” 
“Who will you send, then?” Din asked. His heart was sinking – Boba didn’t sound like he’d let Din go off after Paz and the other Mandalorians. 
 He’s not my  alor, Din thought, verging on an argument.  I could go anyway.  
But Boba had a point. Most beings on Tatooine knew that Din was working for Boba by now. Word had spread. Valarian had known, and if she knew then most of the other players would know too. 

   I’m too conspicuous.  

Din’s trick of disappearing into a crowd wasn’t going to work anymore. Not here on Tatooine. 
“I was thinking,” said Boba slowly, watching Din’s reaction, “of asking Cobb Vanth.” 
Din stared. 
Boba smiled faintly. “Cobb Vanth’s not openly connected to me, beyond our trade agreement,” he explained. “And he doesn’t have to go looking himself, either. But think about it. Who’s always around on Tatooine, but never noticed?” 
Din understood what Boba was getting at all at once. “Slaves,” he said. 
Boba inclined his head. “Vanth’s network is… extensive,” he said. “He’s got eyes and ears in every city, every settlement. That’s part of how he survived Jabba for so long – the network has ways of getting information out, of coordinating among themselves. You think your people stayed on-planet?” 
“It’s… hard to say,” Din admitted, still reeling. Fett was  right – Cobb Vanth’s network would be ideal. Slaves were quiet and unobtrusive. Sometimes their very lives depended on them moving around unnoticed. 
 And they’re everywhere. Tatooine was full of slaves. 

   If Vanth can get the word out…  

“The network – the  ahra – doesn’t end here on Tatooine, either,” Boba pointed out. He seemed to realize that he’d finally said the right thing to calm Din down, to give him focus – this was a workable strategy. 
“No,” Din muttered, thinking about the freedom run to Boz Pity, about Pirra Windrunner and her allies, about Vanth disappearing into the crowd in Mos Eisley. “It doesn’t.” 
“So,” Boba said. “We go to Vanth. He likes you more than he likes me – he’ll help you. He knows what a Mandalorian looks like. Tell him you’re looking for six of them, either here on Tatooine or somewhere nearby, along the Ryl route, maybe, or any of the stops along Mumble’s, and he’ll find them for you.” 
“Three Mandalorians,” Din said. “They won’t risk the kids above ground. It’ll be – my brother moving around, or one of the other two.”
Boba nodded. “Three, then,” he said. “Comm Vanth in the morning, or take the  Fly out to Mos Pelgo. It’d be a matter of minutes to get out there by ship.” 
“You have his frequency?” 
“For emergencies,” Boba allowed. “And I have boots on the ground out there too – we can get in touch with each other, if we need to.”
 I don’t see why I need to wait until morning, Din thought, tugging his wrist gently to pry it out of Boba’s grip. Boba let him go, but his eyebrows pinched together. Din hesitated. 
“You… think I should wait,” Din said. 
Boba shrugged. “I think,” he said, “that taking – ” he paused to check his datapad “ – six hours to calm down, and to  sleep,  probably isn’t going to hurt anything. It’ll make  you sharper, for one.” 
Din frowned. “Six hours could mean the difference between life and death,” he said. 
“So could six minutes, and you’re not going to find them in that timeframe, not unless they’ve moved into my basement without anyone noticing,” Boba returned. His tone was cool. Din bristled. 
“They need  help,” he said. He didn’t understand why Boba didn’t understand.  Is it because he has no tribe? No brothers? Did he never learn how to care about his people?  
As soon as he thought it Din winced, ashamed. He  knew that Boba cared about the beings under his care – Din himself was proof of that. His wrist was still warm where Boba had gripped it. His bruises were faint, but Boba had pressed each one into Din's skin himself, then tended to each one when he was done. 
 No,  he thought.  Boba has his honor. He understands duty. Responsibility. Clan. Din forced himself to relax. Boba understood all of those things, so he likely understood Din’s anxiety now. If he was counseling caution, then – 

   He has a reason.  

“Explain,” Din said, trying not to bite the word off. Boba’s advice had worked out for Din before. He was wise, or at least wise enough. He could be trusted. 
Boba spread his hands. “The way I see it,” he said, slowly, watching Din, “your tribe’s already in the wind. You’ve got no leads on them. You don’t know what shape they’re in, but you know they’re travelling with foundlings. Right?” 
Din nodded jerkily. 
“So,” Boba continued, “they’re not gonna be found  easily, since their priority’s protecting the kids. Better, then, to go slow and steady, to take your time and make sure you know where they are, how many of them there are, what kind of shape they’re in, before you go crashing around. Right?” 
He had a point. “Right,” Din admitted, reluctantly conceding. If he surprised a pack of warriors afraid for their kids, they’d shoot first and with everything they had. If Din rushed it – if he surprised them, or if he didn’t figure out a way to contact the Mandalorians before he showed up on their doorstep – somebody would get hurt. 
“Okay,” he said. “So why morning?” 
“I’m not sure that my comms are one hundred percent secure, first of all,” Boba admitted. At Din’s alarmed look, he grimaced. “It’s not ideal. Fennec’s looking into it. So if you’re gonna be passing confidential information off to Vanth and his  ahra,  you’re gonna want to do it in person, face to face.  After sweeping that skughole cantina of his for any bugs too.
“And if you drop out of the sky in the dead of night…” 
Din blew out a breath. “I’ll attract attention,” he said. He felt – not shamed, because Boba’d delivered everything in dry, even tones, like a warrior explaining a battle plan instead of a teacher outlining a lesson Din should have already learned, but  chastened,  maybe. Din should have known all of this. He should have thought of it himself. If he'd taken the time to think, instead of storming through the palace in a panic –
A prickle of cold dread broke out down Din’s back. 
 Am I losing my touch?  
Before Grogu, Din had been – unshakeable. Cool and calm. Steady. That was how he’d won the right to be  beroya.  He’d been the most levelheaded warrior in the covert. The steadiest. The hardest to scare or startle. Panic, Din had learned, was  hut’uun. Weak and cowardly. He wasn’t weak and he wasn’t cowardly, so he didn’t panic. 
But now – 
Din blew out a breath, resisting the urge to bury his face in his hands. Now he was worried all the time, about everything. The kid, the Jedi, Boba and his people. The covert Din had left behind. Himself. 

   Is my courage failing?  

It happened sometimes, to bounty hunters. Din wasn't as young as he'd been. He wasn't as fast. He'd only get slower as he got older. Experience helped – he knew more now than he had when he'd first started out – but if Din was losing his courage, he wouldn't last much longer. Not in the kind of life that he lived.  
“Hey,” said Boba, reaching out again. Din let him catch his wrist, let Boba reel him in. “Breathe,  Djar’ika.” 
The endearment made Din twitch, anger bubbling up in his chest before he could smother it. 
“Remember that thing we talked about?” Din asked, teeth gritted. He tried not to bristle and snap at Fett’s care. He tried not to feel fragile. "The coddling?"
 Laandur,  he thought, remembering the word.  Weak.  
“Ah,” said Boba, tone wry. He didn’t let go of Din’s wrist, though. If anything his grip tightened. His hands were strong. Din’s bones creaked. 
The pain was good. Din hissed. 
“Yeah, I remember,” said Boba. “You need something else, then? Don’t want comfort?” 
“Don’t  need  comfort,” Din growled. He didn’t need Boba to take Din into his arms and – pet away Din’s distress. That was part of the reason Din had held off going to Mos Entha – he'd let Boba comfort him, had stuck around to make sure that Boba wasn't angry with him, that the operation was running smoothly, and had missed the covert because he'd been a few days too late. 
“What do you need, then?” Boba asked. 
Din stilled. He hadn’t expected that. His mind went blissfully quiet for a second, then started whirling again. 
 He could give me something,  Din realized.  He could help me.  
Din had never come to Boba this upset before. He’d been afraid, their first few times together, but not – angry. Disgusted with himself. Terrified for Paz and the others. Feeling so many things at once that the noise roared behind his ears like a sandstorm, stripping everything else away. 
 Boba can help me stop,  Din thought.  He can help me find some  quiet. Quiet would give Din his courage back. It would let him think instead of react. It would give him the time to come up with a plan, to rest and make sure he was strong enough, ready enough, to go find Paz and the others. 
The prospect of  that – of silence in his own head – nearly took Din out at the knees, but he stayed standing. He looked at Boba through his eyelashes, very carefully. Boba looked back. His expression was steadfast, calm. 

   He means it.  

Din swallowed. “You could hit me,” Din suggested quietly. 
Boba just kept looking at him. “You want that tonight?”
Din shrugged. He didn’t  not  want it. He wanted the quiet, still place inside his own head that he got after being hit. He wanted to be hurt badly enough that he didn’t have to  think. Nothing could touch Din in that quiet place. Not guilt or grief or even the pain itself. 
And maybe, he thought, I deserve it. Maybe letting Boba hit him would lessen some of the guilt pooling in Din's chest, like lancing a poisoned wound.  
Boba kept looking at Din. Din met his gaze for once, challenging, chin tilted. 
 I can take it, Din thought. He’d proved that already, hadn’t he? He’d proved that he was strong. That he could handle whatever Fett wanted to do to him. 
“Okay,” said Boba. He held up a hand before Din could say anything else. “After we wear you out some, yeah?” 
“Wear me out?” Din frowned, confused. “What do you mean?” 
“You’re agitated,” said Boba. 
Din snorted. “Not  that agitated.” 
“Agitated enough. Getting flogged when you’re this tense – it’s a good way to get yourself hurt more deeply than you or I want you to hurt.”
“I can relax,” Din said doubtfully, eyeing Boba. He couldn’t tell if Boba was being genuine or not, if he thought that Din was too fragile to handle it and didn't want to say so outright. Din had held up just fine before. He could take it. 
“You  think you can relax,” Boba disagreed. He shrugged. “I’d rather make sure you’re good to go before we start anything. This isn’t the kind of thing you want to mess around with, Din.” 
The use of his name more than anything told Din how serious Boba was. Boba liked endearments. He liked nicknames and little terms that made Din huff at him, annoyed. Din sighed, unhappy, but knew he wouldn’t be able to change Boba’s mind. 
“Fine,” he said. “What do you have in mind? Sparring? Laps around the palace?” 
“You ever learn how to wrestle or grapple?” Boba asked. 
Din blinked. “I had hand-to-hand training like the other kids,” Din said. “They didn’t let us use weapons in spars until we were older.” 
“Good,” said Fett, pleased. “You want to try some hand-to-hand, then? ‘S been a while since I’ve had a good fistfight.”
Din thought about it for a minute, then nodded, slowly. He knew how to throw a punch, and a hand-to-hand spar could be educational, at the very least. Din already knew what Boba could do with a blaster and his  gaderffii. It would be interesting to learn what Boba could do with his body. 
“Alright,” Din said, nodding. He rolled his shoulders. “Here?” 
Boba looked around the space, then shrugged. “As long as we keep away from the worktable and the windows, we should be fine.” 
Din thought about rolling off the edge of the room without a jetpack and winced. 
“Or we could go down to the training rooms,” Boba suggested. “They’re not made for hand-to-hand, but we’d probably make out alright.” 
If they went back through the palace, Din would have to put his helmet back on. 
 No,  he corrected himself,  I wouldn’t  have  to, but… I would want to. Several of Boba’s people had seen Din without his helmet by now, but taking it off to eat with Fennec and Noora was different than taking it off to stroll through the palace.

   I can’t.  

And the thought of armoring back up – of sealing his helmet over his face – was insurmountable right now. Exhausting. It made anxiety flutter around the edges of his thoughts like kirik-flies threatening to swarm. 
“Here’s fine,” Din said firmly. He eyed the edge of Fett’s rooms again, the drop down to the sands below. It had been fun to jump from the edge with a jetpack. Din doubted it would be as fun without one. “We’ll just be careful. We can draw our own aza'gad ring.” 
“Could work,” said Boba thoughtfully. “You grab those chairs there, pull ‘em to the side. I’ve got some chalk or paint around here somewhere.” 
Din nodded and did as he was told, collecting the various odds and ends that had made their way around the edges of Boba’s rooms. Chairs, a rickety little table, a few crates. Din collected them all and pushed them against the central pillar where it would all hopefully be out of harm’s way. 
Boba riffled through a few crates and boxes and emerged with a small can of green paint. 
Din blinked. “Armor paint?” 
Boba shrugged. “Oughta do the job, don’t you think?” 
It was Boba’s own floor and he could do whatever he wanted to it, so Din stood back and let him dip one end of his  gaderffii in the paint and drag it around in a wide circle. The metal shrieked against the stone floor, making both men wince. Din pressed a hand against one ear to block out the noise before it could spike a headache behind his eyes. Din remembered their first spar – he didn’t want to underestimate Boba, or come into a fight at more of a disadvantage than he already had. Boba had been in the palace all day. Din had been trampling through Mos Entha. 
 This time,  Din thought, watching Boba prowl around the edges of his freshly-drawn ring,  I want to win.  
Boba, apparently satisfied, stepped outside of the circle and propped his  gaderffii up against the pillar. 
“Rules?” Din asked. 
“No weapons, no armor,” said Boba, ticking items off on his fingers. “No maiming, either. Keep your teeth to yourself.”
“I wouldn’t bite you,” Din said, rolling his eyes. He started peeling off his armor and his weapons anyway, setting everything aside in a tidy pile for later. 
“Hey, I’ve been bitten a time or two before doing this sort of thing,” said Boba. “It’s better to set ground rules early, before anybody ends up in the med bay.”
“This sort of thing?” 
“Never been one for underground fight clubs, have you?” 
Din blinked. “...No,” he said, after thinking about it for a second. He’d been through a few, chasing bounties or information, but he’d never seen the draw of fighting rings and pits. If Din had wanted a fight, all he’d had to do was wave down another warrior in the covert. He hadn’t needed to go outside for it. 

   But Boba didn’t have a covert.  

“Are  you one for underground fight clubs?”
Boba laughed, and it wasn’t the warm sound Din had gotten used to. “Not anymore,” said Boba. “Bit too old for it now. But when I was a young man, yeah, sure. Was a good way to make some clink, and a good place to pick up new tricks.” 
Din was quiet for a moment, picking apart that new bit of information. “Oh,” he finally said, not sure what else he could say.  Sorry? He wondered. Boba didn’t seem bothered by it, but the thought of a young Mandalorian out on their own, fighting strangers to survive –
It bothered Din. Foundlings and young warriors should be with the tribe, learning to fight from their elders. Din had gotten knocked around for a few years, but all of his training had been  safe, more or less. None of the instructors ever let the foundlings really hurt each other, and there had always been someone there at the end of a spar or a training session with bacta and cold compresses, soothing away any hurts. 
Din had never seen anyone in a pit fight get patched up and fed a piece of  uj cake afterwards. 
 Is that what Paz and the others were doing in Mos Entha? Din wondered, guilt prickling in his belly. If they weren’t taking bounty work, what other work was there? Spice running, maybe, but Din couldn’t see someone like Paz bringing that kind of danger around foundlings. 

   Not unless he had no other choice.  

“Hey,” said Boba, voice pitched up to catch Din’s attention. “You with me?” 
Din shook his head to clear it. 
 There’s nothing I can do about it now, he told himself. “Yes,” said Din. “I’m here.” 
Boba looked him over, then nodded. “You’ll want to change out of that,” he said, gesturing at Din’s kute. “Fabric’s too stiff. There’s extra clothes in the closet in the ‘fresher, or you can get your own and come back.”
Boba himself was shedding most of his outer layers, having taken his armor off for the day anyway. 
“I’ll – be right back,” Din said. 
“Sounds good. Think of any rules you want to throw in before we get started. This,” he gestured at the ring, “needs a few minutes to dry anyway.” 
Din nodded and did as he was told, taking the lift down to his own rooms, undoing the various buttons and seals of his kute as he went. 
He swapped his kute out for some of the loose, comfortable Tatooine-style clothes Boba had given him a few weeks ago. A light brown shirt with an open collar, a pair of loose brown pants. Din was getting used to wearing them now. On his way back up to Boba’s rooms, he tried to come up with any rules he’d want to add. 
 No maiming we’ve already covered, he thought to himself, faintly amused. That probably meant that they should be careful not to seriously injure each other, but it wouldn’t hurt to double-check. 
 Nothing that would land us in a bacta tank. Nothing that would slow us down in a fight, either. Din didn’t know if the Hutts had made any more moves on Boba’s operation and resolved to ask. Boba and Din both needed to be in fighting shape when the suns came up in the morning. 
Other than that, Din had no intention of limiting himself by suggesting that they avoid faces or any other vulnerable parts of the body. As long as they didn’t seriously injure each other, bacta would take care of most bumps and bruises. 
The more Din thought about it, the more his excitement began to build, pushing aside his earlier anxiety. It had been a while since Din had been able to scrap with another Mandalorian. The medical droid aboard the light cruiser hadn’t cleared Din for combat at all until Din had slipped out on his own, so Din hadn’t had the chance to properly try Bo-Katan or her allies. Woves had been willing to go a few rounds, but Din was pretty sure Woves had been under orders to pull his punches.
Before that, Din had only been down in the covert for a day or two at a time between jobs. He'd eaten with his tribe, slept off any injuries and had gone back out into the black without much down time in-between. It had been well over a year since Din had been able to test himself against someone who had learned to fight the same way he had. 
 He’ll make me work for a victory. Din had only ever really seen Boba fight out of the corner of his eye on Tython and during their first spar down in the training rings. On Tython Din had been too focused on his own enemies and then on getting to Grogu, but he’d seen enough to know that Boba was deadly. He’d been fast and strong in their first spar, too. 

   This is going to be a challenge.  

The thought made Din’s blood warm, his heart picking up its pace. A good fight could be surprisingly hard to find out in the wider galaxy. Din had gotten close with Cara scruffing around in the belly of the  Razor Crest, but most of the time when Din was fighting, he was trying desperately not to die or let someone hurt the kid. 
He didn’t have to worry about either, here; Grogu was safe on Yavin-4 with Skywalker and Boba seemed to like having Din around. 
More guilt prickled at him. Here Din was, getting excited over the prospect of getting his shebs kicked, while others in his tribe needed help. Here Din was making the same mistake he'd made last time, wasting minutes or hours when every minute, every hour in the desert could be a fight to survive. 
Boba was right, though, Din told himself firmly. He knew that Boba was right. If Din had been thinking straight, if he'd managed to keep a handle on his panic, he would've come to the same conclusion himself. It was better to take his time, to get the best information, than to rush headlong into trouble. This was fine. This was going to be fine. It might even give Din something to focus on, an edge to sharpen himself against, so he'd be alert and aware when he did find Paz and the others. 
When the turbolift opened back up into Boba’s rooms, Din stepped out with his rules on the tip of his tongue and drew up short, surprised. 
Boba had finished shedding his layers and stood in the middle of the room in nothing but a loose pair of black cloth pants. His usual robe and shirt were draped over the back of a chair. His skin shone warm and brown in the room’s low light. 
 He’s got just as many scars as I do, Din thought. 
Boba’s chest and back were just as badly scarred as his face, but the scarring was different. Where his face and the backs of his hands had been scoured by the sarlacc’s acid, Boba’s chest and flanks showed scars that Din was more familiar with; circular blaster burns, the ragged marks of an animal’s claws, long straight scars made by a blade, patchy scars left by heat. Some of Boba’s scars had healed shiny and red and others had healed white. A few were so familiar that Din had to resist the urge to press a hand to his own matching scars, remembering how he'd gotten them.
Boba caught him looking and turned, smiling crookedly. “The life of a bounty hunter, eh?” he said. 
Din nodded. He understood. 
“Could tell you about them sometime, if you want,” Boba continued. He palmed one of his scars, a ragged batch of white, smooth tissue just above his right hip. “We could trade. I’m sure you’ve got a few stories of your own too.” 
“I do,” Din admitted. Most of them weren’t that interesting. Din had been injured because he’d been too slow on the draw, too badly-armored, too stubborn to back down or just plain unlucky. 
“Well?” said Boba. “Ready?” 
Din eyed him for a moment, then nodded, pulling his own shirt over his head and tossing it aside. It was nothing Boba hadn’t seen before, after all. 
Boba’s expression flickered. Din thought that he was pleased. 
“You look better,” Boba said, tone approving. “Ushib’s cooking’s done you some good. How’re you feeling?” 
Din shrugged. “Fighting fit,” he said, dryly. His fingertips were beginning to prickle, anticipation building. He'd burned through most of his adrenaline earlier, but he could still fight. Would still fight. He couldn’t help but size Boba up as an opponent, noting his obvious strength, the confidence he carried through every motion.
 This won’t be easy, Din thought. 
“Didn’t get into any trouble in Mos Entha?”
“None I had to fight my way out of.” 
“So you’ve got some energy to burn.” 
Din nodded. 
That made Boba grin fiercely. Anticipation was building in him too. Din could see it in his eyes, in the way he shifted his weight from foot to foot. 
Din stepped into the ring.
“So,” said Boba, stepping in to join him. “Rules?” 
“No maiming, like you said,” Din agreed. “No serious injury either. We both need to be in fighting shape.”
Boba didn’t bother asking, “What for?” He only nodded, accepting Din’s terms. “That it?” 
Din shrugged. “Unless you thought of anything else.”
The look that flashed across Boba’s face, clever and a little dangerous, made Din’s shoulders tighten. 
“I don’t have any more rules, exactly,” Boba said. “But I’ve got an idea.” 
“I’m listening,” said Din, wary now. Boba’s teeth flashed. 
“I’ve been thinking,” he began, “about what you wanted.” 
Din stilled. “About… hitting me?”
Boba nodded. “If you want to,” he said. “I was thinking – if  you win, you get to decide what you want to happen next. If you want me to flog you after we’re done, I can do that. Within reason,” he added, catching the hungry look Din couldn’t stop from stealing across his face, the way his whole body tilted towards Boba like a moon caught in orbit. “The same rules will apply – nothing serious, no matter how much you want it. I don’t think you’re up for it tonight.” 
Din licked his lips and made himself count down from ten before answering. “And if you win?” he finally said, once he was sure that his voice wouldn’t give him away. 
Boba shrugged and shifted his weight back on his heels, settling into a loose ready stance, low and open. “That’s for me to decide, isn’t it? But if you’re so sure you’ll lose, we can skip the formalities.”
Din rolled his eyes and mirrored Boba, sliding down into a stance of his own. It was – different, to get ready to fight without the familiar, reassuring weight of his armor. Din adjusted his stance to compensate. He felt off-balance, almost. Too light. 
 I can handle it, Din told himself. 
He watched Fett carefully. Boba didn’t seem at all bothered by fighting out of his armor, but then he’d had years to get used to it, between Jabba’s death and finally getting his armor back on Tython. 
 But I’m faster. Din was taller than Boba, but not as thickly-muscled. Din would be quicker on his feet. 
Din decided to test that theory first-hand. He made the first move, lunging for Boba’s right side. Boba dodged, but not before Din’s fingertips brushed the skin above Boba’s ribs. Din didn’t find any softness there, only scar tissue and muscle. 
Boba swatted him aside with a grunt, but he was laughing. 
“I didn’t even say  go yet, you menace,” he said. “Where’s your sportsmanship?” 
“I want to win,” said Din. 
Boba snorted. “Fine. First one pinned – and I mean really pinned – loses. You can tap out by hitting the floor three times or by calling  yield. Ya'sta. If you go out of the ring, you also lose. Got it?” 
“Got it,” said Din, lunging again. This time he was able to get a hand around Boba’s arm, but Boba shook him off before Din could try and topple Boba over his shoulder. “What,” Din added, as Boba backed off, toeing the edge of the ring. “There’s no word in Mandalorian for ‘I give up?’”
“Mando’a,” Boba corrected. Din backed off too, not willing to spend all his energy at once. They circled each other like rival bladebacks, pawing and stamping before they went in for the charge. “And no. There’s  pel,  which can mean  soft  or  yielding, but that’s about it.” 
Din snorted. That made sense. 
They circled each other for another handful of seconds, and then it was Boba’s turn to move. 
“You ever hear of Ubardian oil wrestling?” Boba asked, feinting for Din’s left. Din slid away easily, though the change in conversation threw him a little. 
“No,” Din said. 
“Participants strip down to a ceremonial loincloth and fight covered in Maridunish oil,” said Boba. The muscles in his shoulders flexed. It was all too easy to picture Boba stripped to nothing but the barest nod to modesty, shining with oil. A predator. 
Din spluttered, heat rising in his belly, and had to scramble out of the way as Boba took advantage of Din’s distraction and made another grab for him. 
“I  have seen a naked man before, Fett,” Din growled, recovering his stance. He spread his weight out to the balls of his feet and crouched, ready to spring. “It’s not that shocking.” 
Sometimes the best time to grab a mark was when they were least expecting it, in the ‘fresher or in bed on a hot planet. Sometimes Din just got unlucky. But he  had seen naked humans before, and other sentients too – some sentients, like Wookiees, didn’t wear clothes at all. 
“That blush you’ve got on could’ve fooled me,” Boba teased, falling back to let Din decide the next move. “You know how you win a bout of Ubardian oil wrestling?” 
“I bet you’re going to tell me,” Din grumbled, and saw an opening. He darted in, ducking Boba’s grab, and hooked a foot around Boba’s ankle. Boba swore and wobbled – he didn’t quite fall, but his balance was thrown and Din rushed his advantage, dropping a shoulder and shoving in. 
Boba’s breath  whoosed out over Din’s head and they both fell, Din forward, Boba back, carried by Din’s momentum. They hit the ground hard – Boba was difficult to bowl over – and Din immediately tried to press his advantage, putting a knee in Boba’s stomach and trying to pin him down. 
Boba growled. His eyes were very dark. He planted both of his feet flat on the ground – too late Din realized his mistake in trying to pin Boba by the middle – and shoved  up with all his strength. 
He was very strong. Stronger than Din, pound for pound; Din was faster and plenty strong himself, but Din had never been able to pack on the sheer  muscle Boba had. Din went over with a yelp, thrown. His shoulders took the brunt of the impact, which was good. Din would have a bruise, but he could recover from it. Boba immediately tried to do the same thing Din had, scrambling to pin him to the floor, but taking the impact across his shoulders instead of his head let Din react in time, bringing an arm up to catch Boba before he could pin Din around the neck. 
For several seconds they struggled wordlessly, grappling for a better position. Boba tried to use his weight to his advantage and get on top of Din, but Din shoved a knee into Boba’s ribs to discourage him. Din tried to get his legs back underneath himself and scramble clear, but Boba hooked a hand underneath one of Din’s knees and pulled his leg away from his body, his hand burning hot even through the thin fabric of Din’s pants. 
They were both panting. Sweat beaded at Din’s temples and the tip of Boba’s nose. They strained against each other. 
“So,” Boba panted, his grip on the underside of Din’s knee tightening. Din bared his teeth up at him, not ready to give up just yet. “About Ubardian oil wrestling.” He leaned closer. Din could smell him now, sweat and beskar, and his own breath came short in his throat. 
“You win a bout of Ubardian oil wrestling,” Boba continued, and his grip on Din’s knee shifted, climbed higher past the meat of Din’s thigh, “by getting the best…  grip on your opponent and forcing his belly towards the sky.” 
The position of his hand told Din exactly what kind of grip Boba had in mind. Embarrassment – arousal – flooded Din’s chest, red and hot, but he wasn’t done yet. 

   I have an idea. 

Din pressed his head back against the floor, exposing his throat. Boba’s eyes dropped to Din’s pulse immediately, hunger plain in his scarred face. 
Grappling was one of the very first things Din had been taught in the Fighting Corps. Foundlings weren’t expected to be on the battlefield until they came of age and took the Creed at thirteen, but their instructors had wanted them all to have a good grasp of hand-to-hand anyway. 
“Nine out of ten battles are fought at a distance, with blasters and heavy artillery,” Din’s instructors had said, “but it’s the tenth fight, up close and personal, that will kill you if you’re not prepared.” 
So Din and the other kids had learned Kashyyyki sleeperholds and how to break them. How to throw a punch, where to kick, where most sentients had soft, vulnerable places that could be bitten or pinched or stabbed. 
And, they’d all learned, Mandalorians typically had one significant advantage over other species when it came to hand-to-hand combat. Mandalorians wore  buc’ye. 
 Got you, Din thought, as Boba leaned down, and then Din reared back as far as he could and slammed their heads together in what Din’s instructors had called a Keldabe kiss. 
Boba saw it coming at the last second and jerked his head up, which meant that neither of them broke their noses; Din caught Boba square on the chin. Pain burst white behind Din’s eyes. Boba let go, surprised and in a fair bit of pain himself. Instinct took over and Din rolled, dislodging Boba and gaining some space. Din came up first on all fours, shaking the stars out of his eyes, and then back up to a low, ready crouch. 
His vision cleared. 
“Alright,” Boba said, wiping blood out of his mouth. He sat back on his heels. A red bruise was already blooming across his chin. Boba had bitten his lip and his teeth were streaked with red. Din felt something liquid and warm – sweat or blood – trickling down his own face. 
“Fair enough,” Boba said. “Should’ve seen that one coming. Good hit.” 
Din grinned at him, heart thrumming. His blood was up now, warm and crackling. Boba wouldn’t get Din back on the floor easily. 
“That how you got the scar between your eyes?” Boba asked, climbing slowly back to his feet and falling into a ready stance of his own. 
Din touched the old scar with a thumb. The pad of it came away red – Din was bleeding too. Either the force of the blow had split some skin or one of Boba’s teeth had caught him. “Yes,” Din allowed. “He had a helmet on. I didn’t.” 
Boba snorted. “Dinii,” he said. Lunatic. This time, Din took it as a compliment. 
“It worked,” Din pointed out. He’d won that spar against Paz all those years ago – had never lost to Paz again, in fact – and he’d gotten out of Boba’s grip just now. Din’s ears were ringing and his head would hurt once his adrenaline wore off, but those were, in Din’s opinion, acceptable sacrifices. 
“You’re a menace,” Boba grumbled, rocking back on his heels. He was stalling – Din could tell. Boba was reevaluating, coming up with a new strategy. 
Din decided not to let him. 
“Too much  mandokar for such a skinny – hey!” Whatever Boba had been about to say was lost as Din lunged, keeping low. Boba was steady on his feet, balanced and rooted. If Din was going to get him on his back a second time, Din was going to need to break Boba’s stance. 
Instead of tackling Boba around the torso and pitting his own strength against Boba’s, Din went for Boba’s knees. 
Boba saw him coming and leapt out of the way. Din missed him by thin inches. But Din had expected that and pivoted, focusing all of his energy on being  faster than Fett, and lunged again, and again. Boba was shorter but stockier. He didn’t have half of Din’s maneuverability. On his third lunge, Din caught Boba around the leg and brought him down. They hit the floor again. Boba grunted. 
 Can’t let him flip me, Din thought, focus narrowing. He had to keep Boba from using his strong legs to flip their positions. Thinking fast, Din trapped one of Fett’s thighs between both of his own and lashed out, trying to get Boba in a headlock. 
Boba growled a curse. He was fast enough to get an arm between Din’s elbow and his neck, but the angle was bad. Din dug in, pulling his elbow in as tightly as he could. Underneath him, Boba’s legs twitched and kicked, but he couldn't get enough leverage to pitch Din over like he had the first time. 
 C’mon, Din thought, hanging on grimly. He just had to get Boba to yield. 
But Boba had been trained the same way. If Din had been able to hook his neck before Boba had gotten a hand between Din’s arm and his own throat, Din would have him, but now Boba had braced himself against the floor and was pushing up on Din’s arm with all his might, and Din just wasn’t strong enough – 
Boba broke Din’s sleeper hold and shoved, catching Din in the chest. Din yelped, shocked by the contact, hot skin on hot skin, both his chest and Boba’s hand slick with sweat, and his surprise gave Boba the opening he needed. 
Boba grabbed Din by the shoulder, eyes blazing, and wrenched Din down as hard as he could. Din let go of Boba’s leg and lashed out, digging a heel into Boba’s knee, but it didn’t slow Boba down any. He was on top of Din in a flash, grabbing one of Din’s wrists and dragging it away, pinning it to the floor. 
Din snarled and kicked him again. If he had just a little more room, he could muster up enough power to make it  hurt, but this close it was like kicking a sandstone wall. Boba dug a knee into the junction of Din’s hip and his thigh. 
The pain that lanced through Din was yellow, sickly. It drove the breath out of his lungs. He instinctively tried to grab at Boba’s knee with his free hand, to try and drag Fett away, but that just gave Boba the opening he needed to catch Din’s other hand too and bring it, inexorably, down to the floor where Boba’s weight held it pinned. 
“Gar gaanayli,” Boba said. 
Din hissed a breath, yellow pain still shuddering up his spine, and tried to twist. Boba dug in deeper, his knee bearing down with so much force it felt  sharp, like it would push through Din’s skin and muscle and bone, like it would nail him to the floor. 
“You fought well,” Boba panted, blood still welling up at the corner of his mouth. “Ori’jate, very well, but you’re caught, now.” 
Din bared his teeth, nearly blind with pain, and tried to use his other leg to push Boba away, but it didn’t work. Boba had too much of the advantage. He simply rearranged himself so that he was kneeling, one knee on the junction of Din’s hip and thigh, the other between Din’s legs, and used his free knee to shove Din’s legs open wider, so that Boba could settle himself quite comfortably between them. 
“Keep fighting, if you have to,” Boba added. 
Din tried, but he was caught in such a way that he  couldn’t, not really. He could try and dislocate a thumb, wrench his hands free; he could lunge up and sink his teeth into Boba’s cheek; he could thrash and twist and maybe injure them both; but there was no other way to get out of Boba’s grip. Din would either have to escalate, have to shift out of friendly violence to something more serious, or he’d have to give up. 
The idea of giving up was bitter and galling. It burned in the back of Din’s mouth. 
But Din wasn’t a wild animal, and Boba wasn’t Din’s enemy. Escalating the spar into a true fight would end up with both of them hurt. 
Din didn’t want to hurt Boba. Wipe that smug look off his face, maybe. Give him a black eye to go with the darkening bruise on his chin. 
 But I don’t want to hurt him, Din thought. 
Very deliberately, Din set his head back against the floor and looked up at the ceiling. “Alright,” he said hoarsely. “Ya'sta. I yield. You win.” 
Boba rewarded him by easing up, pulling his knee away. The release of the pressure was almost worse, like the little clamps coming off. Nerves that had been pinched and pressed now screamed and throbbed, yellow fire shifting to red and white as it climbed up Din’s back and lodged itself as a small and desperate sound in the back of throat. 
“Ori’jate,” Boba said, low and sweet and close. He didn’t let up on Din’s wrists. His proximity, the contact, was overwhelming. The smell of him made Din dizzy. 
 That’s the head injury, Din told himself, but it sounded weak even in the privacy of his own head. Boba’s closeness, the sound of his breath, the echoes of pain still rattling around in Din’s chest, brought up everything else that they’d done together in this room. The clamps, the flogging, the gentle touches afterward. Boba pinning Din down with one of his thick legs and letting Din chase his pleasure against him, a hand on Din’s hip to guide Din through a rhythm that Boba liked. 
All of a sudden, Din realized how vulnerable he was. Boba had him by the wrists, pinned down and utterly without armor. Din’s legs were spread, Boba settled between them, and there wasn’t anything Din could do about it. He’d already surrendered. 
“Ah,” said Boba, noticing the tremor that went through Din, half-fear and half-anticipation. “Doing okay,  Djar’ika?” 
Blushing, Din nodded and carefully didn’t look at him. “Fine,” he said, through gritted teeth. 
Boba made a thoughtful noise. “This is probably a new position for you, isn’t it?” 
“You could say that,” Din snapped, feeling needled. He tried to shift, to wriggle out of Fett’s grip and clamor away, but Boba was having none of it. He took Din’s right hand and lifted it, grip strong. 
Din fought him at first, red with the effort, but Boba quelled him with a sharp look. “You,” he said, tone biting, “yielded already, didn’t you?”
His tone and his expression made Din’s resistance shrivel up, dying in Din’s chest. “I did,” he admitted, forcing the fight out of himself. “I’m – sorry.”
Boba eyed him for a minute, inscrutable, then softened. “You’re alright,  Djar’ika,” he said. “Just remember that you gave in. Don’t fight me.”
Din swallowed, but let Boba take his right hand and pull it up over Din’s head. Boba pressed his wrist into the floor, not hard enough to hurt but hard enough to send a message. “Keep your hand there,” he said. 
Din nodded. He could do that. 
The rhythm of his heart had changed. Din was all anticipation now – Boba was planning something. He  wanted something. 
Boba took Din’s left hand and did the same thing, bringing it up over Din’s head, crossing one wrist over the other. When he was finished, he leaned back to look down at Din, and his expression was fond. 
“Mesh’la,” he said. He traced the sore spot on Din’s forehead with the pad of his thumb. “Did I cut you,  cyare?” 
“No worse than I cut you,” Din said, voice ragged. 
Boba huffed. “Fair point,” he said. He drew back again. “I want you to stay here, like this. Understood?” 
“Where are you going?” 
“That’s not for you to worry about,” Boba said. “You just worry about staying right here. Don’t move. Do you understand?” 
Reluctant, Din nodded. 
Boba patted his cheek. “Good boy,” he said, and the praise, delivered in simple Basic, shocked Din, drew a sharp breath out of his chest. Boba caught it and grinned down at Din, wickedly. “I did win,” he pointed out. “The agreement was that I can do what I want now, remember?”
“And you want – this?” Din asked, confused. Boba wanted Din lying on his floor in the middle of his sparring ring? It didn’t make sense. 
“Yes,” said Boba. 
“I understand,” Din murmured. Boba patted his cheek again, like Din was a beloved akk dog who’d just learned a new trick – Din couldn’t decide whether to be pleased or belittled – and left, standing up and walking away. 
The loss of warmth was almost worse than a kick to the stomach. Cool night air moved in to replace him and Din was left even more vulnerable than before. Sweat cooling on his skin, arms crossed over his head, legs spread open. 
It should have been humiliating. Demeaning. There was no protection. Din’s armor was piled up across the room. Anyone flying by could see, would be able to tell what was going on in Boba’s rooms by the spread of Din’s legs alone. 
But the feeling bubbling underneath Din’s skin wasn’t humiliation. It wasn’t shame. It was – something hot and fizzing, braided excitement and fear, and underneath it all, solid as beskar, was  trust.  
 I trust Boba, Din thought. It wasn't a new thought, exactly. Boba had won. Din had surrendered. Now, by their agreement, Boba could do what he liked. But Din trusted Boba not to humiliate him. Boba wouldn’t use this vulnerability against Din – he wouldn’t use it to force Din to work for him, to blackmail Din into a contract he wouldn’t accept. He wouldn’t hold it above Din’s head or use it as a matter of rank or standing. 
 He’ll take care of me. Boba might hurt Din, but he’d only do it in ways Din wanted and he’d never do it to dishonor Din. 
Din swallowed around the sudden lump of emotion that had risen in his throat. 
 Don’t fall apart, he warned himself. The night, after all, had just started. 
Fortunately, Boba didn’t leave him alone with his thoughts for very long. He stepped back into Din’s field of view and smiled to see that his orders had been followed. Din hadn’t moved. 
“Good,” said Boba softly. He knelt back down between Din’s spread thighs. “Hold still.” 
Din did, though he flinched and blinked when Boba smeared cool, astringent bacta all over the cut on his forehead. Din wrinkled his nose. 
“It would’ve healed fine,” he said. 
Boba shrugged. “No point in letting it sit out in the open air,” he returned. “Besides, if it's the lasting marks you want, we’ve got the whole night ahead of us.”
Din felt himself blush all the way down to his stomach. He remembered their agreement now – whoever won the spar got to decide what happened next. He swallowed, throat clicking. 
“I thought you didn’t want to hit me,” he said. 
Boba looked down at him, expression fond. “Djar’ika,” he said. “I don’t want to cause you  harm. Those are different things.”
“Oh,” said Din. He frowned, forehead creasing. “I don’t understand.” 
Boba smoothed his thumb over the now-numb cut on Din’s forehead. “That’s alright,” he said. “I’ll show you, yeah?” 
Din snorted. “You seem to like showing me things,” he grumbled.
Boba  tsked, warning, and tweaked a nipple. “I do,” he said. “I like learning about you. Not too fond of the clamps, were you?” 
Din gritted his teeth, determined not to show a reaction. “Not really,” he said. 
Boba chuckled. “Pity,” he said. “You’d look good with something more permanent. Ever seen someone with their nipples pierced?” Boba’s fingernails were sharp. Din could almost imagine it – pain and a near-constant weight, the feeling of fingers across his chest every time he shifted in his kute. 
“Yes,” Din admitted. Piercings were common enough in some parts of the galaxy. Brothels and seedier cantinas. Twi’Lek dancers got them sometimes. Din had never given much thought one way or the other, but now, with Boba’s hands on him, he couldn’t stop. “I, uh, well – the armor’d make it difficult.” 
“Probably would,” Boba agreed. He let up, giving Din a minute to corral his skittering thoughts. “Not a bad holo to hold in your head, though.”
“You think about that?” Din asked, before he could stop himself. “Me?” 
Boba laughed. “Yes,  Djar’ika,” he said. “I think about you. Does that surprise you?” 
Din shifted, trying to pretend that he had somewhere to go, somewhere to get away. “I – I guess I’ve never thought about it,” he said. Until recently Din had hardly ever spared a thought for another being’s body, for their hands or their strength or their skill. Not beyond sizing up an enemy or a target, anyway, or factoring an ally’s skills into a plan of attack. 

   But I’ve thought about Boba.  

“I’m a simple man,” Boba said, definitely amused now, voice rich with it. “I have simple desires. Watching you take what I give you is one of them.” 
Boba’s frankness was just as aimed at getting a reaction out of Din as his wandering hand was, as the solid, unyielding warmth of him was pressed against Din’s hips and belly, but that didn’t stop Boba’s frankness from working; his words cut through the noise in Din’s head like a vibroblade, paring everything else away.   
“Why do you  say  things like that?” Din growled.  I never know what to say to them. “Just to make me uncomfortable?” 
Boba shrugged, eyes dancing. Din tried to remind himself that Boba was just as capable of cruelty as he was of  this, whatever this could be called, but his heart wasn’t in it. 
“Not just to make you uncomfortable,” Boba said, tone dropping low into something dangerous. “But it’s not a deterrent, no. Maybe I like to keep you guessing.”
“Why?” 
Boba shrugged again. “You’re more honest when you don’t know what to say,” said Boba. “I like that. Most everyone else who talks to me tries to tell me what they think I want to hear, instead of what they actually think. I like surprising you into speaking your mind.” 
Din bared his teeth. “You don’t have to trick me into telling you what I think,” Din said. 
Boba laughed. “Maybe not,” he said, leaning closer. “But maybe I have my reasons.”
Boba nosed the soft skin underneath Din’s ear. His breath was warm and made Din shiver all over. The feeling was foreign and strange. He’d never – fumbling around with friends between bouts in the sparring ring was one thing. So was passing the time with Paz and Annika. There hadn’t been anything else to do. It had all just been – natural. Camaraderie.  Bonding,  the  alor had called it – something every age group did. All the tension they built up in the ring had to go somewhere. 
 Better to let it out here,  the  alor  had said.  Better to keep it among the tribe, among those who understand.  
This was different. 
 Tender, Din thought. It was tender. Intimate in a way Din had never thought to experience. It wasn’t just that he was stripped of his helmet and his armor. It was more than that. Deeper. 
 Boba knows me. And Din knew Boba. There was no more armor between them. 
That more than anything made Boba’s gentleness unbearable. He bent to nose at Din’s ear again, heavy and teasing, and Din pulled back a little, as much as he could. Boba’s fingers curled around his wrists. 
“Djar’ika?” Boba asked, concern starting to furrow the lines of his face. 
He was looking at Din with an expression in his eyes Din couldn’t understand, so Din did the first thing that came to mind to make Boba stop; he leaned up, careful not to move his hands and break the rules, and pressed his mouth to Boba’s. 
Din had never kissed anyone before. The helmet had always been in the way – a kiss among the covert had always been two foreheads pressed together, beskar digging into Din’s forehead reassuringly. 
Kissing Boba wasn’t like it looked in the holos, passionate and showy, or like the kissing Din had seen in cantina backrooms and in alleyways, furtive and desperate. 
Boba’s lips were dry. His scars felt smooth against Din’s beard. His mouth, when he parted his lips and made a soft little “ah” of surprise, was warm. 
Din kept his mouth pressed to Boba’s for a few seconds and then his courage failed and he pulled away, unsure. His skin buzzed wherever Boba had touched it – his mouth and his wrists and the thin skin behind his ear.
Din licked his lips, nerves swelling. “Sorry,” he said. He didn't know why he'd done that, exactly. It had felt – natural. An extension of the closeness, the familiarity. The way Boba made Din feel, safe and cared for, even as Din himself resisted Boba's attempts. 
Boba stared down at him, shocked. “You’ve never done that before.”
Din shook his head, dropping his gaze. “No,” he admitted, softly. He fought the urge to hide and lost; there was nowhere to go, not pinned like this, but Din tucked his face into the curve of Boba’s shoulder anyway, too vulnerable. 
Din felt flayed open. Raw and exposed. Like some tough creature stripped of its shell and left to cook in the suns. 
“Djar’ika,” said Boba, and that was worse, was harder to take than any blow or blaster wound. Boba brought a hand up to cradle the back of Din’s head, to wind his fingers in Din’s hair. The tenderness was unbearable. 
“Din,” Boba said, in the same tone. “You don’t have to, if you don’t want to. I – ”
“Wait,” said Din, looking back up. Something flickered in his chest. “Do  you want to?” 
“Want to what?” asked Boba, a little desperately. The edge in his voice was surprising. “I don’t know what  you want.”
“I – ”
Din didn’t know either. He’d relied on Boba for that, to learn what he wanted. To  know.  “I’ve never – not with anyone,” Din tried to explain. “Not like this. Not – ” Not pinned to the floor, not singing with little hurts, not with his face bare. Not with another body pressed up to his own like this. Not with someone he  trusted like this. 
Boba  groaned, leaning closer like he couldn’t help himself, like he was drawn to Din like a planet to a sun. Din shuddered. He’d never been wanted like this before, like he was gravity, a force of nature. Usually he was the one who felt like he was orbiting Boba, caught and content. 
But this was different. Din didn’t know what it was. It ran through him all the way to the bone. 
 I want him,  Din realized. He was dizzy with it. His whole body craved it. He swallowed and tried to speak, but his voice broke. He tried again. “I want,” he said, looking up at Boba. Leaning in to his touch  everywhere, trying to get contact all over, to be touched, to be held, “you to kiss me again.” 
The silence that fell between them was terrifying. Din had never asked for anything like that before. He’d never  wanted anything like that before. 
But he wanted it from Boba. He did. He did. 
And Boba, eyes shining, wanted it too. 
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When Boba leaned in to kiss Din a second time, he stayed gentle. He pressed his mouth to Din’s carefully, minding his own chin and Din’s forehead. His lips were warm and dry. It was – sweet, almost. A little clumsy. Their angle wasn’t the best and they were pressed together at the hip and the belly, legs tangled, Din’s arms over his head. Neither of them had much leverage. But the pressure was good, Boba's weight anchoring Din into his body, and the closeness was good too. Din's whole body sang for Boba's touch. 
After a minute, Boba pulled away and looked down at Din, his expression unreadable. Din looked back, unsure. He didn’t know what he was supposed to see. 
Boba came in for a third kiss. Din could tell right away that this one was different. The pressure had changed, deepened; Boba kissed Din, mouth warm, and nosed closer. He nipped Din’s bottom lip and Din couldn't help but open his mouth in surprise. It didn’t hurt, not really, but Din hadn’t expected it. 
Boba pressed his advantage, using Din’s surprise to deepen the kiss. He ran his tongue apologetically over Din’s nipped lip, over Din’s teeth. It was strange. 
 But not,  Din thought, dazed, all of his senses full of Boba, bad.  
He let Boba coax him into the kiss, opening up. He let Boba explore his mouth – aside from the one nip, Boba stayed gentle – and even let Boba convince him to tentatively try to kiss Boba back. Din ran his own tongue cautiously over Boba’s bottom lip, mouth buzzing. His breath was coming shorter. Boba’s was too. 
Din kept his hands where he’d been told. Boba seemed to approve because he set his own hands on Din’s sides, thumbs stroking smooth, even circles beneath Din's ribs, and shifted to press their hips closer together. 
The shift was subtle, but good. Din became aware of all of the other places his body touched Boba’s. Their mouths, tingling with warmth. Little sparks where Boba’s thumbs traced patterns against the bottom of Din's ribcage. Steady pressure against his hips, between his legs; Boba was still situated quite comfortably between them, weight bearing down to keep the worst of the pressure off of Din's back, and like this Din couldn’t even be embarrassed or feel exposed. 
The warmth built and spread. Down Din’s neck, across his chest, spilling into his belly. His fingertips itched. He wanted to reach up and touch Boba, to trace patterns of his own or explore the ridges of Boba's scars. But he didn’t want to break the rules and make Boba stop, so Din kept his hands to himself. 
Finally Boba pulled back a little, taking his hands off Din’s sides to brace himself on his elbows above Din. 
“Alright?” Boba asked. His voice had gone rough and low. 
Din blinked up at him, his head spinning. “Am I – yeah,” Din said. The words felt loose in his mouth. His lips burned.  
“Good,” said Boba. His lips were red, his mouth wet. His pupils were blown wide and dark. 
 Do I look like that? Din wondered. Did he look that – desperate? That hungry for more? 
“Din,” Boba said. “Before anything else happens, I have to ask.”
Din groaned before he could stop himself, then flushed a little. Boba stopped moving and cocked an eyebrow. “Sorry,” Din muttered. “It’s just – more talking?” 
Boba snorted and pinched Din’s side sharply. Din’s skin, already warmed from Boba’s hands, was sensitive. Din yelped. 
“Manners,” Din croaked, once the prickle of pain had faded. “I remember. Sorry.” 
“Hmm.” Boba shook his head, humor flickering across his face, and then his expression sobered again. His eyes were still dark with hunger. Din swallowed. Boba’s raw desire made Din's own skin prickle with anticipation. 
Made his cock, where it was trapped between his body and Boba’s, twitch and start to fill with blood. 
Din swallowed again. He understood why Boba had stopped kissing him, now. Boba had stopped doing other things when Din's body reacted like this. He wanted to know what Din was comfortable with. What Din was willing to do. 
“How far,” said Boba, confirming Din's thoughts, voice hoarse, “do you want this to go?” 
“I – what do you mean?” Din asked, just as hoarse. They both sounded like they'd been shouting instead of kissing. Din licked his lips and his eyes darted down the line of Boba’s body, down his broad chest, his thick belly, the start of his powerful thighs. Looming above Din like this, Boba felt enormous. Implacable. Din felt – not quite like a small animal about to be devoured, but not like his usual self, either. 
In his armor, Din was a fairly good size himself. He was tall and his armor added weight, added bulk. In his armor Din was steady on his feet and difficult to get on his back like this. Out of his armor – 
“Are you asking if I want,” Din started, not wanting to examine his vulnerability or the thrill it sent through him too deeply, “if I want you to – ”
“If you want me to fuck you,  Djar’ika,” Boba said. Din groaned. He couldn’t help himself. He’d never – not like this, not stripped bare, not with someone who had seen his face. “‘Cause I’ve gotta say, I like the idea of flogging you, watching you take all that hurt, watching you  use it, and then fucking you.” 
“You can’t  say  things like that,” Din said, voice breaking. He wanted – he didn’t know what he wanted. The thought of letting Boba see him like that, have him like that, yawned in Din’s chest like a black hole. He didn’t know what would happen if they went through with it. What Boba might find on the other side. 
But Boba was  warm, and solid, and safe. His body was pressed against Din’s and it was hard to think like that, with his warmth radiating through all the places they were touching, with how hard Din was. He could feel Boba’s own cock hardening where it was pressed against Din’s hip, proof that Boba wanted Din too. That this was mutual, that Din’s feelings – attraction, affection, this bizarre desperation – were returned. 
Din didn’t know what to do with that. 
“I don’t – not want to,” Din finally managed, after taking several seconds to pull air through his body. “But it’s just – ”
“A lot to think about,” Boba finished softly. 
Din nodded, resisting the urge to tuck his face into Boba’s shoulder again. After everything that had happened in the last cycle, with the search in Mos Entha and the crushing desperation, with Din's thoughts only pushed aside for a little while by the spar, Din didn’t know if he could  handle  what Boba wanted. He couldn’t say it out loud, could barely think it. If he couldn’t  say it – 
 I don’t want to let him down, Din thought. He didn’t want to fail any test Boba set in front of him. 
Then his mind caught on something Boba else had said. 
“Wait,” Din rasped. “You said – you’re going to flog me?” 
“Yeah,” said Boba. Din couldn’t mistake the way Boba’s cock twitched against Din’s hip. “I am. Not – not as hard as we did the first time, but yeah.” 
Din’s pulse leapt. He could almost taste the first flogging in the back of his throat. His whole body remembered it. His back, his shoulders, his hands and feet. He hadn't thought that Boba would be willing to do that for Din, tonight. Din had thought that Boba would choose something else.  
“And you want to – ”  Din’s mind tripped on the word, but he made himself say it. “You want to fuck me after?” 
This time it was Boba who groaned, a deep, almost destroyed sound. “Yes,” said Boba, raggedly. “If you – if you’ll let me. If you want to. The flogging – you can take the flogging. But sex – ”
Din tilted his head back to stare blindly up at the ceiling. His fingers, still dug into Boba’s shoulders, ached with how tightly he was holding on. Arousal flooded his veins. 
“Sex is different,” said Boba. “It’s – I won’t, if you’re not ready. If you don’t want to. You don’t have to use your word to make me stop. But,  Djar’ika, if you want to – ”
Din licked his lips. He felt like he was standing on the edge of a towering cliff, leaning out, looking down at an abyss below. The sensation was familiar. Almost instinctive. His stomach dropped. His heart fluttered. He forced himself to relax his grip. 
“I trust you,” Din said, stepping over the edge. “If you – I don’t  do  this,” Din admitted. He gestured at himself, at the closeness between them. The bruises forming on Din's flank from where Boba had pinched him and the ones from their spar on the floor. “But I trust you. You won’t – harm me.” Hurt Din, maybe. The flogging would certainly hurt. But Boba wouldn’t do anything Din couldn’t take and it would be a good hurt, a purposeful hurt. It would be a pain Din could work with. Purifying. “And I have my word. If I need it.” 
Boba looked down at Din, his eyes black all through. “You have your word,” he agreed, voice dropping. Permission granted, he reached down between them and skimmed a hand, light and teasing, over Din’s cock. The thin fabric of Din’s pants blocked the most direct sensation, but it was still enough to make him jerk and try to pull his legs closed. But he couldn’t. Of course he couldn’t. Boba was in the way and was as immovable as a mountain, as a krayt dragon dug into the sands. All Din managed to do was bump their hips together and get his thighs up around Boba’s waist – with what they’d just been doing, what Boba had just done, that wasn’t any better. It left Din just as open as before. 
Boba made a thoughtful noise, low and rough. “C’mere,” he said, hooking both hands underneath Din’s knees. “Put your hands back over your head and keep them there. Alright?” 
Din swallowed. “Alright,” he said, warily. 
“Good,” Boba praised. Warmth flooded Din’s chest, which made him willing to go along with what Boba wanted. That was dangerous, probably, but like this Din didn't care. Boba lifted Din’s knees, getting his legs off the floor. 
“Brace your feet flat on the ground,” Boba instructed. Din did, and Boba’s reasoning became clear immediately. Like this, feet flat on the floor, knees up with Boba nestled smugly between Din’s legs, there was no mistaking Boba’s intentions. 
There was no mistaking their intimacy, either, or who was in charge. Who’d  won.  
Din made a thin sound in the back of his throat. Boba shifted his grip so that his hands rested at the top of Din’s knees, his thumbs still rubbing those loose, soothing nonsense circles over Din's kneecaps.  
“Go on,” Boba said, the corners of eyes turning up as he watched Din fight back the urge to scramble away, to lash out. “Take your time,  Djar’ika. Get used to it.” 
Din bared his teeth at him and deliberately forced every muscle in his body to relax. Boba rewarded him by sliding his hands higher, skimming up Din’s thighs. Din's body, as it turned out, was just as responsive to tenderness at it was to pain. Boba's touch woke nerves in his legs, sent little flickers of warmth up to root in Din's spine. Din's breath came in faster again. 
“This healed well, didn’t it?” Boba asked, digging his thumb into Din’s right leg, right over the place where he’d first pressed a bruise into Din’s body in the kitchens beneath the palace. 
That had been weeks ago, now. Boba’d shown Din half a dozen other kinds of pain since then. But like this, at Boba’s mercy, it was easy to remember. The steady pressure, the relentless, slow-building pain. 
Din swallowed again, remembering what  else Boba had done in the kitchens. Boba’s eyes fell on the line of Din’s throat. He didn’t change his grip, though, reach for Din's jaw instead of his thighs. He didn't have to. Din could remember how his hand felt anyway, wrapped around Din’s throat like a band of beskar. His fingers underneath Din’s jaw. 
“You said you didn’t get into any trouble in Mos Entha?” 
Din shook his head. None that had required Din to fight his way out, anyway. 
“Good,” Boba murmured. He finally took his hands off Din’s legs to palm the now mostly-faded bruise on Din’s side, left by A’Shek’s  gaderffii in the desert. Other than that bruise, and any new tender spots brought around by wrestling like adolescent massiffs, Din was in decent shape. He didn’t have too many bumps or bruises for Boba to work around, just old scars. 
Anticipation thrilled through Din, rising hot underneath his lingering discomfort.  This, letting Boba sit between his legs, letting himself be open and bared like this, might be new, but earning bruises wasn’t. 
 He’s going to hit me, Din thought. 
Boba must have seen the excitement in Din’s expression, the way his eyes widened, because his own expression shifted again, hot and predatory, and he took his hands away. 
“Stand up,” said Boba, roughly. 
Din obeyed. He was stiff, clumsy – his legs shook for a moment before he got them to stop. Boba stood too, rising smoothly up off his heels. He didn’t offer to help Din up, this time. Din wondered what that meant. 
He looked at Boba and waited for his next instruction. 
Boba smiled, thinly. “Go stand against the wall,” he said. “You know the position, by now. You don’t need to keep your eyes closed this time.” 
Still wordless, Din nodded and did as he was told. He  did know the position. Hands flat on the wall, feet spread, his back to Boba. Boba’d said that Din could keep his eyes open, so Din did. He studied the texture of the wall, the imperfections in its rough surface. This felt like another test, one that Din was determined to pass, so he didn’t turn around and look as he heard Boba moving around behind him, the now-familiar scraping sound Boba's crate of tools made as it was pulled out from underneath his bed.
Chillbumps broke out down Din’s arms. His heart picked up. The bared skin of his back flushed warm, then cold. Din knew what was coming. His body braced for it.
Din heard Boba moving around, his tools rustling as they were jostled together, and then the soft pad of Boba’s feet across the floor. Din still didn’t turn. He’d have the pattern of the stone wall memorized soon, the way he was staring at it, but Din was determined to pass this test. To meet Boba’s regard. 
He felt the air shift behind him, Boba’s warmth just out of reach. Something deceptively soft touched Din’s back. It felt like leather. He stiffened. 
It wasn’t the same flogger that Boba had used before. That had had three tails. This flogger only had one, as far as Din could feel, and the tail was wider, thicker. It felt almost  braided, the texture of it different, heavier, but Din couldn’t see it be sure. The urge to twist around and take a look at it bubbled up, but he fought it down. 
“You liked the other one we tried, didn’t you?” Boba asked. 
Unable to trust his voice, Din nodded. His thoughts whirled. Boba had said that he’d hit Din. Flog him. Din had expected – more of the same. 
 I shouldn’t have, Din realized. Boba had never done the same thing twice. He was always trying something new. 
Din recalled the conversation he’d had with Boba the first time Boba had flogged him. He’d shown Din everything he’d had in that box, and had asked Din to try it all. 

   And I agreed.  

Din’s throat clicked as he swallowed, but he didn’t protest the change in flogger. Boba rewarded him by pressing in closer, angling himself so that Din could see his face out of the corner of his eye. 
“Do we need to go over the rules again?” Boba asked, quietly. 
“No,” Din returned, just as quietly, shaking his head. He remembered. 
“Your safeword?”
“Gev,”  Din told him. He didn’t ask,  I can make this stop?  Boba’d won the spar – they’d agreed that whoever won could decide what happened next. To Din that sounded like Boba should be able to do whatever he wanted, no matter how Din felt about it, but he’d learned by now that Boba, for all the power he  could wield if he decided to, would stop if Din asked him too. 
 I don’t want to cause you harm, Boba had said. He wanted to hurt Din, but in a way that helped. He didn't want to destroy Din, to beat him until he couldn't stand up or fight. He wanted to give Din focus, not put Din in a bacta tank. Din thought he understood that, now. 
“Good boy,” Boba murmured. He was right next to Din now, only a thin inch separating his skin from Din's, and he leaned up to press a kiss to the corner of Din’s jaw. The motion was so sweet, so gentle, that it threw Din off balance again. He wanted to turn and catch Boba’s mouth with his own, but wasn’t sure it was allowed. 
“Stay where you are,” Boba instructed, pulling away. Din’s shoulders tensed. He had to stop himself from curling his fingers against the wall in anticipation. “You don’t have to count, this time. You’ll take as many as I think you can take.” 
He didn’t ask for Din’s opinion on that, which made Din’s blood thrill in a different, new way. Boba was in control. 
Behind him, Din heard Boba take a few practice swings with the flogger he’d chosen. The sound it made as it moved through the air was different than the other had been; that flogger had been higher-pitched and three-toned, each of its tails swishing as they moved. The note this one made was lower. 
Din resisted the urge to flinch preemptively. He couldn’t stop his heart from picking up, his breath from quickening, but he could keep himself rooted in place. 
 I won’t move,  he thought to himself, determined.  I won’t.  
All his thoughts scattered when Boba, satisfied with his few practice swings, decided that he was ready. He brought the flogger down across the meat of Din’s shoulders so fast Din didn’t have time to hear it coming, didn’t have time to prepare, and as it hit, he realized that this time, the flogging  would be different. 
The first flogger’s tails had worked a wide, single sheet of bruising into Din’s back. They’d hit him evenly, had spread the pain across his back evenly. This flogger  didn’t.  
He felt it on either side of his spine, first. A sudden, brutal pain that drove a cry out of Din’s throat, a pain that sharpened and spread. The end of the flogger had hit his left shoulder, which blazed with pain, almost like it had been cut, but the tail was thick enough that Din’s right shoulder ached too, but hurt differently. Like an impact instead of a slash. 
Boba hit him twice more. The sound the flogger made when it connected was as sharp as a slap, though Din managed to keep any more noises he might have made caught behind his teeth. The pain buzzed underneath his skin, prickled, burned; none of it was the same. The hurt in his right shoulder was different than the left, and the ache in his left shoulder was different than the burn in his spine. 
“Different, isn’t it?” said Boba conversationally. 
Din was panting, open-mouthed. 
“Not quite as easy to sink into,” Boba continued. 
He wasn’t wrong there – with the different sensations, the competing pain signals jostling down Din’s back, finding that steady, calm place that had let Din endure the first flogger would be harder. 
Din gritted his teeth.  That sounded like a challenge. 
“I can take it,” Din said, voice scratchy. 
Boba chuckled. “Gar atin,” he agreed. He sounded fond, affectionate, which sparked another confusing mess of signals in Din's brain. Boba licked the flogger over Din’s back again, lower, beneath his shoulders. The pain slashed through Din. He didn’t shout. He curled his fingers into the wall, the rough stone scraping them, then forced his hands flat again. 
“Fight it as hard as you want,  Djar’ika,” Boba said. His tone was light, almost teasing. He sounded like he was smiling. “I can do this for a while.” 
“I’m sure you can,” Din growled, which earned him three blows in quick succession, one over the other and another over that. The pain was so sharp Din felt like Boba had to be cutting in to him, had to be splitting Din open, but he couldn't feel any blood. This time Din  did shout, choking it back as best he could. His breath was wet and harsh, burning in his chest. 
“Dig in,” Boba advised. “This is going to take a while.” 
Din almost asked Boba why he’d picked this flogger, then, if it would take so long to get them both what they wanted, but he didn’t have any spare breath for speaking. Boba picked up a steady pace, not quite as predictable as a rhythm but constant enough that Din had no relief, no refuge. As soon as the burst of pain from one blow started to fade and level out, another strike had red lights flashing behind his eyes, agony working its way into the muscles of his back, his stomach, down his braced legs to his feet. 
The pain was everywhere. It slashed and stabbed at Din, burned and blistered, throbbed and thudded through him. Rising and falling, peaking and plunging. Inescapable. 
Din’s hands, braced against the wall, started to slip. His knees shook. He had to lean his forehead against the wall too, pressing his forehead in, to keep himself upright, and still Boba didn’t relent. 
The flogger sang through the air, again and again. Even if Din had been supposed to be keeping count, he would have lost the thread a while ago. Boba seemed – inexhaustible. The strength of his blows never varied, never faded. He hit Din with the same amount of force each time. 
 I can use that, Din thought desperately. Pain had blinded him – it didn’t matter that his eyes were open now because all he could see was red and white, flashes of yellow and black, a knot of distress in his throat. His body wanted to bolt. Wanted to turn and fight. His nerve was failing against the uneven spikes of pain jolting through him. 
 But Boba is  even, Din thought. Boba was steady. Consistent. Din could use that. He could hold on to it, let it pull him out of his body’s animal panic. 
The next time Boba struck him, Din focused on the motion, on the feeling of the flogger as it moved in Boba’s hand. 
 He’s strong. Din had known that, of course, but now he could hold on to it. Din’s body might want to give up. He himself might falter. Give in. Be weak. 

   But Boba won’t.  

Gradually, Din was able to match his breathing to the rhythm of Boba’s swings. Not the rhythm of the flogger itself, which didn’t quite line up, but with the motion of Boba’s arm as it moved through the air even though Din couldn’t see it, with Boba’s steady, even breaths. 
It was  hard – gaining control over his breathing helped cut the pain some, helped order it all together, but agony still jolted through him, raw and desperate. 
Like this, though, Din could endure it. He  could. It wasn’t the blank, deep space he’d reached before, where everything was muted and buoyant like flying, but it was – like a kata, almost. Like a set of moves Din had trained into muscle memory. Breathe, brace, endure, then breathe and brace again. 
It wasn’t  good,  exactly. The pain was too loud for that. But it wasn’t bad, either. It just  was, and it was in Boba’s hands. All Din had to do was keep standing. He could do that. He could survive it. 
Din didn’t know how long he stood there, letting Boba work him over. It couldn’t have been that long, not really – not longer than ten minutes, a quarter of an hour – but time had slipped out from Din’s understanding between one lash and the next, and for all he knew he could have stood there for days, for weeks. Everything was red and hot. 
Boba stopped eventually, though. The rhythm slowed, taking Din’s breathing with it. Din pressed his forehead harder against the wall. Without new pain to spike in his attention, he could feel his entire back throb and prickle with half a hundred competing points of deep, jagged pain. His whole body was damp with sweat. Din wasn’t – groaning, not exactly, but a soft sound kept working its way out of his throat, small and continuous. 
Boba set a hand against Din’s hip. 
For once, his hand felt cool. Din’s whole back from his shoulders down to just a few inches above his hips felt like a wildfire. The edges only smoldered, the pain faint, but his shoulders  burned, spots of pain flaring up and edging down his back like a blaze in the forest, chewing through Din's muscles ad nerves like they were made of dry reeds. 
“Udesii,”  Boba said. His voice was warm enough to sink into, its hard, flinty quality gone. “Ori’jate, Djar’ika, ori’jate. Deep breaths. You’re alright. You did very well.” 
Din panted for a bit. He understood more of Boba’s nonsense words, this time. He wasn’t as far gone into the gauzy calm. 
“I’m – fine,” Din managed. The words didn’t fit right in his mouth, but he tried his best to get them out anyway. “Just – just need a minute.” 
“Take your time,” Boba murmured, petting the jut of Din’s hipbone. Din wanted to sag sideways into that warm voice, but didn’t want to tip them both over. 
His legs shook with effort. Exhaustion nipped at him. First the spar, now this – Din’s whole body would hurt in the morning. 
 And,  said a part of his mind, coming back to itself quicker than Din would have liked,  the night’s not done yet, is it?  
Din pried his forehead away from the wall. Boba made a disgruntled sound, then skimmed a thumb over Din’s face. Din hissed. He’d scraped his forehead open on the wall. Had scraped his fingertips too, now that he looked at them. The skin was red and raw. His forehead had bled a little, leaving his hair tacky. He’d either smeared off or sweated through the bacta Boba had smoothed over his little cut. 
“Can you walk?” Boba asked, keeping a hand on Din’s side. “Or do you need help?”
“I can – I can walk,” Din managed. He took his hands off the wall and took a step to prove it, and pitched forward dangerously. Boba caught him by the arm with a huff. 
“Remember when you said you weren’t going to lie to me?” he asked. 
Din winced. “Okay,” he said. “I might need, uh. Some help.”
“Gar atin,” Boba repeated. This time his tone was less admiring and more exasperated. But he supported Din as they stumbled away from the pillar. Din’s vision was blurred at the edges, still red and yellow and black, so he was surprised when Boba tipped him forward, a little, and helped Din sit down on the edge of something soft and yielding. 

   His bed.  

Cold clarity lurched through Din and shocked more of his mind back into itself.
 I agreed to this, he reminded himself. He looked up at Boba, whose own body shone with sweat. Din wanted him. He wanted Boba’s hands, Boba’s mouth. He wanted – 
 I want to try it, at least, Din thought. He wanted to know what bumping beskar would be like, with someone like Boba Fett. 
He dug his fingers into the bed, trying to distract himself with the texture of the sheets. 
“Hey,” said Boba, firm but gentle. “None of that. Look at me, Din.”
Din did. Boba had dug up more bacta, which he’d spread onto his thumbs, his fingertips. 
“Keep looking at me,” Boba ordered. It was ordered softly, but still ordered. Din could only nod. 
 He’s in control, Din reminded himself. 
Boba took Din’s face in his hands and smeared more bacta over the grazes on his forehead. Din wrinkled his nose at the smell, which made Boba laugh. 
“Sorry,” Boba said. “I know it kind of kills the mood.” But he kept doing it, treating first Din’s grazed forehead and then the scrapes on his hands. He gently coaxed Din into turning around, which Din did even as his shoulders tensed. 
“Come on,  Djar’ika, lay down,” said Boba, implacable as always. Din swallowed, nerves rising, and obeyed. It wasn’t graceful, not with Boba so close. Din laid down carefully, hissing as his aching back hit the mattress and protested. He knew what was coming next, but still waited to be told. 
“Roll over,” Boba said, and Din did. 
Boba climbed into the bed after Din, arranging himself so that he was kneeling above, but not quite straddling, Din’s hips. He took his bacta-covered hands and ran them down Din’s back. He wasn’t as gentle about it as he’d been with Din’s face or his hands, either. He was gentle enough, but even though Din couldn’t see his face like this, he knew Boba was studying his handiwork intently, hunger on his face. 
“No broken skin,” Boba reported, once he’d applied a thin layer of bacta over the worst of Din’s back. “You took that well,  Djar’ika. Really well.” 
Din made an indistinct sound into Boba’s sheets. 
Boba chuckled. “Still liked the first one better?” 
That got Din to prop his head back up, considering. “I didn’t…  hate this one,” he finally said. It was easier to fit words in his mouth now, though he wasn’t sure that would last long. The bed and its expectations thrilled through him. “But it was – harder to take.” 
“But you took it,” Boba said, warm with praise. “You’ll be hurting in the morning, I won’t lie to you, but you took it.” 
Boba shifted, making Din aware again – as though he could have forgotten, really – of how they were arranged. He leaned down, bracing an arm on either side of Din, his chest skimming the overheated skin of Din’s back. 
“Still up to try something different?” Boba asked softly. 
Din didn’t need to know what Boba wanted. He could feel it, pressed against the small of his back. Boba’s cock was half-hard, twitching through the fabric of their pants. Din’s own dick was trapped against his stomach, but that didn’t seem to deter it. His heartbeat fluttered, shifted.
Din tried to crane around to look at Boba but couldn’t; pain flared in his back as he tried to move and he had to flop back down with a pained hiss. The burst of hurt did nothing to his cock. If anything, Din felt himself growing harder. Anticipation was building underneath the pain, hot and bright. 
“I – yes,” Din said, carefully. He took his resolve in both hands and held onto it. “Yes,” Din repeated, stronger. “Yes, I – want this.” 
“Good,” Boba murmured, his voice dropped so low it was almost a growl. “Roll over for me again?” 
Din hesitated – he didn’t want to get bacta everywhere – and Boba’s words had been phrased like a question, but he figured that Boba wouldn’t have asked if he didn’t want Din to do as he said. 
He obliged, rolling over carefully. Boba didn’t move at all, content to be in the way, so Din only managed it with some wiggling. Din flushed at their proximity, at the way their hips brushed and bumped together. Boba smiled down at him. 
When Din managed to get rolled over on his back, he hissed. Even with the bacta, his new bruises  hurt. He could feel them forming, deep bolts of pain welded in all over his back and shoulders. Boba’s grin widened. 
“Get comfortable,” Boba advised. 
Din bared his teeth at him, but the gentle teasing was familiar enough that it helped cut some of the anticipation. 
“We’ll go easy, for this,” Boba assured him. “This time, anyway. Some of the moves you were pulling out on the floor – I bet you don’t mind it a little rough sometimes, yeah?” 
“I – don’t know,” Din admitted, confused again. At that Boba’s teasing faded. 
“No,” Boba agreed. “Maybe not. Hold still, okay?”
Din nodded. He felt the urge, bizarrely, to lift his hands over his head and press them into the mattress, to arrange himself like he'd been laid out on the floor. Boba hadn’t asked him to, though, so he held off.
Boba shifted, encouraging Din to spread his legs again so Boba could settle between them, like Din had before. Din did. It still felt – obscene, a little, to be so open to him, but maybe the feeling would fade with practice. Boba set his fingertips against the waistband of Din’s thin pants. 
He didn’t ask,  Okay?,  which was good, because Din didn’t need to be coddled. He  had done this before. Just – not like this. 
As long as Din told himself that, everything would be fine. 
Boba seemed to understand, anyway, because he hooked his fingers underneath the waistband of Din’s pants and tugged them down slowly. To his credit, Boba didn’t draw it out, didn’t leave Din there with his pants pulled halfway down his thighs to flush with embarrassment while Boba looked over this last part of Din he hadn't seen. Boba shifted to get them off the rest of the way. The pants were loose and went without much resistance, and then Din was naked underneath Boba’s hands, chillbumps bristling down his arms, his legs. 
“Easy, now,” Boba murmured, even though Din didn’t say anything. Boba settled himself back between Din's legs, sat back on his haunches and just  looked at Din. 
Din wanted to curl away from his gaze. Boba could see everything, now. Din’s scars and bruises, the cut of his hipbones, the curls of dark hair between his legs. Din's erection flagged a little at the scrutiny, nerves tangling tight in the pit of Din's stomach. 
“Easy,” Boba repeated. He looked up at Din’s face, gaze searching, and nodded to himself. Boba shifted again, shedding his own pants without any ceremony, and then it was Din’s turn to look, though he hardly knew what to look at. 
Boba was just as thick and solidly-built across his waist and thighs as he was everywhere else. He had scars even here; there were vicious claw-marks down one hip, an old, circular blaster burn on the top of his thigh. A set of jagged white marks in a half-circle above Boba's knee, like something with sharp teeth had bitten him. 
 Focus, Din told himself, tired of feeling embarrassed and shy. He made himself look at the rest of it. Boba’s cock was thicker than Din’s, the head broad and blunt, and growing harder underneath Din’s gaze. He did have hair, here; the sarlacc’s acid hadn’t made it this far, and Boba’s cock was framed by wiry, dark curls. 
“Easy,” Boba repeated, a third time. Din didn’t know what Boba saw that made him keep saying that, keep gentling Din like a frightened bantha, and tried to force himself to relax. Seeing that Boba was a man underneath his last thin layer of protection was – oddly reassuring, in a way. 
 He’s like me, Din told himself. 
Convinced that Din wasn’t about to panic and bolt, Boba leaned in closer, pressing a hand to one of Din’s hipbones. Din shivered at the contact.
“Still pretty new?” Boba asked. 
Din huffed. “Pretty new,” he allowed, hoarsely. He'd done this before, touching cocks, hands roaming underneath armor. He'd let Annika climb on top of him and chase her pleasure, a few times, and he'd done the same to Paz a time or two too. But he'd always had his helmet on. He met Boba’s eyes in the dim light. The moons were slanting towards their far horizon now, filling the room with silver light.  
Boba only nodded. “But alright?” He checked. 
“Alright,” Din allowed, indulging him one more time. “But if you ask me if I’m fine again – ”
“Alright, alright,” Boba said, cracking a smile. “You’ll hit me with a  mirshmure'cya again, will you?” 
“To start,” Din grumbled. This would be easier if Boba just let it  happen. If he got it over with. All of this waiting, this checking in, made Din’s nerves mount and spike. He could do this. He wasn’t afraid.
 Well,  that  afraid, he thought. 
“Message received,  Djar’ika,” Boba said solemnly. “If I stop again, it’ll be because you ask me too. Sound good?” 
“Sounds good,” Din agreed. 
Boba’s smile turned sharp and wolfish. “Good,” he said. “Let’s get better acquainted, then. Stay still.” 
When Boba wrapped his hand around Din’s cock, Din couldn’t help himself; his hips stuttered forward almost against his will, a groan tearing itself out of his lips. Boba’s grip tightened, which didn’t help. It should have  hurt. If Din hadn’t been half out of his mind already, his back a mess of red pain, it probably would have. Boba’s grip was punishing. Din felt it building yellow and white behind his eyelids. 
The pain should have wilted Din's cock, should have made him kick out and try to get away, but if anything it did the opposite. 
Din's hips jerked again. This time Boba caught him, using his other hand to pin Din in place, shoving his hips down  hard against the bed. Din’s back flared and that pain distracted him for a moment. Boba used the opportunity to pump Din’s cock a few times, sending frissions of pleasure up Din's spine to mingle with the pain. He swiped a thumb over Din’s head, gathering a few beads of clear fluid, and used the wetness to ease the burn of his rough palms a little.  
“Settle down,” Boba said, firmly. “Remember what I told you?”
Din didn’t answer for a second, too overwhelmed with sensation. Pain and pleasure had tangled up inside him, braided together; he couldn’t parse one from the other. He thought that that was maybe the point – Boba didn’t want him to be able to tell pain from pleasure. Boba wanted it all knotted up together underneath his hands. 
Boba stopped moving his hand, just gripping now, his finger and his thumb circled around the base of Din’s cock, and the loss of sensation made Din bite down on a growl. 
“I’m supposed to stay still,” Din managed, teeth gritted. He took a few steadying breaths and got his pain under control. More fluid leaked from the tip of his cock. 
“If you can’t,” Boba mused, “I can make you hold still. That wyyyschokk silk has caught your eye.”
Din shuddered all over, a small sound catching in his throat. He couldn’t tell if it was fear or if it was need. He didn’t know how to tell the difference. 
Boba chuckled, darkly. “Maybe next time,  Djar’ika,” he promised. “I’d like that, I think. Having you all tied up and desperate. Could be fun.” 
“For you, maybe,” Din muttered. 
Boba flicked one of Din’s nipples, lightly. The little jolt that went through him was entirely pleasure. “For me,” Boba agreed. “Though you’d enjoy it too, Djarin – you’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” 
“I – ”
 Am I? Din wondered. He could hardly parse what he was thinking, what he was feeling. It was all so confused and tangled up together. 
“Djar’ika,” Boba said. “Look at me.” 
Din did. 
“Look at your pretty little cock,” Boba continued, and Din couldn’t stop the sound that he made, high and shocked. “Look at how hard you are, and tell me you’re not enjoying yourself.” 
Something hot and terrifying clawed at Din’s ribs. He couldn’t tell if it was shame or elation. He couldn’t help but look at himself, at his cock twitching in Boba’s hand, at the next drop of fluid that beaded up at the tip. 
This was – obscene. This was too much. It wasn’t enough. It was – 
“I want to hear you say it, Din,” said Boba, still quiet. 
Din stared at him, face heating. Boba’s grip tightened deliciously. Stars danced behind Din’s eyes. “I’m – I’m enjoying it,” he said, voice cracking. “I’m enjoying this.” 
He was immediately rewarded by Boba closing his hand over Din’s cock again and giving him a few sweet strokes, keeping his other hand on Din’s hip to keep him from bucking. 
“There,” said Boba, tone warming again. “That wasn’t so hard, was it? You’re allowed to enjoy this,  cyare. Some might argue that that’s the whole point.” 
Din wanted to snort, to huff, to wrestle control back from Boba, but he didn’t, and couldn’t. It was hard to argue like this. It was hard to  want to argue, like this, with Boba’s hand on him, with pleasure building at the base of Din’s spine.   
They went along like that for a few moments, just Boba’s hands on Din, his grip loosening enough that the pain faded and pleasure built in its place. Din held as still as he could, but he couldn’t stop every twitch, every hitch in his breath and Boba explored his body. None of his little shifts and adjustments made Boba stop, so Din figured he was okay – he wasn’t breaking the rules. 
Pleasure was beginning to build to an inevitable peak, coiling hot in the base of Din’s spine, when Boba’s hand finally slowed. 
Din tried not to whine and tried not to shift, frustration flickering through him. Boba  hmmed, a sound Din was starting to be a little bit wary of. It meant, he was learning, that Boa had gotten an  idea.  
“Stay,” Boba said, and leaned out of the way, disappearing for a moment. Din almost  did whine, this time – he could handle Boba taking his hands away but the loss of his warmth was like being punched. Boba took all of Din's breath with him. 
Boba wasn’t gone long, though. He slotted back into place, warm and solid, and in one hand he held a bottle. He poured some of its contents into his other hand. It didn’t smell like bacta. It didn’t smell like anything, not that Din could tell from his position. Boba coated his hand, his fingers, and Din realized what the bottle was for. 
 It’s some kind of oil, he thought. Something to smooth out any friction. To ease the way. 
Din’s heartbeat began to pick up again.  
“You’re doing well,” Boba assured him, picking up on Din’s returned apprehension. “You’ll like this.” 
He gave Din’s cock, which had started to soften a little without Boba there, a few strokes. The oil made it  smooth, made the glide almost effortless. Boba's touch was all pleasure now, sweet as a drink of water in the desert. Din’s mouth fell open in surprise. 
Boba grinned down at him. “See?” he said. 
Din huffed, ready to tell Boba to get on with it, to stop being so smug, to stop dragging it out, but he didn’t get the chance. Boba seemed to like interrupting him. 
Boba took his hand and moved it lower. He traced a few fingers over Din’s balls, the pressure light and the feeling strange, and caught Din by the hip when Din’s nerve faltered and he twitched, trying to close his legs. 
Boba didn’t bother with murmuring or gentling, this time. This time, he just got on with it. 
 There’s nothing you can do, his dark eyes said, when they met Din’s. Short of telling Boba to stop, short of reaching down himself to grab Boba’s wrist, there was nothing Din could do. 
Din tensed anyway, knowing what was about to happen. 
Boba stroked a thumb, wet with oil, over Din’s asshole.  That was new. It took all of Din’s self-control not to wrench his hips out of place by fighting Boba's grip. His flanks shivered. Boba smiled, teeth glinting. In the dark he looked like a nexu that had prey at the end of its claws. He petted over Din’s hole a few times, seeming to enjoy the way Din twitched. 
“Still nervous, are we?” Boba asked softly. He stilled his hand, just kept his thumb pressed lightly against Din, not hard enough to push his way inside but just hard enough that Din could feel him there, that Din understood that Boba could, if he wanted to. 
 I can’t do anything about it, Din thought, dizzy with it. Everything was in Boba’s hands. Din was pinned – he couldn’t even take his own cock in his hand. He was entirely at Boba’s mercy. Vulnerable. 
Almost as if he could read Din’s mind, as if he wanted to drive the point home so it stuck, Boba pushed a little harder. Din’s body resisted, but it was just a thumb – Din could take it. He  would take it, if Boba wanted him too. 
“Nervous,” Boba repeated, softly, and pulled his hand away. “Maybe next time, yeah? We’ll start slow.” 
“You don’t need to coddle me,” Din grumbled, even as his pounding heart slowed down again, some of the sick fear building in his chest easing. 
“Maybe not,” Boba said easily. “But I can if I want to. I won, remember?” 
“Are we still on that?” Din hissed. It was dangerous to antagonize Boba like this, but Din couldn’t help it. 
Boba chuckled. “If that helps you get your head around this,” he said. “Then yeah. We can be  on that, if you want. Will that help?” 
“What will  help," Din growled, not sure if he needed to press in closer or wrench away, if he needed more or less contact. “Is if you  moved.” 
“That,” Boba growled right back, voice dropping dangerously, “is not what I asked you, Djarin.” The use of his name startled Din. He winced. 
“We have a rule,” Boba continued, still low and fierce. “About you watching your manners. Don’t we?” 
“We… do,” Din admitted. He winced again. “Sorry. I’m – sorry.” 
“I can put all sorts of things in your mouth,  Djar’ika, ” Boba said, voice deceptively mild. “I only need my hands right now, after all. Is that what you need? Something to keep your mouth occupied, so you can stay out of trouble and follow the rules?” 
Din flushed red all over, mortified. 
“Ah.” Boba ran two fingers down the side of Din’s ribs. “I’m gonna guess you’ve never had a cock in your mouth, then.” 
“N-no,” Din said. 
“Pity.” 
Din didn’t understand why Boba  said things like that. He didn’t know what to do with them, what to say back. 
Boba relented a little, pulled his hand away and rubbed his thumb against the underside of Din’s cock. Din was still painfully hard, his cock shining with oil, the night air cool on his wet skin. “Back to my questions,” Boba said, finally relenting. “Would it help you to have something in your mouth?”
Din shook his head, trying not to feel frantic. The thought – it didn’t make him say  stop,  say  gev, but it made him think about saying it. It danced close to the edge of being overwhelming. 
“Fair enough,” said Boba. He gave way easily, which made relief prickle behind Din’s eyes. “Would it help, then, to think of this as my reward? Take a second. Think about it.”
It was hard to think like this, but Din tried. 
He had agreed to the terms of their spar. Whoever won could decide what happened next. Din had wanted Boba to flog him – Boba  had flogged him, even if it hadn’t been quite what Din was expecting or what he’d have chosen for himself. His back throbbed in time with his heartbeat, almost as if his bruises were in agreement. 
But if  this was what Boba wanted – 
 He won, Din reminded himself. He looked up at Boba again and nodded, slowly. “Yes,” Din said. “It’d help.”
“Ori’jate,” said Boba, warming again. He shifted, pressing closer. Despite the fact that Boba was the one who’d done all of the touching, Boba was still hard too, his cock bobbing against his belly as he rearranged himself to lean down over Din. 
“This is what I won,” Boba said. Din’s breath hitched. His pulse hammered. He’d never – Boba made it sound like Din was his  prize. Din had never been a prize before. A target, yes. A bounty. But this – 
 This is something he wants, Din realized, dazed. 
“Keep still,  cyare,” Boba said. He said the word like it meant precious thing, like it meant something. It was just noise to Din. Boba's breath was coming harder too, harsher. Sweat beaded along his collarbones. “Just for a little longer.” 
“What – ” Din started to ask, then caught the look in Boba’s eyes and closed his mouth. Boba would show him.  
Boba wrapped a broad hand around both of them, pressing his cock to Din's. His skin was hot and flushed, the soft skin of his cock a jarring contrast to his rough hand. He’d used enough oil that the slide, when he began to move his hand up and down, was nearly frictionless. 
The heat of him was unreal, unbelievable. Din made a high, breathy noise, his legs falling wider apart.
Boba’s grip was strong and his pace steady. He didn’t falter, and he didn’t have to wait long. Din had been near the edge already, hurtling towards his orgasm, and this – Boba’s hand, the wet heat, the way Din could feel Boba’s own heart thundering against him – just brought him that much closer. 
Boba stroked his hand up and down five, six, seven times, and then Din was coming with a choked cry, wetness splattering over his belly. Boba wasn’t far behind him. He kept them both in a tight grip, moving his hand a few more times, tipping Din into a sort of sensitivity that hurt almost as badly as the bruises throbbing on his back in the best way.
Then Boba was coming too, spilling over his hand, over Din’s belly, breathing like the bellows of an armor forge. He came quietly, with only a faint groan, and nearly collapsed over Din, bracing himself up on a forearm. 
Boba pressed his forehead to Din’s, more intimate than a kiss, and they stayed like that for a while, breathing together, the air between them humid and close. 
Din was trembling, faintly, overstimulated and unable to regulate his own temperature, but he didn’t mind. Boba was warm enough for both of them. 
Coming down like this wasn’t what Din was used to – he was more used to the privacy of his own bunk aboard the  Razor Crest or fumbles in the dark down in the covert – but it was tolerable enough. Boba kept Din grounded, and Boba’s heartbeat slowed against his chest, bringing Din’s down with it. 
Din was content to lay there, for the time being. His orgasm had cleared out the majority of his thoughts, banished most of his lingering discomfort. 
This was what Boba had wanted. 
Eventually, Boba rolled over, taking his weight off his elbows, and collapsed into bed beside Din. 
He looked over. His expression had gone soft and languid. 
“If I ask you how you’re feeling,” Boba began, “will you try and break my nose?”
Din thought about it, then decided that he was too tired, thoroughly worked over, and shook his head. “I don’t think I can lift my arms,” he said. “So you’re safe. For now.” The effort of keeping still had wrung him out. On top of the wrestling and the flogging, Din could feel himself drifting steadily towards sleep. 
“Good,” said Boba, sounding amused. “So. How’re you feeling? Doing alright?” 
Din looked pointedly down at the mess on his belly. 
Boba chuckled. “Good,” he said. “You feel much like moving?” 
Din shook his head. He was pretty sure that if he tried to stand any time soon, he’d keel over and end up on his face. 
“Good,” said Boba. “Me neither.” 
Despite what he said he  did move, though, heaving himself up with a groan. He left the bed, patting Din’s hip to let him know he’d be back, then disappeared into the ‘fresher. 
He returned before his side of the bed could cool and leave Din too cold, bringing a wet rag. He used it to wipe up the worse of the mess, cleaning up Din’s belly, the oil that had gone everywhere, the bacta smeared on the bedsheets, and tossed the rag aside before folding himself back down on a drier part of the bed and tugging Din over with him. 
“You did very well,” Boba said quietly, arranging them both so that Din was pressed against him from shoulder to hip to knee. Din settled into him. This part was familiar, now. Boba had let Din burrow against his skin before. Din did so again shamelessly, rolling over onto his side to take the pressure off his back. 
“It was… good,” Din ventured, sorting the words out in his head. “Different, but good. All of it.” The kissing, the flogging – though Din did  not particularly care for that flogger – the bumping beskar, Boba’s hand on him, Din's skin pressed to Boba's skin. 
Boba made a deep, wordless sound, then said, “Good.” They were quiet for a moment. Din’s eyelids were heavy. He hadn’t managed to slip into the blunted place, the distant place, could still dimly feel everything else that had happened today circling around him like a pack of hungry anooba, but Din decided not to worry about it.
“You wanna sleep up here?” Boba asked roughly. “Or do you wanna go back to your own rooms?” 
Din grumbled and pressed closer, tucking his head against Boba’s shoulder. “Ask me later,” Din mumbled. 
That made Boba chuckle. He shifted so that Din was pulled in closer, which drew a pleased sound out of Din’s throat. 
“Alright,” said Boba, quietly. “Later, then.”  
 Good,  Din thought. He might have said it, too, but it was hard to tell. He closed his eyes. He could have this for a little while, at least. For a little while, it'd be nice. He closed his eyes and let Boba's steady heartbeat lull him to sleep.
 
Waking up with another person – slowly waking up, not bolting up right, reaching blindly for a weapon – was different. Din had shared his tiny bunk space on the  Razor Crest with Grogu, but Grogu had been small enough that Din had hardly noticed, and the kid had preferred to sleep in his hammock anyway. 
 This was – something else. Warm and comfortable, at first, until Din realized that he was drooling on Boba’s shoulder and Boba had an arm draped over Din’s waist, tucking him close, and then the strangeness of being so close to another person kicked in his chest and he bolted upright, dislodging Boba. 
Boba, for his part, grumbled and reached blindly for Din’s hip, still buried face-down in his pillows. The rough pads of his fingers skimmed across a scar and spread slow, sleepy sparks up Din’s flank. 
Din refused to be soothed. His heart was pounding. He put his hands down and tangled his fingers in the sheets, bracing himself against the bed, and breathed. 
Boba finally stirred. 
“Din,” he murmured, voice rough with sleep. “What’s goin’ on? You alright?” 
“Yeah,” Din said, after thinking about it for a moment. He untangled his fingers and blinked to clear the light out of his eyes. It was early yet – dawn was just beginning to edge above the horizon, staining the sands. The breeze was still cool and gentle. 
“You sure?” Boba peeled his face off his pillow and rolled over, stretching – Din’s attention caught on Boba’s belly, the muscles moving smoothly underneath Boba’s scarred skin – and sat up. He came awake like a Mandalorian, all at once, sleep clearing out of his eyes. He looked Din up and down. 
Din tried not to flush and didn’t quite manage it. He could only imagine what Boba was seeing. 
“I’m sure,” Din assured him. “Just – surprised, that’s all. I don’t, uh. Usually bunk with other people. Was surprised waking up.” 
“Ah. Fair enough,” Boba allowed. He stretched again, rolling his shoulders. He’d picked up a few bruises of his own during their grappling; the one on his chin was mostly faded, soothed away by bacta, but he had a bruise down his side from where he’d hit the ground and faint blue marks on his forearms, his shoulder, the places where Din had grabbed him to try and pin him. 
“Not gonna make a run for the window, are you?” Boba asked. His tone was light, but his expression was alert. 
Din huffed. “No,” he said. He hadn’t been  that startled. 
Boba rewarded Din by pressing their knees together, the contact solid and grounding. “Good,” said Boba. “Hungry?”
“I – what?”
“Are you hungry?” Boba repeated, patiently. “It’s around when you usually get up, isn’t it? You eat with Fennec and Noora.” 
“I do,” Din said. “And it is, I guess, but you don’t have to – ”
“Rules from last night are still in place,  Djar’ika,” Boba said cheerfully. Din glared at him. He didn’t remember agreeing to that. “Until you leave this room, anyway. If you’re hungry, we’ll eat.” 
“I could eat,” Din finally admitted, grudging. 
Boba cuffed the back of Din’s head very gently. “Then we’ll eat,” he said. “Put a shirt on. I’ll be quick.” 
Din snorted, feeling needled again, but did as he was told. Boba levered himself out of bed, movements stiff, and pulled his own shirt on before disappearing down the lift and giving Din a few minutes alone to assess his new bruises and pull himself back together piece by piece. 
Din helped himself to Boba’s ‘fresher, working water through his hair and scrubbing his face vigorously, banishing the last few traces of sleep. Boba’s ‘fresher was more or less the same as Din’s, if only a little bigger; it had a sonic, a spluttery faucet, a little bit of legroom to move around. 
It was, Din thought, oddly charming. Boba Fett wasn’t the King of Tatooine, not yet, no matter what others said or called him, but he  was building power and influence quickly, and he had credits to spare. If Boba wanted, he could convert an entire floor of the palace into a luxury ‘fresher; he could wallow like the old worm or lounge around in a sauna like a Black Spire slumlord. 
That Boba kept his creaky faucet with its weak water pressure, his cramped standing sonic, made an odd, sideways sort of affection itch behind Din’s ribs. It was a very Mandalorian thing to do, and it felt so familiar that Din hardly felt out of place at all, despite everything that had happened to him in this room. 
 It’s nice, Din thought to himself, shaking water out of his hair and padding back into the main room. 
As always, the difference the daylight made caught him by surprise. Boba’s rooms by daylight were nothing out of the ordinary. Sunny and warm, utilitarian; the workbench, the datapads, the scattered tools and weapons and bits of armor, could belong to almost anyone. 
But at night, Din felt like the room could only be Boba’s. His presence filled the entire space, even with the sides of the room open to the air. The wind turned cooler at night, almost sweet, and the curtains almost seemed to whisper to each other. 
 Or, Din thought to himself, collapsing into one of the stools clustered around Boba’s worktable,  it’s me that’s different.  
Boba’s rooms were just that – rooms. Boba lived here and worked here. Trained, planned, repaired his armor. Slept. Looked after Din. The features of this room, the worktable, the curtains, the bed with its perpetually-rumpled sheets, didn’t change. 

   Maybe I do.  

Maybe that was the point of it all. Boba provided a place where Din could be different. Where he could set down – something. Responsibility, maybe. Control. The idea of who he was supposed to be. Boba gave him somewhere he could take his armor off. 
 Where I don’t have a choice in the matter, Din thought, but the thought was at least as comforting as it was frightening. That was the point of the whole arrangement, after all. Boba was in control. He made the decisions – decided what Din wore, where he stood, what happened to him – and all Din had to do was endure it. 
It was a thought Din could sink into, like an oasis in the desert. Still frightening – krayts and bladebacks wallowed in oases sometimes, ready to pounce on the unwary – but a relief, too. 
Before Din could sink too deeply into it, though, the lift made a soft noise and slid open, revealing Boba, who was juggling a few plates of food and two steaming cups. He made it over to the worktable without dropping anything, brow furrowed in concentration, and deposited a plate of  easda  and a cup of red tea in front of Din. 
“Easda’s  a bit cold, I’m afraid,” Boba said apologetically. He set a similar plate across from Din and kept his cup, which looked like it was full of black caf. “Ushib’s out with A’Shek and the rest again.” 
“Still?” 
“She comes and goes,” Boba said, settling down. He tucked in with gusto, not bothered that the  easda was cold. “‘S her way. A’Shek’s busy getting new warriors blooded to pad out the ranks. Ushib’s keeping an eye on the women and the children. The new recruits, too.”
Din jolted, surprised. “A’Shek said he’d send people here,” he remembered. “The ones who didn’t want to stay with the Spotted Anooba. So I could take them off the planet.” 
“Yeah, Ushib mentioned that,” Boba said, not bothered. He arched an eyebrow at Din’s still-untouched plate, waiting for Din to get the hint. Din rolled his eyes and took a bite. Even cold Ushib’s  easda was good, sweet and nutty. Din cut the sweetness with a sip of tea. 
“Anybody ever make it here?” 
“Not yet,” said Boba. “A’Shek wants more warriors before he sends an escort over, Ushib says. He’s hosting the rest of the people you helped rescue, for now.”
“The Spotted Anooba are okay hosting a bunch of  ghuy’ra indefinitely?” Din said, skeptical. 
Boba shrugged. “Things change,” he said. 
That made Din think of Lady Valarian.  Things on Tatooine never change, she’d said. 
He took another bite of porridge to avoid thinking about it, chewing slowly. 
Boba nudged Din’s ankle under the table. Din couldn’t tell if he’d done it on purpose or not – when Din looked up, Boba’s expression was calm and even. 
“You good doing freedom runs?” Boba asked, when he had Din’s attention again. “I didn’t think that sort of thing fell under your regular line of work.” 
 I could say the same thing about you,  Din thought, though Boba was right. Bounty hunters tracked beings  down. They didn’t help beings hide away. 
“It… doesn’t bother me,” Din finally said, thinking about it for a minute. He met Boba’s eyes briefly and then looked away. “It’s… a good thing to do, isn’t it?” 
Boba snorted. “I’m not exactly a moral authority,” he said. 
“You’re sort of one,” Din muttered. “You – you’re fine being involved in the network, aren’t you? You don’t freight with slavers.”
“No,” Boba agreed, “I don’t.” 
“Why not?” Din was aware that he’d slipped out of the intimacy he’d found, the cool oasis, and was now trudging back towards work, towards the professional relationship he had with Boba laid over their friendship, but he couldn’t bring himself to stop. “Jabba did. So did Bib Fortuna, right?”
Boba nodded.
“So why not you?” 
Boba was quiet for a long minute, a bite of  easda forgotten on his spoon. Then he said, very slowly, “I… made a promise to myself, in the belly of the sarlacc.” 
Din held very still. 
“I am not a good man,” Boba continued, still quiet. 
Din had an opinion about  that,  but he couldn’t really argue. By the rest of the galaxy’s estimation, Din wasn’t a very good man either. He worked for cartels and syndicates. He’d worked for the Empire. He hunted whoever he was paid to hunt. The galaxy – the  auretiise – didn’t understand that such work could be done with honor. 
“My father – he wasn’t a good man either, not really. The things he did for Dooku… well. I loved him and he loved me, but the rest of the galaxy could burn for all he cared. But he wasn’t always that way. Before he took work from a Sith, he was… upright.  Jag be ijaat.  A man of honor. He kept his  buir’s  code. Not a raider’s code, not a  beroya’s,  but a  warrior’s  code. And  that code didn’t let a warrior keep slaves. Told a warrior they had a moral obligation to free slaves, actually, and to fight slavers wherever they found them.” 
Din tilted his head. “Was that your father’s Creed?” 
Boba startled, then peered at Din like he’d never thought of that before. “...Yes,” he said. “I think so. He didn’t… talk about that time of his life, much. His father was betrayed. Allies scattered. My father ended up in the sorrowlanes himself. It… festered in him. Ate at him. After he’d had his  gra’tua he gave up on all of it, just tried to survive. I did that for a long time, too. 
“But in the belly of the sarlacc…” Boba trailed off. Din took another bite of  easda and drank some tea to keep his hands busy, not wanting to push. This was – something dark. Private. Din had his own share of private griefs; he understood. 
“I swore on my father’s name that if I got out, if I lived, I’d be different. Better. I’d be the man my father wanted to be. Who  his father was.” Boba met Din’s eyes again and his eyes were dark and serious, as black as the heart of a mountain. 
 Unshakeable, Din thought. 
He took another bite of  easda.  “Tell me about this Creed,” Din finally said. He didn’t know what else to say. He didn’t have any comfort to offer. The galaxy was hard. The people in it were sometimes harder. 
Boba watched Din for a moment, then looked away and let the tension fade, taking a bite of his own meal. “I’ve been able to piece together most of it, but I don't know the exact phrasing,” Boba said. “Dad never talked about it unless one of the Cuy’val Dar – the other trainers on Kamino, before the war – got him drunk enough, and that was rare. But it’s based on the  Resol’nare, brought up with the idea to… I dunno, keep bounty hunting and mercenary work honorable.”
Din blinked. “The what?”
“The  Resol’nare. You know it – the Creed?”
“We… don’t call it that,” Din said, but he supposed that made sense. His covert hadn’t used any Mandalorian – mando’a, he reminded himself, determined to get used to naming the language for what it was – beyond a handful of useful words and curses. “But that makes sense, I guess. But you said your father’s Creed was… newer? I’ve been told that mine is traditional.”
Boba nodded. “Very new, back before the Civil Wars,” he said, and he proceeded to tell Din all about it. His father’s father – a warrior named Jaster Mereel – had been an  alor, it seemed, one with much influence outside of his own tribe, and he’d developed a code of honor for all Mandalorians. 
Not all Mandalorians had followed it, of course. Din hesitated to ask about the Civil Wars, because they had, he was guessing, ended with Jaster Mereel dead and Jango Fett betrayed, the Creed Mereel’s developed broken, but it was interesting to hear about. Jaster Mereel had called his people the True Mandalorians. That seemed strange to Din – his own tribe had thought that  they were the true Mandalorians.

   There is only one Way of the Mandalore.  

“So where does Kryze fall under all of this?” Din asked, once Boba had finished explaining the Supercommando Codex. (Din preferred to call it the Creed – Supercommando Codex was a mouthful. Since it was the Creed Boba had chosen for himself, though, Din refrained from saying that out loud.)
“Does she keep this – codex?” 
Boba’s expression darkened. “No,” he said. “She’s – Kyr’stad. An extremist. Or she was – I think she changed her tune near the end of the Clone Wars. None of  them kept the Codex. They were my father’s enemies. They betrayed him, killed his own father.” 
“...Ah,” Din said. He couldn’t think of anything else to say, except maybe,  Well, kark.  
Boba smiled bitterly. “She  wasn’t directly involved,” he said. “She’s younger than my father. Joined up after the war was over, I guess. Her sister, the Duchess, wasn’t on  either side. Satine Kryze was in the middle. A pacifist.” 
“A  pacifist? And she was Mandalorian?”
“Born on Mandalore, anyway,” Boba said. Din acknowledged the point. “The neutral ones didn’t fight at all. That didn’t sit well with Bo-Katan – the Kryzes had a warrior line too – so she karked off and ran around on Concordia until her sister died. Then she took over for a bit.” 
Din nodded. He’d known that Bo-Katan had ruled Mandalore – that was her Quest, to reclaim it. 
A hundred questions itched underneath Din’s jaw. He wanted to know everything that Boba knew about Mandalore. About Mandalorians, about Creeds and Ways. 
 How many different kinds of Mandalorian are there? Din wanted to ask.  What do they believe in? Why did none of them look for us, when we were underground? Have  all  Mandalorians been hunted, or just my people?  
But Boba’s expression was bleak, drawn tight with remembering. 
 He doesn’t get along with other Mandalorians. If his father had been betrayed, Din could understand why. 

   Boba doesn’t owe me this.  

Din thought of the Jedi holocron. It was a handy way to store knowledge. He wondered if anything like that existed for Mandalorians. An archive of some kind.

   My tribe knows so little.  

If the  alor had any of this knowledge, she’d never shared it. The older warriors had all died out by now, taking any knowledge of Mandalore with them. Din was left with his age-mates and snatches of rumor.    
 I should just leave it alone, Din thought. It wasn’t like he could take up Boba’s Creed in place of his own – that wasn’t how the Creed worked. 
The suns were rising anyway, clearing the horizon and taking the night’s ease with them. It was time to get to work. 
 Later, Din told himself, unable to completely smother his curiosity. He’d ask Boba more about Mandalore later. 
Now, as they finished their breakfasts and Din watched Boba through lowered eyes, it was time to work. 
“You’re sure you’re fine?” Boba asked as he let Din stack his plate. He was still nursing his cup of caf, so Din let him keep it. His own tea was down to its bitter dregs. Boba reached out and caught Din’s wrist as he passed, his grip as loose as it had been last night, and smoothed a thumb over Din’s pulse point. Din let him do that too. 
“Yes,” Din said. He was. Last night had – helped. Din wasn’t sure what that  meant,  that kicking his  shebs kicked around a training ring, getting flogged, getting – well. He wasn’t sure what it said about him, that all of it had helped. Had pared down the noise in Din’s head to clear, bright focus. 
But it  had helped, and Din was familiar enough with using the tools at his disposal. He had work to do and little time to do it. He had to be fine. 
He offered Boba a sideways smile, trying to reassure him. “Really,” he said. “I am.” 
Boba nodded and let him go. He pulled away, and Din saw his expression shift, grow more distant. The mantle of a king came back over him, settled over his shoulders and the set of his face. 
“When are you going out to Mos Pelgo?” Boba asked. 
Din paused. “...Soon,” he said, after thinking about it. If Din took the  Fly,  he’d be in Mos Pelgo in a matter of minutes. Boba had been right, last night – rushing headlong into looking for Paz wasn’t going to solve any problems. Din needed to do this  carefully. Quickly, if he could, but not so quickly that he put the others at risk. 
“But not right away,” Din continued. He studied the dregs of tea in his cup, then knocked them back with a grimace. The taste of earth flooded his mouth. “You and I should probably talk about Mos Entha, first.” 
Boba nodded, accepting that. “Go get dressed, then,” he said. “We can talk downstairs. Leave for Mos Pelgo whenever you’re ready. I’m sure your information on Mos Entha can wait.” 
It probably  could wait, but Din didn’t intend to take long debriefing, and – 
 I owe him this, Din thought to himself. He collected the dishes and took the turbolift down to his own rooms, where his armor lay in a heap where he’d left it. 

   I owe him good service.  

Din had shamed himself last night, giving in to panic like he had. He’d lost his head. He hadn’t been thinking clearly. Boba had grounded Din. Was  still grounding Din, through the bruises he’d left, through the care and control he’d taken. His advice about how to go about looking for the other Mandalorians was sound. 
 Which means I need to hold up my end of the bargain, Din thought to himself, shedding his clothes in favor of his kute and his armor, kitting up piece by piece. His armor dug into his new bruises. Every breath was a reminder. 
Din liked it. 
 Boba’s loyalty deserves loyalty in return, Din thought. That was how it had always been, for Din. It wasn’t a tenant of the Creed, not exactly, but it had always been implied. A warrior gave his loyalty to the tribe and the tribe gave their own loyalty back.

   Boba deserves the same.  

The thought was fierce and hot.  True. It felt solid. Stable. 
Din couldn’t pick a new Creed and swear to it instead, call himself Mandalorian in that way. He couldn’t pick up the Supercommando Codex or whatever it was that Kryze believed in and make it his own. That was too easy. Hardly a punishment at all. 
 But I can still have a code, Din thought to himself, sliding his pauldron into place. He studied his helmet. Its angles, its impassive face. 
 I can still… be honorable. Din could still be worthy of Boba’s loyalty, at least. He could keep his word, could do his job well. 
The idea warmed him. It glimmered through his thoughts like light at the end of a long, dark tunnel. 
It sounded, Din thought, like a future. 
He tugged his helmet on, resolved, and gathered the dishes again. He had a report to deliver and a trip to make. Brothers and sisters to find. 
 And then,  Din thought to himself, rolling his shoulders to feel his armor dig in, pain burning low and steady in his chest,  I can think about what comes next.  
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A trip that took Din the better part of a day on the back of a speeder took only a handful of minutes in the  Fly, which was good because it meant that Din had no time to think about how he’d passed his night. His back ached. His bruises were fresh and livid beneath his armor. He could still feel Boba’s hands on him, the warmth of his body, the memory of his weight. 
But the short journey meant that Din didn’t have time to sit back and let guilt creep back in like a hungry anooba – he didn’t have time to think about how, as Din spent his night fighting and taking a beating, sharing Boba’s warmth and the safety of his bed, the other Mandalorians were lost and alone somewhere on Tatooine or in the black.
Din was too busy trying to pick Mos Pelgo out of the sands. The town was one tiny cluster of white, blunt buildings among a sea of red rocks and pale ridges, almost invisible from a height. Din was only able to spot it because he was looking for it, and because he knew more or less where to look. 
There was no room for the  Fly down in the village and landing on loose sand was usually a bad idea. Sand could shift and swallow ships, sometimes. Din preferred to trust bedrock. 
So he circled over Mos Pelgo a few times, outpacing his thoughts and hopefully signalling to the town below that Din was nearby and meant no harm, then took the  Fly up to the top of a tall, flat mesa, setting her down and engaging the gearlock to make sure she was secure. Jawas crawled all over Tatooine’s deserts and lowlands, but their crawlers had a hard time making up to the mesas and plateaus. 
 The  Fly’ll  be fine, Din told himself. He wasn’t planning to stay very long, anyway. He’d be back at the palace before afternoon court. 
Din made sure he was geared up – no one in Mos Pelgo had taken a shot at him as he’d flown overhead, so he hoped that Vanth or some of Vanth’s people had recognized the ship – and left, his back and the stiff muscles in his legs protesting. 
Din rolled his shoulders, relishing the solid pulse of pain that thrummed through him. Overnight his bruises had blended together. What had been a dozen individual points of jagged pain had softened, the swelling brought down by the bacta, and spread. They still  hurt, fire-bright, and would for at least a few days – Din had declined more bacta, and planned to keep doing so whenever Boba brought it up – but the pain was manageable now, focusing instead of distracting. 
Din took two long steps to the edge of the mesa and then a third step out into open air. Gravity caught him immediately and pulled him down, rushing him towards the unforgiving rocks below. Din let it, enjoying the swoop in his stomach, the wind whistling past his helmet, and engaged his jetpack with enough time to level out and begin climbing again. He soared up, positioning himself out of the range of most long-barreled weapons, and coasted towards Mos Pelgo. 
The wind rushed past Din as he flew, deceptively cool at this height. The suns hadn’t fully cleared the horizon yet but the desert was already warm, pillars of heat pushing at Din’s stomach, warming his armor. Mos Pelgo bloomed out of the sands. 
 Business,  Din thought, dropping a little lower and zooming in with his visor,  is picking up.  
There were speeders parked in front of the cantina now, ten or fifteen lined up in a crooked row. A few new houses, all made of the pale desert clay, ground-up sandstone and poonten reed mixture Tuskens called  tin’sa, had been built, the paint fresh and bright, and a long, low building that had to be the barracks for Boba’s guards had joined them at the end of Mos Pelgo’s only road. The road was packed in, too, the sand flat and level. It flowed out into the desert like an artery, carrying Boba’s business north. 
The crops Din had seen when he’d first come to negotiate with Vanth were growing in, vines drooping with black melons, the polta beans growing tall. Several rooftops had been planted with japoor and now looked like they were wearing shaggy, woolly caps, curling up at the ends like bantha fur. 
 The Sun Rock haven’t left, Din noted. He counted four warriors on the rooftops of Mos Pelgo, all of them watching the desert with their rifles tucked underneath their arms, and he counted several beings who could only work for Boba – they all wore the same sort of clothes, stiff bantha leather and brown wraps to shield their heads from the sun. All of Fett’s people were well-armed, too. They had DC-17s in their hands and WESTARs on their hips, and they all looked up when Din banked over the town and descended, dropping to land lightly on his feet just outside Mos Pelgo. 
Din’s sore thighs protested when he put his weight down on them, an ache spreading up to lodge itself in the small of his back, but Din ignored it. It was an easy enough thing to brush aside; all he had to do was flex his shoulders and let a sheet of banked fire burn all of his other, smaller hurts away. 
One of the Tuskens on the roof nearest to Din lifted a hand in greeting. Din did the same, which made the non-Tusken guards relax. Some of the guards had probably seen or met Din already, if they’d come from the palace, but Din didn’t recognize any of the ones nearby. 
 Must’ve been recruited while I was gone, Din thought. He’d been on Boz Pity and Yavin-4 for long enough. He wondered where Boba had found all of these extra bodies. 
Mos Pelgo’s original inhabitants certainly recognized Din, though. Kesh, the girl who’d warned of the sandstorm weeks ago, called out to Din as he started off down the road towards the cantina. Tobes, the little Bith who’d wanted to badly to examine Din’s gauntlets, came running over to hug Din fiercely around the leg before his minder came over and pried him loose, apologetic. 
“I don’t mind,” Din assured her, and Tobes beamed up at him. 
One of the raiders slid down from his perch to say hello and introduce himself as Douwan, one of Sun Rock’s best scouts, and other residents shouted greetings of their own from their gardens and their windows, from the mines and the sands and their speeders as they rushed by, starting the business of their day. 
Din greeted them all in return and aimed himself for the cantina, guessing at where Vanth would be. 
 Not a bad guess, he thought wryly, as he stepped inside and found Vanth at his usual post leaning against the bar, though Vanth was drinking caf instead of spotchka out of deference to the early hour. There were two other humans with him; a worn-out older man dressed in the practical, loose clothes of a local and a younger woman in the bantha leathers of Fett’s guards. Vanth had swapped his holey red sweater for a faded blue one, though his red bandana still peaked out from underneath his collar. 
All three of them looked up when Din’s shadow crossed the door. 
“Mando!” said Vanth, warmly. “C’mon in.” He lifted his cup and turned to the other two. “Dyrman, you’ve met Mando here.” The old man, who’d been in Vanth’s basement during the sandstorm, nodded and lifted his own cup. “And this is one of your boss’s folks.” 
“Littlemoon,” said the young woman, inclining her head. She was maybe twenty or twenty-five, wiry and brown-haired and tough. A shiny patch of burned skin stretched from her right temple down the side of her neck. The edges of it were ragged but long-healed. 
She reminded Din of Cara, a little. There was a set to her jaw, a look in her eyes, that Din liked immediately. 
“Kirsha Littlemoon,” the young woman continued. She looked Din up and down. “I’ve heard of you, sir.” 
She held out a hand and Din crossed the rest of the cantina to shake it, recognizing her for a fellow warrior. Her hand, when Din closed his own around it, was made of metal, hard and unyielding. She’d taken a bad injury at some point. 
“Just Mando,” said Din firmly. He wasn’t a soldier and he didn’t have a rank in Boba’s outfit or any interest in taking one. “Or – Djarin.” He stumbled a little before he said it, tongue faltering behind his teeth, but he made himself say it anyway. It was his  name. He’d get used to hearing it again.
Something flickered in Kirsha’s eyes. They were blue. “Djarin, then,” she said. 
“Kirsha here’s one of the guard captains,” Vanth explained, settling back into his lazy pose propped up against the bar. Steam curled over the edges of his cup and Littlemoon’s too, but not Dyrman’s. Din’s lips twitched behind his helmet. Clearly not everyone in Mos Pelgo had as much respect for the morning hour as Vanth. 
“Her crew’s on the night shift,” Vanth continued. “You’ve got what, eight pairs of eyes?”
“Seven,” Littlemoon corrected. “I make eight. And we’re on most nights.” She had a soldier’s steadiness about her, something battle-tested and unflinching, even though she looked and spoke like a local. 
 Littlemoon sounds like a sorrowlanes name,  Din thought.  She doesn’t remind me of Cara. She reminds me of Pirra Windrunner. He wondered where Kirsha had come from. If she’d been born on Tatooine or if she’d been brought here. Where Boba had found her. She was at least ten years younger than Din – she’d been born under the Empire. 
 Hiring escaped slaves to work in Mos Pelgo was a good idea, though. Somebody like Kirsha Littlemoon would probably set Vanth more at ease than somebody like Fennec. 
“Mardin’s crew’s on every third night and every third day,” Kirsha continued. “He’s got seven too. Then there’s Kubo’s crew. They’ve got the sunlight shift, most days. And the Sun Rock fills in, rotates their kith in and out.”
 She thinks that I’m here to inspect the guards, Din realized. He tilted his head, considering. His shoulders throbbed. 
It wouldn’t  hurt to take a look around and get a good sense of how well Boba’s people and Mos Pelgo’s were getting along, to put eyes on how the operation was running. Din had the time, and Boba would probably appreciate an update from someone who wasn’t on the ground every day. 
“That’s… good,” Din finally said, sorting his thoughts out. “Any trouble recently?” He looked at Vanth. “Last time I was through you said you’d seen some watching you from the desert. Anyone come any closer?” 
“A few smugglers have been sniffin’ around, kickin’ up dust,” Kirsha reported, straightening up like a soldier presenting herself for inspection. “Small crews, mostly. Three or four each. We’ve taken out two, driven off three.” 
“They’ve attacked the town?” Din asked, alarm rising, but Kirsha shook her head.
“None of ‘em’ve gotten that far,” she said. “They’ll try’n pick off some cargo on the outskirts of town or in the canyons, but none of ‘em’ve been stupid enough to try us head-on.”
“Kirsha,” Vanth explained, in a mock-whisper, “is a sniper. None of ‘em can get  close enough to try us head-on, she means. She’s bein’ modest.” 
Din relaxed at that. Scavengers were common enough in the desert. Kirsha, from the tilt of her chin and the easy confidence Vanth seemed to have in her, had the town well-protected. 
Din nodded. “If you need more bodies, let me know,” he told her. “I’ll see what I can do back at the palace.” He looked at Vanth again. “Any other trouble?” 
Vanth shrugged, watching Din and Kirsha with amusement in his eyes. “Nothin’ I’m too worried about,” he said. “We’ve had some strangers out on the bantha range, but none that’ve put my back up. Mostly just the usual vagrants and drifters.” 
“No one watching from the cliffs?” 
Vanth shook his head and drained the last of his caf. “No,” he said. He set his cup down. His eyes went watchful and sharp. “What brings you ‘round here, Mando? I didn’t know you were comin’, otherwise I’d’ve told everybody else. We’ve yet to throw you a proper Tatooinian feast. Dyrman here’s got a recipe for stewed melons that’d knock your helmet off.” 
Din smiled faintly. “I’d like to try it,” he said. “But Mandalorians have such a high spice tolerance we’ve got our own word for it.” 
Dyrman brightened up at that. “Sounds like a challenge,” he said. 
Din shrugged. He’d be willing to try anything. 
Vanth snorted, eyes crinkling up in amusement, but then his expression faded and sharpened, the vornskr returning. 
Din’s interest in Mos Pelgo’s guard rotation and whether or not their food would be spicy enough faded. The rest of his problems, the covert in Mos Entha, the foundlings’ beds, the tunnel that let out into nothing but empty sand, came roaring back to the front of his thoughts. 
He cleared his throat and fought the urge to roll his shoulders again. He didn’t need to, really. He could still feel the strain of standing still against that pillar twinging in his legs, his fingertips still scraping raw inside his gloves. It would have to be enough. The deeper bruises pressed into his shoulders and his back were – personal. 

   Focus, Mandalorian.  

“I have,” Din said carefully, looking at Vanth through his visor, “a problem I need your help with.” 
Vanth’s attention sharpened. “My help,” he said, “or Mos Pelgo’s?” 
“Yours.” 
Vanth studied Din for a moment, then nodded. “Let’s take a walk, then. Patrol the perimeter or somethin’. Dyrman, about that thing – you know what to do. Miss Littlemoon, keep up the good work. And enjoy your day off. I mean it,” Vanth added, fixing Kirsha with a hard look. 
Kirsha rolled her eyes and threw up a lazy salute. Dyrman disappeared back into his cup. 
“Mando,” Vanth said, gesturing towards the cantina’s front door. 
Din obliged, chest loosening in relief. 
 It’s not that I don’t… trust Dyrman or Kirsha or any of the others, he thought. Boba had trusted Kirsha with Mos Pelgo’s safety, after all. If she had Boba’s trust – and Vanth’s, apparently – Din could extend his too. 
But he didn’t  know them, not like he knew Vanth. Din had fought a krayt dragon with Vanth. 
 These are my people,  Din thought, a little desperately. His shoulders ached.  My brother, foundlings of my tribe. I can’t put them in danger again.  He couldn’t risk leading enemies back to them. Vanth – Din could trust Vanth. But he didn’t know Kirsha or Dyrman. 
Vanth followed Din back out into the open air and stopped by a speeder, where he fished a chipped rifle out from a holster. 
Din looked it over. “Is that an em-kay two?” he asked. “How’d you find one of those out here?” 
“People throw all sorts of poodoo away on Tatooine,” said Vanth, turning the rifle over so Din could get a closer look. DCs were more common out in rimspace – the MK-II Paladin-class was an  expensive blaster. Even one as battered as Vanth’s could fetch a few thousand credits. 
“Why didn’t I see this when we were fighting the krayt?” Din asked. An Amban packed a bigger hit and a Firepuncher offered more accuracy, but an MK-II Paladin wouldn’t have hurt their cause.  
Vanth grinned, a sharp flash of teeth. “Took her off a smuggler a few weeks back,” Vanth said. “Dunno where  he got it, but I figured I was due somethin’ nice. Since I’m goin’ around unarmored and all.” 
Din shook his head, mildly envious. “If you find another one, let me know,” he said. “I’m in the market for a new rifle.” 
“Oh? What happened to yours?” 
“Same thing that happened to my ship,” Din said. 
Vanth winced. “Ah,” he said. “That why you’re still goin’ around with that spear?” 
Din nodded. “It’s beskar,” he explained. “It survived the blast. The Amban didn’t.” 
“Fett hasn’t offered to kit you out?” 
“He has,” Din muttered. Din had the sneaking suspicion that Boba would attempt to build Din a Death Star, if Din asked for one. But it wasn’t Boba’s job to kit Din out, and Din had taken enough from Boba already. He had so far managed to avoid bringing his lack of gear up around Boba. Din didn't really need a rifle, anyway. He had smaller blasters. His spear. The darksaber. He was pretty well-kitted out. He was just – used to carrying a pulse rifle, that was all. 
Vanth, perceptive as always, just shrugged. “I’ll keep an eye out,” he said easily. “But that’s probably not what you came to see me about, is it?” 
Din shook his head. He let Vanth lead the way, guiding them out of the protective huddle of Mos Pelgo’s houses along a track of sand that wound its way towards the cliffs and canyons that guarded Mos Pelgo’s flanks. Vanth was sure-footed and slung his rifle over his shoulder with the ease of long practice. Even if the Paladin was new, Vanth clearly knew how to handle himself. 
The cliffs and canyons offered welcome shade, even though the suns hadn’t fully cleared the western horizon. Din set his fingers against the seals on his helmet, fought with himself for a second and then undid them. He tugged his helmet off and tucked it underneath his arm. 
Vanth, to his credit, didn’t look. 
“So,” he said, once they were far enough away from the town to avoid being overhead, “what’s wrong? What d’you need?” 
Din resisted the urge to clutch at his helmet. “I’ve heard,” he started, carefully, “that you might have a good way to help me find someone.” 
That  did make Vanth stiffen, made him turn around and look Din full in the face. Din set his own gaze on the bridge of Vanth’s nose, trying to mirror him and tense. 
“Find who,” Vanth asked. He didn’t sound angry or outright dismissive, which Din took as a good sign. He just sounded – wary. 
“Not a bounty,” Din assured him. He took a breath. “Mandalorians,” he said. “My – other Mandalorians.” 
“On Tatooine?” 
Din nodded. 
Vanth’s expression softened a fraction. “You sure there are other Mandalorians here?” he asked. “Not just skugs like me in borrowed armor?” 
“Pretty sure,” Din said. “I’ve – seen them. At a distance. I went to Mos Entha to look, but they’d already gone. I don’t know where they went from there. But Boba thinks – well.” Din forced himself to slow down, to keep his desperation under control. He felt the words stick in his throat, all jumbled together. 
“Ah,” said Vanth, understanding flickering across his face. “Fett suggested the  ahra.” 
“The network,” Din confirmed, nodding. “I… I brought danger to the covert once already,” Din said. He remembered the slow horror of finding the covert destroyed underneath Nevarro, the heap of helmets. His neck prickled. 
“I don’t want to go blundering around all over Tatooine,” Din continued, forcing himself to stay calm. “I’m – recognizable.” He gestured at the helmet. “And most people know by now that I’m doing work for Fett. I don’t want to bring my enemies, or his, to them. Wherever they’re hiding.”
“Hiding?” 
“We don’t live out in the open,” Din explained, trying to choose his words carefully. “There… the Empire hunted Mandalorians, for a while. It wasn’t safe to live openly.” 
Unease prickled at the back of Din’s thoughts.  My covert was hiding even before the Empire. The Empire had only started actively hunting Mandalorians for their beskar ten or fifteen years ago, after Din had already been blooded and trained. 
But he’d hidden before that. He’d always lived underground, out of sight. 
So what were we hiding from?
Din shook his head, scattering the thought. He’d – think about it later. Ask Boba, maybe. Boba clearly knew more about Mandalore’s history than Din did. Maybe he’d have an answer. 
But Vanth at least seemed to understand; his eyes widened fractionally, and then he nodded. “Not a bad idea, hiding. ‘Specially not these days. I’ve not heard of any Mandalorians livin’ on Tatooine, though.” 
“They haven’t been here long,” Din said. “A month or two, probably less. The covert on Nevarro was attacked about a year ago, and I’ve been here several times since then. I’ve even been here looking for Mandalorians. That was how I found you.” 
Vanth tugged at his bandana. “Fair enough,” he said. “And you’re  sure these other Mandos of yours are still on-planet?” 
Din could only shrug. “I followed their trail out of Mos Entha,” he said. “That was as far as I was able to track them. I didn’t see any signs of a larger transport – no carbon, no depressions in the sand – but that was a few days ago. My intel’s not fresh.” 
“Why come to me?” Vanth asked. He looked at Din steadily. “Why’d your boss point a finger in my direction?”
“Because your people see everything,” Din returned, looking back. He wondered if this was uncomfortable for Vanth, to have someone like Boba Fett know what Vanth’s people could do, how their skills and access to Tatooine could be leveraged. “Because you’re everywhere. And – ” Din hesitated, reluctant to show Vanth his soft underbelly, his desperation, but willing to take a risk if it helped Din find Paz and the others, “because you’re my friend. I need help. They’re – they have children with them,” Din explained. “Foundlings. And Boba doesn’t have all of Tatooine under his thumb. There are other cities with other bosses. Haxion Brood. Pykes. Beskar fetches a pretty good price on the black market. So do Mandalorians.” 
“They’ve got kids with them?”
Din nodded. A knot sat heavy in the back of his throat, hot and prickling. “I’m the reason they’re out here at all,” Din said. “If I hadn’t gone up against the Empire on Nevarro, the others wouldn’t have had to come out of the covert to save me. The Empire wouldn’t have known they were all there.” 
“These are  your Mandalorians,” Vanth realized. “Your – tribe?” 
“My brother,” Din admitted, thinking of Valarian’s description.  A big one, in blue and grey. “And some kids from my tribe, I think. There are two others who might be from another covert. I don’t recognize them.” 
“How’d they get out of Mos Entha?”
“Old Hutt tunnels,” Din said, hope rising. He looked at Vanth again, made himself meet Vanth’s eyes. Vanth’s expression was serious, brows drawn together, mouth turned down, but it wasn’t dismissive or angry. 

   Just concerned.  

“Where’d they put out by?” 
Din thought for a moment, mind working. “Northeast,” he said. 
Vanth chewed his lip thoughtfully. “Northeast’s still got some Hutt territory to it,” he said. “The Empire had a lot of it back in the day – ran things out of Mos Entha, actually – but they’re all long gone. Biggest city northeast of Mos Entha’s Mos Ila, unless your Mandos are goin’ around the lip of Dune Sea towards Mos Gamos. Could be a lot of work for a bounty hunter in Gamos.” 
“I’ve never been,” Din said. “I’m not sure what kind of work they’re doing, either. They’ve got to be doing  some, but my brother – he’s never been a hunter.” 
Paz was capable of hunting, of course. They’d all been taught how as kids. But he'd never done any hunting. For the last twenty years, Paz had been the covert's guardian, not its beroya.
“You think maybe one of the others is hunting for them?”
 One of the two warriors in black. Din didn't know them. One could very well be the beroya of another covert. 
“Could be,” Din said. “Do you have – does your network, the  ahra – eyes in Mos Gamos?”
‘We do,” Vanth allowed. “It’s not a big spaceport, not like Mos Ila can be, but we’ve got at least one or two flies in just about every town and skug hole on this planet.” 
“Flies?” 
Vanth smiled. “Eyes and ears,” he said. “Babs, we call them. Like kirik-flies. Always buzzin' around, but hardly ever noticed.” 
 Flies. Din would have to try and remember that. 
“So you’ll help?” he asked. “I’ll – I’m happy to pay you,” Din added, coloring slightly.  Should have led with that, Djarin. If Vanth was going to help, would put his people at risk, Din would happily pay. 
“We’ll help,” Vanth said, nodding. “Kids – kids shouldn’t be hunted. Shouldn't have to grow up lookin' over their shoulders, expectin' to be snatched up at any second. Anybody in town, any flies we’ve got out in the desert, they’d tell you the same thing. What exactly am I havin’ my people look for? Mandos like you?” 
Din shook his head. “Three adults,” he said. “They’ll keep the foundlings underground. One – my brother – he’s taller than me. Bigger. His armor is blue and dark grey, and he’s got more of it than I do. Heavier plate.” 
“Big Mando, all armored up,” Vanth said, nodding. “And the other two?”
“I’ve never seen them,” Din admitted. “But Valarian described them to me. They’re around my size, she said, and their armor is all black. She didn’t have any other details.” 
Vanth snorted. “All black? They’ll stick out on Tatooine. She didn’t need more details, sounds like. And she let you walk on in to Mos Entha and then walk out with the information you needed? What’d she charge you?” 
“She wanted me to promise that Boba – that Fett wouldn’t come and try expanding into her turf,” Din said. He resisted the urge to roll his shoulders again. Sweat was beginning to gather behind his ears, at the back of his neck. The suns were clearing the horizon. 
Vanth whistled, lowly. “You make that deal?”
Din nodded. 
Vanth stopped walking. “Fett trusts you that much?” 
 That,  Din thought, opening his mouth and then closing it to think on his words for a moment,  is a complicated question.  
Din seemed to be running in to a lot of those, lately. Complicated questions. Difficult thoughts, thorny ideas. 
 I miss the days when it was easy,  he thought. When all he’d had to worry about was the next hunt, the next pile of credits to bring down to his  alor. It felt like it had been a decade since Din’s life had been straightforward. It felt like it had been longer. 
“Fett… trusts my judgement,” Din finally said, after chewing on the thought for a moment. “Valarian – she’s dug down into her patch of Tatooine like a dune worm. Dislodging her would take a while, and Fett’s enemy is the Hutt Cartel. He’d rather have Valarian on the other side of the Dune Sea causing problems for the Hutts than camped outside his front door.”
Vanth shrugged. “But he’s good with you negotiating things on his behalf?”
Din shrugged right back. “I think so,” he said. “He hasn’t told me otherwise.” 
Vanth snorted, which put Din’s hackles up defensively. 
“Why?” Din challenged, ready to go to Boba’s defense if he had to. 
“Woah, easy,” said Vanth, raising a hand. “No offense to you or your boss meant, Mando. It’s just – Boba Fett’s not what I expected, is all.” 
Din eyed him. “What do you mean?” 
Vanth lowered his hand and tugged at his bandana again. “You ever visit Tatooine, back when Fett was Jabba’s favorite  nek?” 
Din shook his head. “I was here when I was younger,” he said. “Twenty years ago, give or take.”
“Too early, then. Fett was – well. He was somethin’. He hunted for the old worm both on-planet and off. He was – unshakeable. Impossible to hide from. He dragged a lot of people like me back in front of old Jabba. He couldn’t be bribed or bought off. Didn’t care if you had a family, if you were just tryin’ to escape and make a better life for yourself. If your chain code came up in front of him he’d find you, and he’d bring you in.” 
Din winced.  He was  beroya.  He was doing his job.  
But that didn’t matter to the bail-jumpers Din had dragged back before the Guild, did it? It didn’t matter to the runaway slaves caught and hauled back to their masters. Din had mostly done Guild work – most of the beings he’d hunted were criminals, however small and petty. 

   But I didn’t always work for the Guild.  

“We always heard that Boba Fett was ruthless,” Vanth said, peering at Din with those sharp eyes. “But he isn’t, is he?”
“He… can be,” Din said, thinking of the beings Boba’d shot in the throne room, of the stormtroopers he’d swept aside on Tython. His bruises throbbed. Boba hadn’t held back last night. Not during the spar and not during the flogging, either. “But he isn’t all the time. Or even most of the time.”
“Huh,” Vanth said. He shook his head a little, bemused. “He sent me good people. Kirsha, Mardin, Kubo. Derran Quickfly, Fena Tace. They do good work, and they don’t try and throw their weight around either. In Jabba's day, anybody who worked for the worm swaggered around like a big boss. They didn't care who they stepped on. Fett's people – they're not so bad. It’s not what I expected. And  you trust him. Don’t you?” 
Din nodded. There was no point in lying or trying to hide it. He did. He trusted Boba. 
“And he’s the one who brought up the  ahra, huh?” 
“He did,” Din admitted. “I wouldn’t have thought of it. I was – I was upset, when I came back from Mos Entha. Not thinking straight. I was ready to tear out into the desert and turn over every rock, which wouldn’t be safe. It was Fett’s idea to ask you for help.”
“Well, stranger things’ve happened on Tatooine, I guess,” Vanth said, still a bit bemused, but looking game enough to try and help. 
Din’s chest tightened. “I will pay you,” he said. “Or your people, whoever helps. I know it’s not  safe, to go poking around on Tatooine.” 
Vanth waved Din’s offer aside. “Clink’s not what we need,” he said. “And you don’t have to worry about payin’ me back. You’ve done a fair bit for us, Mando. This don’t sound too hard. You don’t need me to pry your Mandos loose from wherever they’re holed up, do you?”
Din shook his head. Paz would probably react poorly to any attempts at extraction. 
“Lookin’s easy,” he said. “I can put the word out. Mandalorians ain’t common, not even here on Tatooine. If they’re still on-world, my people’ll find out where. It’s gonna take a few days,” he cautioned, catching Din’s expression. “We do good work, but we don’t like rushin’ if we don’t have to. Rushin’s how you get caught.” 
“It doesn’t need to be a rush job,” Din said. He pushed a breath out, relief spreading through his chest. He didn’t like the idea of accepting Vanth’s help without paying for it, but Din figured he could slip Mos Pelgo’s bartender some credits on his way out and ask that they be distributed to Vanth once Din was out of town. “I’d rather – well, I want to find them,” Din admitted, flexing his fingers. “But if moving carefully keeps them, and your people, out of danger…” 
“We’re never out of danger,” Vanth said easily. It was a sentiment Din understood, and a pang went through him. “But we tend to favor caution over courage too, when we’ve got the choice. I’ll have my flies start in Mos Gamos and Mos Ila, go from there.” 
Din nodded, gratitude bubbling in his chest. “Thank you,” he said. “And if there’s anything I can do to help – ”
“I know where to find ya,” said Vanth, gently. “You’re… well, despite your fondness for your employer, you’re alright, Mando. A friend of ours. Even beyond me – Pirra’s put the word out that you didn’t leave them behind on Boz Pity, you know. You stayed to help them until it was safe for them to move on, even though the job was just to drop them off.” 
Din  did flush this time, red spreading down his neck. He didn’t know what to do with the warm, open expression on Vanth’s face, so he looked away. 
“Was just doing my job,” said Din gruffly, wishing he had the helmet on. His vocoder had a way of flattening out Din’s tone, modulating his embarrassment. 
“Sure,” said Vanth, eyes crinkling. “Just your job.” He let silence lapse between them. They were well into the canyons now, Mos Pelgo behind them. The town’s canyons weren’t as old and towering as the Jundland Canyons. They were really just a jumble of cliffs and rocks, the sides worn smooth by some ancient river, but they were still quiet and serene, the rock banded heavily with red. 
They didn’t seem to have a destination in mind. Vanth was steady and sure-footed, the twists and turns of the canyons memorized. Din made himself useful, searching the cliff tops for any signs of life. Junda birds swooped from lip to lip and the occasional kirik-fly buzzed overhead, returning to their nests now that the suns were up and the heat was steadily creeping in, but nothing larger than an urusai moved. 
“Did Fett tell you how he knew what we’re called?” Vanth finally asked, after a few minutes of silence. 
Din startled a bit, frowning. “The network? The  ahra?”
“That’s our name for ourselves, yeah,” said Vanth, eyes sharpening again. “Did Fett say where he’d heard it?”
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “That’s just what he called you, when he suggested I ask for your help. The  ahra. I’d never heard it before – I’ve only ever heard you called ‘the network.’” 
“Huh,” said Vanth. His expression was strange, pinched, like he’d swallowed something sour. 
“It sounds Tusken, almost,” Din offered. “Maybe he heard it from them. Fett lived with the – with a tribe, for a while.” Vanth caught his near-stumble and cut Din a sharp glance. He tried not to bristle underneath the inspection. Din was the one who’d taken his helmet off, after all, who’d given Vanth the opportunity  to look. 
 I am  not  going to be the one to tell Vanth that Fett lived with the Spotted Anooba. Vanth could figure that out on his own. Vanth was at least friendly with the Sun Rock, now, but Din doubted that his newfound respect of warriors like Douwan extended to the fearsome Spotted Anooba. 
 A’Shek isn’t even that bad. But A’Shek certainly used the Spotted Anooba’s reputation to his advantage, and Din couldn’t really blame him either, so it was probably best to keep A’Shek out of it. 
“I think it  was a Tusken word, a long time ago,” Vanth finally said, some of his intensity fading. “There used to be a fair number of Tuskens among my kind, way back in the day. They're hard workers, Tuskens. Make decent pit-fighters, too.” 
“What does it mean?” Din asked. He rolled the word  ahra around in his mouth without speaking it again. Vanth’s reaction made it seem like a secret, like something Din should keep to himself, keep private. But the shape of it was familiar. 
There was  tuskra,  for the Tusken people, and there was  ghuy’ra,  for the outsiders.  Ahra  had the same shape, though Din didn’t recognize the word. It sounded almost like  a’ree, the Tusken word for the wind, but not quite. It was softer. 
Vanth watched the canyons for a little while, then relented. “It means ‘free people,’” he said. “It means – us. The network.” Vanth brought a hand up to thumb his collarbone, where that ragged scar hid underneath the edges of his bandana. “That’s all of us who slipped our chains, who bought our way out or won it or stole it back from the masters. I’m  ah’ran. A free man.”
Ah’ran, Din thought. He nodded. 
“Be careful who you say that to,” Vanth warned. “We’re a cautious bunch, us, and most of us have a price on our heads.” 
“I won’t tell anyone,” Din promised. He smiled crookedly. “I’m good at keeping secrets.” 
“Sounds like it,” Vanth allowed. He shook his head a little and returned Din’s crooked smile. “You’re what we’d call  batran. Not quite one of us, but… a friend. A chain-breaker.”
That made Din’s stomach twist. “I’m… really not,” he said. He thought of all of his bounties over the years. “I did some work for Jabba too, remember?” 
Vanth’s expression faltered at the reminder, but then he shrugged it off. “You think I’ve only ever done the right thing in my life?” he said lightly. “I wasn’t always a free man, you know. For a long time I was only out for myself. I didn’t care who I threw to the sarlacc, as long as it meant that I was safe for another day. I was  dal’ahra.” 
The way Vanth said that word,  dal’ahra,  made the hairs on the back of Din’s neck stand up. 
“What does that mean?” Din asked. 
When Vanth smiled again it was lopsided, almost bitter. It added years to his face. “It means… that I forgot who I was,” he said. “Where I came from. It means – well the translation’s not exact. Most things aren’t, with us. But somebody who’s  dal’ahra is somebody who’s forgotten that they should be free. Somebody who’s… turned their backs on all their people. Somebody who helps the masters, who keeps their chain and worse, somebody who helps keep the chain on another.”
 Oh,  Din thought.  I understand.  
“We call it  dar’manda,” he said, quietly. It was Vanth’s turn to go still, eyebrows pulling together. Din kept going. He looked down at his helmet and said. “Mandalorians – mando’ade,” he corrected, since he knew the word now. “Children of Mandalore. We’re supposed to keep to a Creed. That’s how we keep our honor, even when we have to hide. We keep our word. A warrior who breaks it is  dar’manda.  No longer a Mandalorian.” 
Din’s next words stuck in his throat, sharp as glass, but he said them anyway. 
“I’m  dar’manda,” he said. 
Vanth stared at him. 
Din made himself look in Vanth’s eyes, heart pounding, and then nodded. “I’m  dar’manda,” he repeated. It was easier to say the second time. Din had been avoiding it for weeks. He’d thought it to himself, in the privacy of his own head, but every time he could have said it – should  have said it, to Vanth and Boba and anyone else who’d called Din "Mando" – he hadn’t been able to get the words out. 
But they were out now, and Din couldn’t help but stand straighter, chin coming up. Some weight fell away from his shoulders. He’d said it once, then twice. He’d be able to say it again. 
Vanth blinked and recovered a little. “Oh,” he said. “You’re – not Mandalorian?” 
“No,” Din said. 
“Why?” 
“I broke the Creed,” said Din. “There are – rules. When you decide to be a Mandalorian, when I was offered a place in the covert. I swore to follow them. And then I broke my word, on – on another planet, while Fett was helping me find the kid.”
“Wait,” said Vanth, holding a hand up again. “You lost the kid?” 
“A few months ago,” Din said. “He’s fine now, he’s with the Jedi, but the Empire wanted him.”
“‘Cause he’s a Jedi?” 
Din nodded. “They took him from me,” he said, softly. Even several months distant from Tython, Din could still feel the shadow of that terror clawing at the bottom of his ribs. “Fett helped me get him back. That’s – well, that’s probably why I trust him. He could have walked away, the debt between us settled, but he didn’t. He took me to Morak, where the Imps had a refinery and a database of the rest of the Remnants. I had to break the Creed to get the information I needed.”
 “And that means you’re not a Mandalorian anymore?” 
“Yes.” 
“So what are you?” Vanth asked. Whatever he was thinking he kept off of his face. Din wondered how many other people had told Vanth something like this. Had admitted that they were dal'ahra or something similar. A stranger to their own people. 
“I don’t know,” Din admitted. “I’m… still figuring it out, I guess. I never thought that I’d... end up like this. I thought that I would’ve died first.” 
 I almost did, on Nevarro. If IG-11 hadn’t been there, Din would have died. He'd refused to take helmet off in front of Cara and Karga and the kid. Din had been ready to die there rather than break the Creed. He could still feel the injury sometimes, a phantom pain in his temple, down the side of his jaw. 
 What would have happened to Grogu if I had died? Din wondered, then surprised himself by wondering. He’d never thought of that before. 
What would have happened to Grogu if Din had died on Nevarro? Gideon would have taken the beskar. Cara and IG-11 would have run, but Din wasn’t sure that his  alor  would have helped them. Would the  alor have taken Grogu in? She wouldn’t leave a child in the Empire’s path, but she’d also had a duty to the dead. 
 Would she have found another covert? Someone would have had to look for a Jedi, but Din didn’t know what could have happened beyond that. There were too many hypotheticals, too many things tied up and dependent on other things. 

   I can’t think about it.  

Din did roll his shoulders, just a little, relishing the little burst of pain that went through him, grounded him. He  did feel lighter. Telling Vanth had been like ripping bacta off a wound. Din stung, his chest prickling, but now air could get at the injury. 
 Now I can… move forward. Whatever that meant. 
 Boba will give me time. Time and space. He’d let Din sort things out. Once Din was sure that Paz and the others were safe, he could stop for a moment, take stock, figure things out. He could go visit the kid. 
Vanth was still looking at Din, expression unreadable. “D’you… wanna talk about it?” he ventured. 
Din grimaced. 
“Fair,” said Vanth, recovering. “Does your brother know? These other Mandos?”
“No,” Din admitted. “We haven’t seen each other since we lived on Nevarro.” 
“Ah. You sure you wanna find him?”
“Yes,” said Din, firmly. “Just to make sure they’re safe.”
“Well, I can help. If they’re on-world, we’ll find ‘em for you.” Vanth smiled encouragingly. “What are you gonna do if they’re already gone, though?”
“I haven’t thought that far ahead,” Din said. He couldn’t, not without feeling his armor tighten, his breath come short in his throat. 
“I heard,” Vanth said, taking another turn, this one back towards Mos Pelgo, “that the Jedi used to be real good at  finding things. People, places. That was one of the things they did for the Republic.”
“Like hunters?” Din asked, confused. He couldn’t imagine gentle, serene-faced Luke Skywalker hunting anything. Hunting took a certain – understanding, of the galaxy. A certain willingness to spill blood and have one’s blood spilled. Din wasn’t sure Skywalker had that. He'd destroyed the darktroopers, but those had been droids. Killing something that was flesh and blood – 
Everyone tells me Skywalker's the one who killed the Emperor, Din thought. But he just – doesn't seem like a killer. Not like Din. Not even like Vanth. 
Vanth shrugged. “Probably not  your kind of hunter, no,” he allowed, smiling wryly. “But it was the Jedi who found Jabba’s kid during the Clone Wars. The kid got kidnapped, none of Jabba’s hunters could find him – they turned half the planet upside down tryin’ – and it was the Jedi who found him and brought him back. They’ve got those powers, right?”
“The Force,” Din murmured, thinking it over. 
It couldn’t hurt to ask. If Skywalker could help, if he could even spare one of the other Jedi… 
“The other problem,” Din said, carefully, “is that Jedi and Mandalorians… don’t always get along. Historically, I guess. The Jedi I’ve met have been okay with me, because of the kid, but  other Mandalorians…” 
Din didn’t want to put any of the Jedi in danger either. Not even K’Kruhk. It was one thing to think about giving K’Kruhk a spicy meal and quite another to put the Whiphid Jedi in the path of angry and frightened Mandalorian warriors. Paz wasn’t fond of outsiders at the best of times. Din doubted that his attitude had improved since Nevarro. 
“Fair,” said Vanth, shrugging. “Probably couldn't hurt to ask, though, right? Maybe the Jedi’ve got an idea or two.” 
“Maybe,” Din allowed. 
 Skywalker would help me.  And Skywalker could take care of himself. He’d gone through the darktroopers like they’d been made of flimsi.  As long as I stay with him, he should be fine, Din thought. Din could protect him from any traps or surprises, and if Paz and the others shot first Din knew Skywalker could handle himself. 
K’Kruhk could probably handle himself too, but Din didn’t know him. Din only knew that K'Kruhk hadn't liked him. Had been suspicious of a Mandalorian among the Jedi. K’Kruhk might decide that the galaxy was better off without a bunch of blaster-happy Mandalorians. That Grogu was better off without Din and people like Din. 
“Just a thought,” said Vanth. “We can look here for ya – ‘s no trouble, really. We can even go back over Mos Entha, see if anybody aside from Valarian saw your kin.” 
“Do you have people in Mos Entha?” Din asked. 
Vanth laughed. “The  ahra are everywhere,” he said. “We’re like kirik-flies. Under every pile of scrap and sand on this dustball.”
Din smiled at that. Vanth and his people were certainly resilient like kirik-flies. That wasn’t a bad thing in a place like Tatooine. He wondered if that was why Vanth’s people had named the HWK-290 the  Kirik-Fly.  
“Tell them to be careful,” Din said. “Valarian knew I was with Fett. She might know you’re dealing with him too. I don’t want any of your people caught in the crossfire, or for her to think that they’re involved. She was willing to negotiate with me, but I don’t know how far her patience goes.” 
“I’ll spread the word to keep your name, and your boss’s, out of it,” Vanth assured him, smiling crookedly. “The  ahra have been around longer’n Fett – longer’n Valarian and the old worm too, though they might like to pretend otherwise. We know how to get around without drawing attention. It’ll be fine.” 
Din nodded. “Thank you, then,” he said. “Are you sure I can’t pay you? What do I owe?” 
Vanth waved a careless hand. “Don’t worry about it,” he insisted. “Consider it a favor. You said these other Mandos’ve got kids with ‘em?”
“Yes,” said Din. “Three.”
“Then we’re happy to pitch in,” Vanth said firmly. “Kids’re important. Kids’re the future. And hey, if we find ‘em for you, maybe they’ll be willing to pitch in around here a time or two. You Mandos are karkin’ useful to have around.”
“But your people will be in danger.”
“We’re always in danger,” Vanth said, tone gentling. He jerked his chin at Din’s helmet. “Same as you, I think. In my book that makes us cousins. Most of my people here feel the same.”
“But – ” 
“But nothin’,” said Vanth. “You helped us out when we needed it. We’ll help you. Easy as that.”
“You  paid me to help,” Din said, frustrated. He had taken Boba’s armor as payment for the krayt. It wasn’t like Din had jumped into a dragon’s mouth out of simple kindness. He’d done it to get that armor back. 
“We did,” Vanth agreed. He smiled at Din, fond. “But you went a little above and beyond there, the way I look at it. That armor wasn’t even yours. We paid you to help, but you – you would’a died helpin’ us, if you’d had to. Wouldn’t you?” 
Din had been ready to leave Grogu in Vanth’s care, so he couldn’t really argue that point. He scowled anyway. 
“So, way I see it,” Vanth continued cheerfully, “we didn’t pay you  enough for all you did for us, which leaves me in your debt. I don’t like bein’ in debt. So I’m happy to pitch in – won’t even take much work on my part – and help you out in return. If your code or Creed or honor won’t let you take help for free, think of it as me settlin’ a debt.”
Din hated that it  did  help, thinking of Vanth’s help as a debt repaid. Din had the credits. He could pay Vanth. He  wanted to pay Vanth – the clink would help the network, would help those who were helping Din. 
“Next time you’ve got some people who need to get off planet,” Din finally said, still scowling, “comm me. I’ll take them wherever they want to go.”
“I will keep that in mind,” said Vanth, gracious in victory. “I know Pirra’d run with you again. Now c’mon. We’ll get’cha something to eat before you go, at least.” 
A little baffled by Vanth’s easy acceptance but willing to take it with both hands if it meant that Vanth would help, Din nodded and followed Vanth back through the canyon and into the open desert, where a wall of heat hit him like a wave. The suns were well and truly up now, heat shimmering above the houses and the sands. The heat hadn’t slowed the town down much, but Din could feel sweat pooling underneath the collar of his kute. 
As he and Vanth made their way back through town, Din felt curious eyes passing over him. His grip tightened on his helmet. But he didn’t put it back on. 
If Vanth understood the significance, he didn’t show it. His good cheer had come back and he pointed out Mos Pelgo’s various denizens by name, updating Din on their lives, on the polta beans coming in and the bantha moving across the desert. 
Din appreciated both the stab at normalcy and the steaming miner's pie Vanth shoved at him when they made it back to the cantina, so he let Vanth chatter. 
Din introduced himself to the rest of Mos Pelgo’s guards too, committing their names and faces to memory. They seemed dependable enough, for hired mercs. A lot of them looked like locals.  
Finally, once they’d reached the last house, Din shaded his eyes and looked up at the clifftops, where the  Fly was still perched and waiting for him. Vanth caught the direction of his gaze and nodded. 
“Duty calls?” he asked. 
“It does,” said Din.
“Go on, then,” said Vanth, reaching out to slap Din across the back fondly. “We’ll take care of your problem for you. You got a comm frequency?” 
Din nodded and gave it, then tugged his helmet on, waved goodbye to the people around him and engaged the jetpack again, soaring up into the sky. 
The  Fly was exactly as he’d left it, safe on the clifftops, so Din dropped down, climbed back inside and busied his hands, trying not to let hope swell in his chest. 
 They could already be off-world,  Din told himself, starting the  Fly’s engine. Paz and the others could have hit the black days ago. They could be on the other side of the galaxy. 

   But if they’re here, Vanth will find them. And if they’re not…  

Din had told Skywalker that he’d come to visit soon anyway. He could go out to Yavin-4 and get Skywalker’s help, if he had to.
Din also wanted to see Grogu, but he didn’t want to leave yet. If Vanth’s people were able to find the others on-planet, Din wanted to be close at hand. He didn’t want to put Vanth through all of this trouble to wait too long to find Paz and the others. 

   I don’t want to lose them again.  

Din shook his head to clear it. Worrying wouldn’t help. He could comm Skywalker and let him know that Din would be out in a week or two, once he’d settled some business here. 

   I’ll probably want a week or two away.  

Paz wasn’t going to take news of Din being  dar’manda well. Din would probably want some distance, after his brother was through. A place to lick his wounds in private. 
But Din would cross that horizon when it was time. 
He aimed the  Fly towards Mos Eisley and set her on autopilot, skimming a few thousand feet above the sands. The stretch of desert between Mos Pelgo and Boba’s palace was mostly just empty sand, broken up here and there by the odd outcropping of rock. Din caught sight of a cluster of bantha moving together, a few clouds of dust that looked like Tuskens moving in Mos Pelgo’s direction, and a jawa crawler trundling between the dunes, but there was little else. 
He was touching down on the palace’s landing pad within five minutes, going through the landing procedure again by memory, and back in the palace’s cool halls within ten. He made it to the throne room to catch the beginning of the morning court. Boba, armored and inscrutable behind his helmet, lifted a hand. Fennec, perched at Boba’s right hand, caught Din’s visor and  winked.  
Din tried not to flush and failed, though at least Fennec couldn’t see him do it. He resisted the urge to flash a rude gesture he’d learned on Galidraan IV and only nodded back, curtly, and padded over to his usual place leaning against the stairs. 
The crowd parted around Din almost unconsciously, shifting to let him pass. Din was used to that – very few beings ever wanted to get in his way – but now he was noticing that many who got out of his way were looking at Boba as soon as they moved. 
 They’re looking for his approval,  Din realized, his flush deepening. But a flicker of pride uncurled in his ribs too.  They think I’m part of the outfit.  
Din turned that thought over in his head as he reached the bottom of the stairs and pressed his back to it. Pain electrified him, a deep, satisfying pulse that scraped the back of his lungs. He propped a foot up against the wall to take most of his weight off of his shoulders, but he stayed where he was. 
He could feel Boba’s eyes on him. Din lifted his chin, and saw Boba’s hand twitch. He was paying attention. 
 Go on,  Din tried to say with his body, the tilt of his chin.  Hold court. I’ll be here.  
Finally, Boba looked away and beckoned the first petitioner, a male Twi’Lek with scarred blue lekku and broad shoulders, up to the throne. The band started a soft tune in the corner. Chatter picked up again. 
“Somethin’ to drink?” Noora asked, appearing at Din’s elbow. 
Din watched the court move and turn for a moment, Boba in the middle of it all. “You know what,” he said. “Yeah.” 
Noora cracked a smile, cheek dimpling. “Somethin’ strong?” 
Din laughed. “Maybe not to start out with,” he said. He wanted to stay sharp. Didn’t want to dull the pain, now leveled out into a steady beat behind his ribs. “But we’ll see how the day goes.” 
Noora patted his elbow. “I knew I liked you for a reason,” she said. “You’re a sensible one. Hold tight. I’ll fix you up. Want a straw?” 
Din nodded, still smiling faintly, and leaned back to wait. 

  

  

  







  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: The most head-on conversation about slavery on Tatooine thus far, including discussion about Cobb Vanth's network of freedom fighters. Cultural trauma throughout. 
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-A little bit more Tatooine slave culture in this chapter; as always, I am trying to skirt a lot of other ideas that have come up in fandom to try not to step on anyone's toes or take credit for things I didn't come up with. I'm using the word ahra, "free people" in place of some other terms that have come up in fandom. "Ahra" is the secret name; they refer to themselves as "the network" to most outsiders. In this 'verse the ahra do have their own language and culture, a lot of it preserved through folklore.
-The dogs page on Wookieepedia is fully of very good dogs.
-Din took a very big step! As odd as it might seem, it would probably be easier for Din to tell someone outside the Mandalorian culture that he's dar'manda first -- somebody like Cobb Vanth has no idea what the Creed is or what it entails. They just have to take Din at his word when he says that he's broken it. Somebody like Boba would probably have some questions, which Din may not know the answer to and will in all honesty probably try desperately to avoid.
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Din sipped his drink – not  tihaar  or  tatooni junko, but some deep and smooth Ryl drink that tasted almost smokey, like charred fruit – and watched Boba go about the business of the day for a few hours. 
Boba’s influence on Tatooine was growing. When Din had first started standing guard over morning court, Boba’s supplicants had all been local residents. Raiders who made their homes in the sands a few klicks from the palace, Mos Eisley’s many denizens, other criminals who’d taken their orders from Jabba and Bib Fortuna and didn’t have a problem taking orders from Boba in his turn. 
Now, though, the throne room was  packed.  Din counted representatives of at least four Tusken tribes, each marked from the others by distinct patterns carved into their  gaderffii. Several of the other guests here  were from Mos Eisley – Din recognized a Zeltron from a previous court, a skinny human man he’d seen a few times selling stolen goods on street corners and a cantina owner who’d come three times complaining about the same issue. 
But several were off-worlders, their impractical clothes giving them away as ghuy'ra, as outsiders. No one on Tatooine wore formal dress, not like the trio of humans decked out in shiny purple robes loitering just off to the side of the throne, and as far as Din knew Tatooine was not a popular destination for the Mon Cal, but two were discussing something in hushed tones over by the bar. 
Din tilted his helmet towards Noora, who was listening to the Mon Cal with one of her twitching lekku. 
She caught Din’s gaze and flashed him a bright grin. He lifted his drink. Whatever the Mon Cal wanted, Noora’d know about it. Din contented himself with that and went back to watching Boba. 
Weeks on the throne and growing influence had only made Boba more sure of himself. He handled every complaint, question or request brought to his attention deftly. No one argued with him, either, not even the Zeltron – the first time Din’d seen him go before Boba, Fennec had shot the Zeltron in the knee for refusing to follow orders. 
This time, the Zeltron was meek, mild and escaped Boba’s orbit with both his knees intact. 
Din let the noise of the court wash over him. Despite how deeply entangled in Boba’s business he’d become, Din still didn’t have much interest in the day-to-day logistics of running a criminal empire. It sounded like too much bargaining, too much wrangling; Din kept his sensors turned up to pick up any sound of trouble, but he let specifics filter past his attention. 
The enormity of what he’d told Cobb Vanth hovered in the back of his mind. Din tried not to pay it any attention, focusing instead on the faces surrounding Boba, on keeping watch, but it prickled at him. 
"I am dar'manda," he’d said. 

   Lost.  

 I’ve said it, at least. Din had been chewing on the word for months now. He should’ve told someone – Boba or Kryze, at the very least, since Din was entangled in both of their Quests – by now, but he hadn’t been able to make himself say it. 

   But now I’ve said it.  

Vanth didn’t know what  dar’manda  meant, not really; from what he’d shared of the  dal’ahra, the slaves who had forgotten that they should be free, Din knew that Vanth understood at least the concept, but the significance – 
 Only a Mandalorian will understand that, Din thought. 
But still, he  had said it, had acknowledged it out loud at least. Din had thought it in the privacy of his own helmet for months, but now he’d said it. Even if Vanth didn’t fully understand, Din had been able to voice it. That was – important. A step in the right direction. Now that Din had said it once, maybe he’d be able to say it again. Maybe he could –
 Stop pretending, he thought. He could stop pretending to be a Mandalorian. To be the same person he’d always been. 
 I’ll tell Paz next.  Paz – Din owed the truth to Paz. Paz wouldn’t be  happy, would probably react with violence, had always halfway suspected Din of being a weak link, but Din still owed him the truth. 
 And then I’ll tell Boba. Assuming Paz didn’t kill him, Din should tell Boba next.
If Din was lucky, Kryze had forgotten about him entirely. It’d been weeks now without any word from the light cruiser. Maybe she’d forgotten that Din had agreed to help her in her Quest. Maybe, after seeing the ruin of Mandalore, she’d abandoned her Quest entirely. 

   But if she calls me back, I’ll tell her too.  

Din could still fight, even if he was  dar’manda. Losing his name as a Mandalorian didn’t mean that Din had forgotten everything he’d learned as one. But once she learned the truth, Kryze wouldn’t want Din around. She didn’t think very highly of non-Mandalorians.  
 She might take the darksaber back, though.  She’d refused to take it from Din up until now, but if Din told her he was  dar’manda, maybe she’d get over whatever Creed or code she was following and take it back. 
Din shifted his weight a little. The fall of his cloak hid the darksaber where it rested on his hip, as usual – despite the fact that he’d gotten better and better with it over the last few weeks, he still didn’t want to be seen carrying it around. It seemed to provoke strange reactions no matter where it went. 
He was used to the slight weight of it now.
Weird as it is, Din thought. I am used to it. He even knew how to wield it now, sort of. He hadn't had any actual combat practice with it, a field test to see if what Din had picked up from the holocron had stuck, but he was at least pretty confident that he wasn't going to cut his own arm off waving it around. 
But still. If Kryze wanted it back, then it was hers. Din had no claim to it. 
Din pulled his thoughts away from Paz and Kryze with some effort, away from the business of being  dar’manda, refocusing on the business of the court.   
Fennec had left her usual spot at Boba’s right and was now prowling around the edges of the room, inscrutable behind her own helmet. Boba had beckoned a pair of Weequay, one tall and skinny with three broken spikes protruding from his jaw and one short and stocky, spikes intact, up to the throne and was listening, head cocked, while they argued. 
Everyone in the throne room was watching the argument out of the corner of their eyes. The band was still playing, but as Din listened the Bith playing the beshniquel stumbled over a bar, discordant notes jangling harshly against the rest of the melody.
Din pulled himself up off the wall, all thoughts of being  dar’manda forgotten. Something was about to happen. He could feel it in the air. He set his drink down carefully and shifted his weight, ready to intervene if he had to. 
Sure enough, the shorter Weequay screamed, “You liar!” and lunged for his taller companion, a knife flashing in his hand. 
Din had his blaster drawn and leveled in less than a heartbeat, but the Weequay’s target wasn’t Boba. It was the other Weequay, who threw up an arm at the last second and caught the smaller one’s knife with a squeal of pain. 
The scuffle that followed was brief and bloody. The smaller Weequay pulled his knife free of the taller’s arm and lunged again, this time with his entire body. The pair went tumbling off the side of the dias that held Boba’s throne, hitting the ground. The crowd scattered. 
The taller Weequay drew a knife of his own, spitting curses, but Din could already see that he’d lose. The gash in his arm was deep, spilling bluish, coppery blood across the floor. He managed to cut the shorter Weequay across the cheek as the shorter rushed in for a third time, but that was it; the shorter Weequay buried his knife to the hilt in the taller one’s throat, then pulled it free. 
The taller Weequay gurgled, pressing two fingers to his wound, and then toppled to the ground and died. Silence fell over the throne room like a blow from a hammer. 
“Mighty Fett,” the still-living Weequay stammered, turning to face Boba, who still hadn’t moved from his throne. The Weequay was crouched, knife held defensively across his body. His companion’s blood pooled around his boots.  “Chud was a traitor, a liar – Cheem killed him for you, see, so he’ll never steal from you or Cheem again, and Cheem will pay you back for what Chud stole, if you just give Cheem another chance – ”
 Ah, Din thought, fitting the pieces together. The two Weequay – Chud and Cheem – were smugglers, and someone had cheated Boba. 
 Probably both of them, Din thought. Weequay weren’t known for their loyalty to their employers. They made better pirates than smugglers, usually, and Weequay hunters had never lasted long in the Bounty Hunter’s Guild either. They always got too greedy, always bit off more than they could chew. 
Boba had the same idea because he stood, slowly, and stared down at Cheem. His armored face was blank and unreadable, but the set of his body told Din what was going to happen next. 
Cheem saw it too, because his mouth curled back in a snarl. Cheem raised his knife, pulling his arm back to throw it, and started to bring his hand forward – 
Din shot first. Screams split the air. Plasma sizzled. Cheem yelped and cradled his hand, smoking, to his chest; the knife clattered to the floor. 
Boba looked at Din, who just shrugged. Every eye in the room turned to look at Din, surprised – from the looks on the faces Din could see, most beings in the room had forgotten that Din was even there. 
He doubted that they would ever forget again. 
“Cheem,” Boba rumbled, drawing eyes back to the center of the room. “You’re out of chances.” 
 Boba,  Din thought, as another bolt of plasma singed the air,  isn’t afraid to get his blaster warm.
That had been the problem with Jabba. The old worm had grown so used to having a few dozen hunters and guards and assassins around that he’d forgotten how to do the work. Boba didn’t have that problem. 
Boba killed Cheem neatly, with a single bolt between the eyes. Weequay skin was tough and could deflect bolts at a distance, but not at close range; Cheem was dead before he hit the ground, Boba’s blaster holstered and the king himself back on the throne before the rest of the room really processed what had happened. 
Boba let the silence linger for a moment, every shocked eye on him, and then he waved a dismissive hand. A few guards crept forward to remove the bodies. “Next,” said Boba. 
Everyone stared for a moment, the whole room braced for more violence, but Boba didn’t have to repeat himself. The musicians started to play again, the beshniquel player picking up the melody, and court resumed. 
Din’s armor felt tighter than it had a few moments ago. Part of it was the adrenaline – he’d known which way the dunes were walking the moment Cheem had started brandishing a knife, and Din’s body had responded accordingly – but part of it was something else. Something that made Din’s heart beat faster. Made the bruises on his back and shoulders throb. 

   Anticipation.  

Admiration, too – Boba hadn’t panicked, hadn’t faltered. He’d kept control of the room even as the two Weequay had been brawling on the floor. It made Din’s pulse thrum in a way that surprised him, a way that would have had his head spinning if Din hadn’t been scanning the room for more threats. 
The feeling was dangerous. Heady. Distracting. 
Din’s body didn’t seem to care.
No one else tried anything stupid as morning court wound down for the day. Din gradually was able to wrestle his heartbeat back under control, leaning back against the stairs and affecting bored nonchalance. To anyone looking, he’d gone back to being a statue. 
If Din’d pressed his shoulders back against the wall a little harder than necessary to focus himself, using the pain to keep his thoughts from scattering, his eyes from lingering on Boba’s easy, confident sprawl, well.
That was Din’s business. 
By the time Boba had heard all of his petitioners for the morning, Din had gotten himself back under control. He’d reclaimed and finished his drink, mostly to settle himself, and Boba’d heard another half-dozen requests, orders of business or petitions. 
No one else tried anything violent. 
Finally, Boba waved a hand, dismissing everyone for the morning, and beckoned Din over. Din peeled himself off the wall and obeyed. Boba found Fennec, now skulking with Noora by the bar, and gestured for her too. He stood and climbed down off the dias, meeting Din on the floor beneath his throne. 
The worn sandstone was still wet with blood. Cheem had died quickly, the wound cauterizing even as it killed him, but Chud hadn’t. Din wondered whose job it was to clean up after less-than-peaceful negotiations. He’d seen Noora scrubbing blood off the floors before, but it didn’t seem like something that would be her sole responsibility. She was in charge of the bar and also in charge of gathering information – Din had seen her lekku twitching several times now while she leaned close to one knot of patrons or another. 
Boba tilted his head at Din, and Din could tell that Boba was smiling at him underneath the helmet. 
“You’ve got a quick draw,” Boba said, muffled by his vocorder. 
Din shrugged. “I’ve had a lot of practice,” he returned. 
Boba snorted. “Fair. Still, good work. Those two  di’kutla cowards’ve been stealing from me for weeks.” 
“So why wait to kill them until now?” Din asked, curious. Fennec was still making her way through the crowd. 
Boba shrugged back. “Wanted ‘em to get even stupider,” he said. “Killing half-decent smugglers over a few bricks of missing spice or a misplaced blaster or two is bad for business – lots of smugglers take a bit off the top as part of their cut. 'S just the way that it is. But Chud and Cheem got bold, when they thought I didn’t notice. I can forgive swiping a handful here and there. They took more than a third of their last shipment, and didn’t even notice I’d had the spice switched out for packed canyon dirt.” 
Din snorted. Stupidity was almost as dangerous as greed, in the world that Boba was inhabiting. A smuggler who was both stupid and greedy wasn’t destined to live very long. 
“Di’kutla,” he said, tasting the word. “What’s that mean? Stupid?”
“More or less,” said Boba. “‘Worthless’ is closer. A  di’kut  is an idiot.  Di’kutla’s a description.” 
“Di’kut,”  Din repeated, low enough that his words were for Boba’s ears only. “And  di’kutla.” 
Boba made a rough, agreeable sound and knocked his armored wrist against Din’s. Their beskar sang out the same sweet note, vibrating for a moment, and then Fennec finally made her way through the departing crowd and joined them. 
Din could only see her eyes through her helmet. He wondered briefly why she was wearing it – she usually only put it on if she was expecting to have to fight. Maybe she had expected negotiations to break down too, and had been ready in case Chud or Cheem tried to run for it. 
“That went better than expected,” Fennec remarked. She nodded at Din companionably, but focused the majority of her attention on Boba. 
“It did,” Boba agreed. 
Din looked between them, brow furrowing. 
“I’m missing something,” he said. It wasn’t a question – he could see it in the air between Boba and Fennec. In the way they stood. In the Amban pulse rifle Fennec had strapped to her back. Ambans were heavy artillery for an enclosed space – when she was in court, Fennec relied on her WESTARs more. 
 They… expected something. They’d been prepared for more than just a dispute between smugglers.
Boba looked at Din, head cocked, visor gleaming, then came to a decision and nodded to himself. “Not here,” he said. “Let’s go up to my rooms. Fennec here picked up some intelligence while you were out in Mos Pelgo, Djarin. How  is Mos Pelgo, by the way? How’re Littlemoon and the others fitting in with Vanth’s people?” 
Din filled Boba and Fennec in on their way down the hall and up to Boba’s rooms. He covered what he’d seen and heard, Kirsha’s reports of smugglers trying to steal shipments in the deserts and the odds and ends of news he’d heard from Vanth. 
He kept Vanth’s agreement to use the  ahra to help find Din’s tribe to himself, for now. It wasn’t that Din didn’t trust Fennec – Boba trusted her implicitly, and Din trusted Boba – but he didn’t want her to weigh in on the issue either. 
Fennec was perceptive. She already knew more about Din than Din was comfortable with. He’d prefer to keep at least  some things to himself, while he could. 
Boba took Din’s report in stride, nodding to himself as Din filled him in. 
“The Spotted Anooba and the Sun Rock both have seen movement in the sands too,” Boba explained. “More smugglers and pirates than usual, all of them along the road to Bestine. A few of the bolder ones have tried to take a shipment, but none have succeeded.” 
“How are the Spotted Anooba?” Din asked. They’d made it to the second lift and Boba swiped them in, letting Din and Fennec file in first while Boba joined them as the doors closed. 
Boba shrugged. “Ushib will tell me when she gets back,” he said. 
“She’s still with them?” 
“Proving warriors takes time,” Boba said. “After the season he’s had, I’m not surprised that A’Shek is choosing to thoroughly test his fighters. The sands are hard enough without warriors around you that you can trust.” 
The lift stopped and opened into Boba’s rooms. 
Despite the fact that Din had been here just a few hours ago – that Din had spent the night here – he was surprised to find that everything was neat and orderly again, all of Boba’s toys and tools put away, the bedsheets changed, the room aired out. 
The only things in the room that were the same were the datapads and files scattered all over Boba’s worktable, and the sparring ring still painted on the floor. 
Fennec looked at the ring pointedly, then at Din and Boba. 
“You boys have fun last night?” 
Din flushed, back twinging, but Boba snorted a laugh. 
“If you’re jealous, join us next time,” Boba said. Din’s flush deepened, mortification a hot stone in his chest, but then Boba continued. “I know you’re always up for a spar, Shand. The hour of the day doesn’t bother you. You spar with Djarin yet? He’s  mean.”
“Oh?” Fennec turned her attention back to Din. With her helmet on Din couldn’t gauge her entire expression, but her eyes were sharp and gleaming. “Mean, are you? You fight dirty?” 
“Uh,” said Din, thrown. He threw a slightly-panicked look at Boba, who was in the process of taking his helmet off and therefore entirely useless. “When… when I have to, I guess.” 
“Don’t listen to him,” Boba said, half-muffled. “He fights dirty when he wants to win.  I’m going to be sore for a week.” 
Fennec chuckled. “Maybe we’ll go a few rounds sometime, then, Djarin,” she said, looking Din up and down again. Din stood straighter, not sure what to do with himself. He felt like Kirsha Littlemoon must have, like a soldier presenting himself to an officer for inspection. “He’s let me shoot at him, Boba, but we haven’t tried any hand to hand.” 
“I’ve seen you fight hand to hand,” Din muttered. “I like to avoid a dislocated shoulder, when I can.”  Or worse. He knew Fennec’s reputation. She’d been a hunter and a killer for a long time, longer than Din had. He’d heard that she’d once fought Cad Bane and won. She’d survived the desert. Getting shot in the stomach had hardly slowed her down. 
“Flatterer,” Fennec teased. She tugged her helmet off too, shaking her hair out. Reluctantly, aware that he was still faintly blushing, Din did the same. He dragged a hand through his hair to sweep it out of his eyes and shook his head a little, wincing as the motion jarred his upper back. 
“So,” Din said, keen to avoid any scrutiny, “what has the two of you on high alert? What intelligence did you get this morning, Fennec?” 
Both Boba and Fennec sobered. 
“The Hutts are going to make a move soon,” Boba said, darkly.
Fennec nodded. “I have a few ears in Gorga’s operation,” she continued. “Now that Jabba’s gone, Gorga’s the one with the most to lose on Tatooine if the whole planet slips out of Hutt control. His losses here mean lost face on Nal Hutta. Some of the others on the Hutt Council are starting to whisper that Gorga’s slipping. Losing his touch.” 
“Whispers started by Gardulla,” Boba added, expression still shadowed. “She’s  trying to take over  his corner of the business, and he’s trying to take over mine.” 
Din had never had any dealings with Gardulla the Hutt, even though she'd once been a power on Tatooine. Din knew her by reputation only. But if she hated Gorga, maybe she’d be interested in cutting a deal like Valarian had. 
“Gardulla won’t be of any help, either,” Fennec said, catching the question in Din’s eyes. “We’re outsiders. She hates Gorga, but at least he’s a slug too. She won’t help, and she won’t stick to any truces or terms we might set either. She'd be as likely to stab us in the back as she'd be to offer any useful help.”
“What move is Gorga planning to make?” Din asked, frowning hard. An all-out war with the Hutts would be incredibly dangerous. Boba’d built up quite the tidy little operation here on Tatooine and his numbers were growing every day, but the Hutt Cartel had been around for  centuries. They were an established syndicate with dozens of worlds under their tails. Not even the Empire had been able to jostle the Hutts out of all of their territories. 
They had the sort of firepower that Boba could only dream of. Maybe if Boba lasted another five or ten years he’d be able to stand up directly against the Hutts, but with what he had now – 
 We won’t survive a direct attack, Din thought. Not from the full force of the Hutt Cartel. 
Some of his doubts must have shown in his face, because Boba grimaced and said, “I know. The only good news is that Gorga’s infamously tight-fisted with his credits. He hates spending clink.”
“How is that good news?” Din asked. 
It was Fennec who answered. “Gorga’s not going to pay a full army to come and storm the palace,” she said. “At least not right now – the New Republic and the Imperial Remnants are both paying Canto coin for merc work, which doesn’t leave Gorga with many options.
“Either he matches Empire prices to hire enough mercs to give us real trouble,” she continued, “or he pays a few assassins to come and try to take Boba out on the sly. We can handle a few nexu-paws.” 
Din blinked, concern gnawing at his belly.
“You’re sure he’ll just send assassins? It seems… risky, to discount the idea of Gorga sending an armed force.” Hutts were not known for their patience or their subtlety. 
Fennec shrugged. “A calculated risk,” she said. “If Gorga had more support among the rest of the Hutts, I’d be more concerned, but he’s pretty isolated. His resources are thin.” 
“We’ve got at least a few days before Gorga can get someone planetside, too,” Boba added. He drummed his fingers against the surface of his worktable. “Fennec and I cleaned the last of his people out of Mos Eisley. I’ve got eyes and ears in Mos Espa, too. Bestine is mine. Wayfar. The Spotted Anooba will watch the Dune Sea.”
Din’s skin still prickled with unease. He felt dread coiling in his stomach, a feeling he couldn’t place or shake. 
“And you’re sure?” he repeated. 
“As sure as we can be,” Boba said. His tone had softened a little. “Fennec and I – we knew the risks when we came here, Djarin. Someone from the Cartel was always going to take offense. Someone was always going to try and snatch Tatooine back. I’d rather it be Gorga than Gardulla.” 
Din didn’t know much about the Hutts individually. He’d done his best to avoid their attention. Boba and Fennec clearly  did know the Hutts, so they probably had the situation handled, but anxiety still chewed at Din’s gut. 
“You think you’ve got a few days before Gorga makes a move?” he asked. 
Boba inclined his head. 
“This,” Fennec said, tapping her own fingers against her helmet, which made a hollow sound, like plastoid or Katarn-grade composite, “is mostly just to be ready. You understand.”
Din, who’d worn armor everywhere he’d gone for over twenty years, nodded reluctantly. He  did understand, and Boba at least was protected by beskar. He wondered why Fennec had refused to armor herself in the same. Plastoid was good, Katarn better, but both were fallible. If the Hutts were coming – 
“How many assassins, do you think?” Din asked. 
An expression of brief surprise flickered across Boba’s face, but he recovered himself and said, “Three or four, if the pattern holds.” 
“Didn’t the last group come in wearing Tusken robes?”
“They did,” Fennec said, a faint edge to her voice. “Which is why all the door guards have been trained at least a little in Tusken sign, to sort out an outsider from the tuskra.” 
Din winced at the implicit reproach. Fennec was, after all, in charge of the palace’s security – she knew what she was doing. She didn’t need input Din, whose skills lay in hunting, in catching a target, not necessarily in defending one. 
He conceded the point with a nod of his head. “I can keep watch in the air,” he offered. “With the jetpack or the  Fly. Run a few patrols a day, maybe. Look for things that have changed out in the desert or the city.”
“You planning to stick around for a few days?” Boba asked, firmly retaking control of the conversation. 
Din made himself meet Fennec’s eyes and then looked down in a brief, silent apology. She softened a little, accepting it. 
“I am,” Din said. 
“You mind keeping to your post in the throne room, then?” Boba asked. “A few eyes in the sky couldn’t hurt either, if you don’t mind taking Kasyyk up with you.”
Din shook his head. “No. I can do that,” he said. 
“Good,” said Boba. “Most beings’ll think twice before going past a Mandalorian in  beskar’gam.” 
Din nodded. He could be the first line of defense, if an assassin or a band of them made it past the door guards into the palace. He curled his hands loosely, then relaxed them, the motion pushing tension out of his shoulders and chest and into his fingertips. 
Fennec patted his shoulder, then slid her helmet on and made for the lift again. “Djarin, come see me before dinner,” she instructed. “I’ll point out the guards, and what I want you to watch out for. Boba, get some  rest.” 
Din inclined his head, resisting the bizarre urge to stand at attention or salute Fennec as she passed. 
Boba just made a non-committal noise, which had Fennec turning around to fix them both with a narrow-eyed glare. 
“Djarin,” she said, in the same firm,  alor-like tone, “make him rest.” 
“I’ll… try,” Din said, not sure he’d have much success on that front. Usually, Boba was the one taking care of  Din. He wasn’t sure how to go about caring for Boba, and the look in Boba’s eyes told Din that Boba had no intention of whiling away the afternoon catching a nexu-nap in the suns. 
Fennec snorted. “Try sparring,” she suggested, and a sly note lifted in her tone. “I hear it helps with all sorts of things.” 
Din blushed, which made her eyes turn up beneath her helmet. She jabbed a finger in Boba’s direction, reinforcing her earlier command to rest, and disappeared into the lift. 
Boba waited until the lift doors were closed before shaking his head. 
“She sleeps even less than I do,” he said. “And don’t even think about trying to get me to take a nap, Djarin. I’m a grown man. I’ll sleep when I need to.”
Din held his hands up in mock surrender, still flushed around the ears. 
 Boba told me that Fennec would figure it out, he thought ruefully. Fennec knew what Din and Boba had gotten up to last night. She knew that sparring had only been a part of it. 
“C’mere,” said Boba, tone lowering. “Tell me about Mos Pelgo. Can Vanth help you?”
Din did as he was told, drifting into Boba’s orbit again. “He can,” Din said. “He is – he said he’d have the  ahra look for me, starting on-planet. Going from Mos Entha outward around the Dune Sea.” 
Boba nodded, expression thoughtful. “A good strategy,” he said. “He give you any trouble about calling it the  ahra?”
“No,” said Din, eyes narrowing. A vague suspicion formed, then hardened. He remembered Vanth’s reaction to hearing that Boba knew what Vanth’s people called themselves. “Did you expect him to?” 
Boba shrugged. “Maybe a little, but not really. Vanth likes you. He trusts you. You’ve helped him and his out of a few tight spots.” 
“Did you tell me what the network was called to test me?” 
“No,” said Boba. “To test Vanth.” 
“With me in the middle as bait,” Din grumbled. He considered putting more heat behind his words, considered puffing up like an angry spit-viper, but he didn’t see the point, not really. 
Boba offered him a thin smile. “Not as bait,” he corrected. “But in the middle… well. You’re in the middle whether you like it or not,  Djar’ika.”  
It was the first time Boba had called Din that outside of the strange, private space they’d carved for themselves after the suns had set. Din startled to hear it, his eyes darting to meet Boba’s – Boba looked startled to have said it, eyes wide. 
“Djarin,” Boba corrected. 
“It’s – fine,” Din said. He didn’t  object to the nickname, not really. He’d hated most names he’d been given as a foundling, but those had all been names the other kids had used to tease him for being small and weak and behind on his sparring skills. 
Boba didn’t call him  Djar’ika to point out weaknesses. He didn’t call Din a diminutive to talk down to him. Every time he said it, he said it with affection. 
It was an affection that Din returned, even if he didn’t have any nicknames to give back to Boba. 
“I don’t mind,” Din said, when Boba just kept looking at him. “The name, I mean. It’s fine.” 
“Djarin,” Boba repeated, gently. “For – this, anyway. Business.” 
Din remembered the rules they’d agreed to in this very room, Din looking up at Boba from his knees. They had both agreed to keep what went on at night, between them, separate from any other business that they had. 
Din nodded, slowly. “Djarin, then,” he said. 
Boba relaxed a bit, expression flickering – Din thought that he looked  guilty for a second, which didn’t make much sense – and continued talking. 
“Djarin,” Boba said. Din tried not to twitch. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard his name said so many times in the span of just a few minutes. Even when others called him "Mando," they said it as little as possible. 
“You’re in the middle of this whether you want to be or not,” Boba said. 
Din sighed. “I know.” Din was the one who’d gone to Mos Pelgo and helped Boba strike a deal. He was the one who kept going back, who kept letting Vanth get to know him. 
Din liked Mos Pelgo. He liked its people. He didn’t mind standing between them and Boba. He didn’t mind bridging those two parts of his life – his trust and admiration of Boba, who was an honest and loyal leader, who Din was increasingly fond of, and his respect for Vanth and his people, for what they were doing, for the life that they’d made for themselves on Tatooine. 
“Does it bother you?” Boba asked. His eyes were dark. “Standing between me and Vanth?” 
“No,” said Din, honestly. He did cut Boba a sharp glance. “Though I do appreciate being  told  that I’m going to be put in the middle. You weren’t testing whether or not Vanth was alright with  me  knowing about the network. Vanth called me  batran.  You were trying to see whether or not he was alright with  you knowing.”
“I was,” Boba admitted. He ran a hand over his head, his palm scraping his scars. “The  ahra… Well, I’m sure Vanth told you. I’ve never been a friend to them.”
“He said as much.”
Boba snorted. “And more, I’m sure.” 
Din shrugged. 
“I’m… well,” said Boba, shaking his head to clear out the wistful note that had entered his voice. “The kark I did for Jabba’s all in the past. I can’t undo it. Can’t erase it. But I want Vanth to know that I’m not in that business anymore.” 
“That you know about the  ahra and will leave them alone,” Din murmured, understanding. 
Boba nodded. “I’ll never be  batran,” he said. “I know what that means. A friend to the people.  Their  people. But  you – you can be. And if Vanth trusts you, and you do some work for me... ”
“You know that Vanth trusts you too,” Din finished. “At least enough to work with you.” 
“Exactly,” said Boba, smiling crookedly. “Sorry you’re in the middle of it, but you are, and that’s too useful a connection to pass up.”
Din shrugged again, not bothered now that he understood Boba’s reasoning. It made sense and it was a practical strategy. Boba was using the resources he had on hand. Din didn’t mind lending Boba his reputation among Mos Pelgo’s people. He minded helping Vanth out even less. 
“Just tell me next time,” Din said, smiling crookedly back. 
Boba snorted faintly. “Fine,” he said. “There’s a good chance you’re going to end up between me and the Hutt Cartel, if you stick around. Are you okay with that?”
That made Din pause a little. He  had  done his best to stay out of the way of the Syndicates, aside from taking some jobs here and there before he’d joined up with the Bounty Hunter’s Guild. Syndicate work could be lucrative, but it was also  dangerous. It brought scrutiny. The Guild hadn’t cared where Din went between jobs, hadn’t bothered trying to follow him to the covert or off-world. 
The Syndicates would have, because the Syndicates were keen to ensure that their hunters and killers were loyal. Some were happy to pay a few extra credits to maintain loyalty, but others preferred blackmail. Hostages. Din hadn’t wanted to risk bringing any of that attention down on the covert. 
“I think,” Din said carefully, turning it over in his head, “that it’s too late for me to back out anyway. Yes, I’m okay with it.” 
“Too late?”
Din shrugged with one shoulder and set his helmet down on the edge of Boba’s worktable. “Lady Valarian knows that I’m with you,” he said. “Vanth does too. Word gets around on Tatooine, and I don’t exactly blend into the crowd. The Hutts probably already know that I’m here. That I’m – with you.” 
Boba grimaced. 
“You could leave,” he suggested quietly. “Disappear for a few weeks. Go see your kid. The Hutts want me. They won’t chase you halfway across the galaxy.” 
“They will if they think they can use me as bait,” Din pointed out. He shook his head. “I don’t mind being in the middle between you and the Hutts either. They already know that I’m here. If I still had the kid with me I’d probably feel a little different, but he’s safe on – with the Jedi. Skywalker won’t let anything happen to him. And I can take care of myself.” 
“Against the Hutts?” Boba asked. 
Din scowled. “You’re going against the Hutts. Aren’t you?” Din couldn’t imagine Boba breaking and running now. He’d settled into his role here on Tatooine, in the palace. Din couldn’t imagine Boba wanting to give it all up and leave, no matter how many assassins Gorga sent his way or how many rival crews he had to fight off.
“Yes,” said Boba. “I am.” 
Din gestured at the space between them. “So I guess I am too,” he said. “At least – I can handle a few assassins. I don’t know about an army, if Gorga decides it’s worth the expense, but maybe I could borrow the light cruiser and – ”
“The light cruiser?” Boba interrupted. “Kryze won’t help me.”
“I can probably figure out how to hotwire a light cruiser,” Din told Boba, frowning a little. “Koska likes me, I think. She’d help. If not I’d just take Fennec, maybe stop by Nevarro and grab Cara. Between the three of us we could take the cruiser long enough to bring it here for an orbital bombardment, wipe the majority of Gorga’s forces off the – why are you laughing?” Din asked, suspicious. 
Boba had broken out into a grin, eyes turning up at the corners, silent laughter shaking his shoulders. 
Din scowled. He’d meant what he said. 
“Sorry,” said Boba, once he’d gotten himself under control. Din scowled harder, feeling needled. 
 Fine, then,  he wanted to snap.  Face the Hutts on your own.  
“It’s just – you mean it, don’t you?” Boba asked. 
Din stared at him. “Mean – yes, I mean it,” he said. 
“You’d steal Kryze’s cruiser, and bring it here to help me if I needed it.” 
“Well, it’s not her cruiser to start with,” Din grumbled, but Boba’s smile softened. 
“I’m not laughing at you,” Boba finally said, watching Din’s face. Some of the bright humor around his eyes faded, replaced by something more serious. “It’s just – you’re  verburyc. Loyal. I didn’t – I didn’t expect that, I guess.” 
Din straightened up, affronted, but before he could get himself worked up about it – Of course I’m loyal,  Din thought, fiercely. Boba had shown Din respect, friendship, loyalty,  care. Of course Din wanted to see that returned – Boba reached out and caught Din’s wrist. 
They were both still wearing their gloves, so the intimacy they’d found last night, Boba’s fingers wrapped around Din’s wrist, was blunted. But Din’s body still remembered. 
“I mean no insult,” said Boba, gently. “I know you have your honor. It’s just – most beings, even those with honor, don’t usually bother to spend it on me. That’s all.” 
“Oh,” Din said. His shoulders slumped a little, some of his indignation fading. 
 Boba has never had a clan. He’d had his father, Din knew, but he also hadn’t had his father around for very long. 
Din had grown up with a dozen brothers and sisters, with elder warriors to run to and an  alor  who had always known what to say. Din’d always known that someone would be looking out for him, that someone would have his back. Even when Din and Paz had fought – which had been frequently, when they were children, and then frequent again after Din had been named  beroya and Paz hadn’t – Din had known that if an outsider had tried to bother Din, Paz would have backed him up. 
Paz  had backed him up, not three hours after calling Din a coward in front of the entire covert. Paz had come to help Din rescue the kid. 

   But Boba didn’t grow up with a brother like Paz.  

Din and Boba stood in silence for a minute, Boba’s hand wrapped around Din’s wrist, and then Boba let him go. He cleared his throat. Din did the same, abashed. 
“Stealing Kryze’s light cruiser  would be inconvenient,” Din finally said, gruffly. “So don’t count on it, okay? But if you need it – ”
“I understand,” Boba cut in, before either of them could embarrass themselves any further. Boba cleared his throat again, flexing his hand at his side. “So now we understand each other, yeah?” 
“I… think so,” Din said. He wasn’t sure, honestly, but he didn’t want to blunder in again and say the wrong thing. He wanted –
Well. Din wanted a lot of things. But as long as Boba understood that Din  would  come to his aid, if Boba needed it – that Din was proud to be  tal’vod, even if Boba didn’t want any brothers, Din was satisfied. 
He tried to tell Boba that with his expression. 
Boba nodded, once, and graciously moved on. 
“So Vanth’s looking for your people,” he said. “You’re sticking around, then?” 
“Yes,” said Din. “He told me it’d take a few days. I don’t want to be in the black or – or somewhere else, when Vanth calls to tell me he’s found them, so. I’m here. Put me to work.”
Boba chuckled again. “I thought,” he said, “that we might have some fun first, before going back to work.” 
Din faltered. His stomach dropped. Anticipation flooded his chest, keen and bright, almost bright enough to drown out the lingering ache in his back, the soreness in his legs. “Now?” he asked. 
“Nothing strenuous,” Boba said. He leaned a hip against the worktable and looked Din up and down. “You’re tired, and – don’t tell Fennec, she’s insufferable when she’s right – I’m tired too. But yesterday some people working for me finished something I’d like to show you, if you’re up for it. Could help us both unwind.  Rest, even.” 
Din eyed Boba, thrown again. He didn’t understand how Boba could shift so easily between the two parts of himself, between the serious  alor and the playful man Din was getting to know. Boba didn't seem to notice that he'd shifted from one man into the other in the space of a sentence. 
“Rest,” Din repeated, doubtful. 
“Rest,” Boba agreed. 
Din sighed and dragged his hand down his face. “You’re going to show whatever it is to me eventually, aren’t you.” 
Boba shrugged. “Probably.” 
“Fine,” Din said. “What is it?” 
“Indulge me,” said Boba, voice rich and warm. “Leave your armor here. I’ll do the same. Your worries about the Hutts, too. Gorga can’t make a move today.”
“I usually do,” Din muttered, already moving to obey. He’d been indulging Boba for weeks. Din was used to shedding his armor around Boba by now; he’d shed it all not a day ago, the bruises on his back warm with the memory. 
Din started with his gauntlets and efficiently worked his way down to just his underclothes – a thin, sleeveless shirt and pants that ended just above Din’s knees. Boba did the same, shedding his armor until he was wearing his usual loose black clothes. He looked Din up and down, held up a finger and disappeared around the central pillar for a moment before reappearing with a proper shirt and pants, which he chucked at Din’s head. 
Din caught them, brow furrowing. 
“Usually you want me to take  off my clothes, not put more on,” Din pointed out, dryly. 
Boba chuckled. “Patience,  Djar’ika," he said. The use of the nickname made Din’s breath catch in anticipation. Boba definitely had something in mind – not ten minutes ago Boba had refused to use the nickname while discussing business, which meant that their business was over, at least for now. 
Din lifted his chin. 
“We’ll get to the part where we take our clothes off,” Boba continued, lightly. “But what I want to show you isn’t up here. You’re welcome to go wandering through the halls in nothing but your  pel’gam if you want, of course. We’re an open-minded lot here.” 
Din scowled at him and pulled the shirt on roughly, followed by the pants. 
Boba smiled. “Good,” he said. “Now c’mon. It’s not far.” 
Half-curious and half-wary, Din did as he was asked, following Boba to the lift. His hand twitched for his helmet, but he left it behind. 
I’m dar’manda, he reminded himself, the word still sharp on his tongue. He didn’t need the helmet anymore. Shouldn’t need it. 
Boba got them both into the turbolift and then down into the wide, airy hallway that connected his tower to Jabba’s old one and the rest of the palace. Din focused on the feel of the borrowed shirt against his skin, the scratchy threads, the looseness in the shoulders. Boba was shorter than Din but broader, so his shirt hung oddly across Din’s frame. He focused on that rather than the mounting apprehension, the possibility of walking out into the throne room in nothing but Boba’s clothes. 
Boba, however, didn’t take Din there. 
They took Jabba’s old turbolift down, as Din had half a hundred times by now, but instead of stopping on the main level, Boba took the lift lower and lower. 
Din blinked, confused. 
“Are we going back to the treasure rooms?” he asked. He didn’t know how much beskar he’d managed to earn since Boba had first shown him the hoard, but there was almost certainly more down there. Beskar and Jedi artifacts, junk and treasure. Jabba’s prizes. 
“Not quite,” said Boba. 
The lift doors opened into a cavernous cool, dark room, and Din stopped in his tracks. His mind paused. He didn’t understand what he was seeing.
“What  is all this?” Din asked, staring. 
Boba just grinned, ushering Din out of the lift. “Impressive, isn’t it?” he said. 
Din just stared some more, trying to make sense of it all. 
The room almost looked like a Tusken oasis. Water lapped the edge of a wide, smooth sandstone basin and vivid green plants curled around the walls, filling the air with the smell of growing things. Only the bubbler in the middle of the basin and the dim light gave the pool away as unnatural. There were underground springs welling up all through the desert but none of them bubbled like this, and none of them sat in such perfectly round, smooth basins either. 
Faint light shone from above them, let in by small slits cut into the cave-like roof. 
 It’s too quiet, too, Din thought, looking around. Oases in the desert were full of life and noise. Insects gathered above the water and droned. Birds made their nests in the reeds. Bantha came and wallowed in the shallows. 
No animals had been allowed down here. 
“This used to be a sauna, back in the day,” Boba explained. “Hutts have a hard time in dry places like Tatooine, so the old worm used to come down here a few times a week and soak himself in muck. Cleaning it out was a task, let me tell you. Fennec thought I should just torch the place.”
Din wrinkled his nose. He could imagine. 
“Why didn’t you?” he asked, still looking around. In the low light he couldn’t tell how deep the water was. “It can’t be cheap, pumping in all this water.”
Boba shrugged. “I’ve got the water already,” he said. “The aquifer’s only thirty feet beneath us.” He smiled slyly, humor glinting in his eyes. “And I’m a king now, aren’t I? I feel like I should at least look the part. Keep a few extravagances around.”
Din rolled his eyes. “Is that the title you’re going with?” he teased. “Not ‘His Magnificence’ or ‘Lord Fett?’” 
“You can call me whatever you like,” said Boba graciously, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Whatever you go with, Fennec will call me the opposite. Doesn’t want me to get an inflated ego, she says.”
Din chuckled. “So what is this place?” he asked. “A meditation room?” 
Now that he looked at the cavernous room again, it reminded him of the overgrown gardens the Jedi kept on Yavin-4. The sound of the water, the smell of new plants, the gentle light – Din could probably fall asleep down here. 
“Meditation room? No,” said Boba. “It’s a bath.” 
“A  bath?”
“Told you it was an indulgence,” Boba said, amused by Din’s incredulous tone. 
Din decided to stare at him again. 
No one one Tatooine kept baths. There wasn’t any point. Some of the planet’s richer residents kept showers instead of the usual sonics, but a bath was unheard of. An extravagance for a more water-rich planet, like Naboo or Alderaan, or for a place where plenty of clients could pay. Canto Bight and Nar Shaddaa both had legendary bathhouses. They were a Core World luxury, exported only to those who could afford them. 
“Ever been in one?” 
“A bathhouse? No,” said Din, still surprised. 
He’d learned how to swim in rivers and lakes and ponds. First in his original home, in cold water, the memories old and dim, then again as a child in the covert. Kashyyyk had had plenty of water, when he’d lived there. Daro and Dantooine too. As foundlings, they'd washed in lakes and streams, scrubbed off a day of training or waded in to cool off after a spar, but Din had never seen the point in shelling out extra credits between jobs to visit the bathhouses of Nar Shaddaa or Ord Mantell. 
“Good,” Boba said, pleased. “Take off your clothes, then. You’ll like this, I think.”
Din blinked at Boba, then at the water. He hesitated. “Right now? Don’t you have – isn’t there another session of court? Wouldn’t you rather rest?”
“Din, said Boba, and his playfulness didn’t – vanish, exactly, but it sharpened. Took on more authority. He didn’t have to say anything else. Taking a bath wasn’t what Din had had in mind, when Boba’d told Din that he wanted to show him something, but –
 I agreed, Din thought. 
He swallowed, surprise fading into more general nerves, and settled his fingers at the hem of his shirt. 
Boba didn’t turn away as Din carefully peeled his shirt off, wincing as the motion strained his bruised back, made pain echo through him. Din hissed when the muscles shifting in his shoulders protested, and Boba’s eyes darkened with desire. 
 He likes this,  Din realized, dropping his shirt to the floor.  He likes seeing me in pain.  
Months ago that would have frightened Din. A man who liked seeing other men in pain was – dangerous. Not to be trusted. A warrior could cause pain if he had to, but shouldn’t  enjoy causing it. 
 Boba can be trusted. Din wasn’t so blinded by the way he felt about Boba that he thought that Boba wasn’t dangerous. Boba was a Mandalorian. All Mandalorians were dangerous. 
But the fact that Boba enjoyed seeing Din in pain wasn’t anything to shy away from or mistrust. 
The realization sat like a forge-coal in Din’s belly, spreading warmth. His fingertips warmed and began to tingle. 
Boba watched Din with open interest as Din tugged his pants off, his eyes tracking Din’s expression. 
Din didn’t need to be asked to shed his underclothes. He knew what Boba wanted. He stepped out of everything, shivering a little at the feeling of cool air moving across his skin. 
Boba met Din’s eyes and held them, tugging his own shirt off over his head, stepping out of his own clothes. When they were both bare, Boba gestured at the water. “Come in,” he invited. His tone had softened again. 
Swallowing, Din did. He took a cautious step into the basin’s shallow edge and lifted his eyebrows, surprised again. The water was  warm. Most oases on Tatooine were cool, the water kept chilled by the aquifers and springs underground. Oases warmed up as the suns shone overhead, but then they cooled again overnight. Din would have expected an underground pool to be cold. 
But the water that lapped around his ankles was pleasantly warm. 
“There are temperature controls underneath us,” Boba explained, catching on. He waded in without hesitation, taking three or four long strides into the pool. The sides were sloped; within those few steps, Boba was in water up to his waist. “Jabba kept it humid. You wouldn’t believe what we had to scrub off the walls.”
Din made a face but took another tentative step. The bottom of the pool was textured, almost sand-like. Water curled around Din’s calves, then his knees, then his thighs as he inched deeper into the pool. 
“How deep does it go?” he asked, curious. 
“Deep enough to swim in, if you want,” said Boba. “I had parts of it cut out or reshaped. Jabba couldn’t swim, but I can. Can you?” 
Din nodded. He rarely got the opportunity, since beskar sank, but he’d learned as a foundling and he had a set of distant, faded memories of learning how to paddle. Strong hands against his chest, teaching him how to float; laughter rising towards a grey sky; cold water closing over his head; reeds waving at him as salt stung his eyes. 
“Good,” said Boba, pleased. “C’mon, then. Keep up!” 
Boba turned and pushed off, rising out of the water a little before slipping gracefully underneath and kicking off towards the center of the pool. 
Din shook his head, amused, but obeyed. He did the same, pushing off against the floor and sinking beneath the water. It closed over his head with a whisper and left him in a dark world. He opened his eyes and could only see vague shapes, Boba’s heels flashing ahead of him, the column of bubbles pushed up from the floor.
Din followed as best as he could. He wasn’t an excellent swimmer by any means, but he could manage. 
He felt the bubbles wash against him, pushing water towards the edges of the basin. Boba stopped near the middle and Din followed, coming up out of the water and shaking his head like a massiff to get it out of his eyes. 
He could still stand here. The water came up to his chest. Din felt a little less exposed like this, all but the uppermost bands of bruising across his back hidden by the water. Boba couldn’t see any of Din’s other marks either, the crescent-nail points he’d dug into Din’s side and belly, the faint traces of the clamps still left around Din’s nipples. 
Din sank a little lower into the water, enjoying its temperature. Most rivers and lakes he’d swum in had been  cold. He’d never been in water like this before, water that felt like an extension of his body, like the heat of another living thing. 
“Where’d you learn how to swim?” Din asked, pushing off from the floor and taking a few experimental strokes around Boba, who let him. “Not here.” 
“No,” Boba said. “Not here. I – I grew up on a water world. Kamino. Ever hear of it?” 
The name sounded familiar, but it wasn’t anywhere Din had ever been. He shook his head. 
Boba  hmmed. “The entire planet was water,” he finally said, after thinking for a minute or two. “An ocean. It – I didn’t learn how to swim in the ocean, there were too many storms, but my father thought that I should learn. There were… training facilities there, on Kamino. Every kind of environment you could imagine. Dad taught me how to swim in a pool like this one. He’d turn the bubbler on when I got bigger, so I could practice swimming against resistance.” 
“Oh,” Din said, awkwardly. He hadn’t – he should have guessed that it had been Boba’s father who’d taught him how to swim, since it had been the clan elders who’d taught Din, but he hadn’t meant to bring Boba’s father up. 
“I think I learned how to swim on my home planet, too,” Din offered. His memories were very old and very vague, but " – I remember… hands. My father's hands, I think.” Strong and gentle, scarred with rope calluses and and a lifetime of hard work. 
Din closed his eyes a little and swam some more, trying to grab hold of the memory. “Our village… it flooded, during the rainy season.” He remembered  that with more clarity. Grey skies and thunder. So much rain that he’d been afraid the world would wash away. “When the rains stopped, we’d swim out into the fields and look to see what they’d left behind.” 
“Where are you from?” Boba asked. 
Din stopped swimming and shrugged. “I don’t remember,” he said. “Somewhere in the Outer Rim.” 
His  alor would know. She’d kept track of where all of them had come from. Din hadn’t – if he’d known what planet was his, where he’d came from, he’d forgotten it a long time ago. He’d lived so many places, traveling from covert to covert, that it was hard to keep track. 
“The older warriors kept teaching the rest of us kids whenever we lived somewhere with enough water,” Din continued, mostly to stave off any more uncomfortable questions. 
The memory of grey skies and rain and big, calloused hands faded, replaced by newer, clearer memories. The deep, still lakes of Kashyyyk, Annika laughing as she took a running leap from the boughs above and bounced into the water off the glowing lung plants that dotted the lakeshore. Fishing on a riverbank on Dantooine with Paz, swimming with garfish and glackfish and dunking each other underwater until the elders intervened, before all the foundlings worked together to half-drown Pallas Vizsla and raid his pockets for cigarros and dried biba fruit. 
“You live a lot of places?” Boba asked. 
“Yes,” Din said. “Did you?” 
Boba sank down into the water enough to swim and made his way over to Din, ripples lapping at them both. “Yes,” he said. “And no. I mostly lived on the ship, once I got it back. Didn’t set down anywhere for too long. Didn’t do much swimming either, now that I think about it.” 
He made it close enough to touch, if Din wanted to touch him. 
Din looked at Boba instead. 
Boba was looking back. His gaze held none of the usual scrutiny Din felt when people looked at him. None of the judgement, none of the calculation. No measuring Din up against the idea of a Mandalorian, against Din’s reputation, against anything. He was just looking. 
Din tried not to flush. “What?” he asked. 
Boba shrugged. “Nothing,” he said. “I’m just thinking. I’ve got something I’d like to try, if you’re interested.” 
“What is it?”
Boba chuckled. “Trust me,” he said, instead of answering the question. “You’ll enjoy it. You just need to wait here for a minute.” 
Din made a face at him, but didn’t argue further. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll just… float here, then.” 
“Ori’jate,”  said Boba, wielding the praise with as much skill as he’d swung the flogger last night. Din felt the word with almost the same sort of searing impact. He let out a tiny breath, wanting more. 
“Stay,” Boba repeated firmly, then kicked off again and swam back towards the edge of the pool in strong, confident strokes. Din watched him for a moment, then decided to do as he was told. 
The pool  wasn’t deep, not like a Kashyyyki lake, but if Din floated on his back and looked up at the thin strips of light streaking down from the ceiling, Din could almost imagine that he was in an ocean, floating beneath the stars. 
It was… nice, Din supposed. Oddly peaceful, for Jabba the Hutt’s palace on Tatooine. Almost like an oasis. The water lapping at the sides of his face, even helped block out some of the low, constant whine in his ears.
 Has Boba been to an oasis? He must have visited at least one – he’d planted the same sort of oasis-side plants that the Tuskens cultivated in the desert. Maybe he’d seen one when he’d been recovering from the sarlacc. He must have liked it, if he had. Cleaning the pool out, restoring it like this – it wasn’t something Boba had done on a whim, even if he’d tried to pretend otherwise. 
Din smiled to himself, kicking a little to stay more or less in place. 

   I like that he showed me this.  

Whatever Boba was doing at the water’s edge didn’t take long. He was back within a few moments, a wake rippling out ahead of him to lick Din’s ribs. 
“Enjoying yourself?” he asked. 
“It  is nice,” Din admitted. He righted himself in the water and found Boba closer than he expected. Din blinked, startled, but before he could pull away to give them both a little more space, Boba reached out and took Din by the chin, very gently. 
Din froze. Boba had a thumb on one side of Din’s jaw, the spread of his fingers on the other. 
“What are you doing?” Din asked. 
Boba smiled at him, sharp as a knife. “Thinking,” he said. He applied a little more pressure and Din went with it easily, letting Boba turn his head first to one side, then the other. Boba’s eyes roamed over Din’s face. Din let him do that too.
“About?” Din prompted. His mouth had gone dry and his heart was beating faster. The water, which had been perfectly warm a moment ago, felt colder. 
“I think,” said Boba, tone grave, “that I want to kiss you.” 
Din flushed a little. He wanted to turn his face away, to hide from the hungry expression in Boba’s eyes, but he couldn’t. Boba wouldn’t let him. His grip was too strong. “You can,” Din finally said, wrestling his heartbeat under control. “I won’t stop you.” 
“Good boy,” Boba murmured, expression intent, and leaned in. His grip on Din’s jaw was unyielding. He pulled Din down to meet him and held Din there, pressing his lips to Din’s own. His mouth was warm. 
Din surrendered to Boba immediately, opening his mouth when Boba licked across the seam of it and nipped Din’s bottom lip. Boba hummed in approval, the sound so close it was more a sensation than a sound. 
The first time Boba had kissed Din like this, he’d been gentle. Slow. 
All of that gentleness was gone. Boba kissed Din this time like he wanted to eat Din alive. His teeth were sharp as he nipped Din again, a prickle of pain that transformed into heat immediately. His grip was tight enough to bruise. 
 I hope it does,  Din managed to think, through the heat and the dizziness and the insistent press of Boba’s tongue, pushing deeper and deeper into Din’s mouth.  I hope it does bruise.  
Din wanted Boba’s fingertips pressed into his jaw. He wanted bruises stamped there, dark and perfect, matching the bruises he carried on his back, the ones riding low on his hip. 
He wanted – 
Boba finally pulled away, letting Din pull in lungfuls of air. He kept his grip on Din’s chin, though, and Din didn’t resist. He swayed a little, made lighter by the water, and tried to clear his head, but he could still feel Boba’s mouth on his own. It was hard to clear that away. 
“Djar’ika,” Boba said, voice intent. “Do you trust me?”
“Yes,” Din said immediately. He frowned a little. He’d thought that Boba had known that. They’d done this before, after all. Not a full day ago. Of course Din trusted him. 
“Good. Come with me.” He let go of Din’s jaw and turned towards the edge of the pool without looking back. Boba expected to be obeyed. 
Din followed, still dazed. The water helped bring him back to himself a little. Din shook his head to clear it again and found Boba waiting for him by the water’s edge. He had something small and dark in his hands. 
“What’s that?” Din asked, warily. All of his bruises twinged at once. 
Boba’s eyes turned up at the corners. “Does it matter?” he asked. 
“Probably not,” Din admitted. He  had agreed to try whatever Boba asked him to, and kept agreeing. Even if his bruises hurt, if he was tired, Din was willing to give Boba the benefit of the doubt. 
“It’s not a flogger,” Boba finally said, relenting a little. “Come here. Sit down, in the water.” 
Din did, sinking to his knees in the pool. The textured floor dug into his knees, but with the water helping take some of Din’s weight it wasn’t unbearable. He sat back on his heels and looked up at Boba expectantly. 
Boba snorted. “Sit,  Din,” he said. “You don’t need to kneel. Not for this.” 
Confused now, Din shifted so that he was sitting, water up to his waist. Anticipation prickled up his spine. 
Boba looked Din over, then nodded to himself. “Good,” he said. “Now turn around.”
Din huffed. “Are you just going to order me around all day?” he asked. 
Boba responded by flicking Din in the back of the head. “Manners,” he said, mildly. “That’s your only warning,  mir’sheb.” 
Din subsided. 
Boba’s hand ghosted over the warm skin of Din’s back, not quite touching, but close enough that Din could feel the air move between them. He tensed before he could stop himself, afraid that Boba would press down on his bruises. Wanting Boba to do it anyway. 
“How does your back feel?” Boba asked. A hungry note had entered his voice. “Sore?” 
“It hurts,” Din admitted. “But – it’s good.” 
“Walking around in beskar can’t be fun.” 
Din shrugged a little. “It’s good,” he repeated. He wasn’t sure he knew how to say what he meant, that the bruises helped. That Din liked having them. That he wanted Boba to press a hand to the worst of them, and push. 
Boba hummed in reply. “Good,” he said. “I’m not going to hit you today,  Djar’ika. These are too fresh, and we’re both tired.
“But,” he added, when Din slumped a little into the water, “I’ve got something else in mind. Something… relaxing.” 
“That… doesn’t sound very relaxing, when you say it that way,” Din said. 
Boba chuckled, which did nothing to alleviate Din’s mounting nerves. 
This was new. Din hated  new.  So far everything Boba had done had been – well, Din didn’t know if he could call a flogging  enjoyable – but it had all been bearable, at least. Helpful. But the unknown lurked around the edges of their conversation. 
“You trust me,” Boba reminded Din. 
Din nodded. “I do,” he agreed. 
“So close your eyes,” Boba said. “And hold very still. I’d hate to slip.” 
“Slip?”  But Din shut his eyes, his body reacting in a familiar way, now; his other senses picked up to compensate, his awareness of Boba unfolding. He felt Boba shift coming to stand in front of Din. Boba bent, water whispering, and brought a hand up to Din’s cheek. His palm was full of water, which he pressed to Din’s face, wetting his beard. Boba repeated the process on the other side. 
“What are you – ”
“Shhh,” said Boba easily, like quieting a restless hound. Din wanted to bristle, but he had an idea where this was going, now. He closed his mouth. 
Boba rewarded him with an affectionate hand carded through Din’s hair. Then there was the sound of something metal moving, and a faint hiss. Something that smelled faintly of cedru wood hit the air. Boba’s hand returned and spread something cool across Din’s beard, from his cheekbones down to his jaw, under his chin.
 Depil cream, Din thought. His heart beat even faster.
“Now,” Boba said, once he’d finished and the air was full of the smell of cut cedru trees, heady and overwhelming, “you do need to hold still,  Djar’ika. I’m… old-fashioned.”
Din wanted to open his eyes, wanted to ask Boba what he meant, but he didn’t have to. Something very cold and very sharp touched the side of his face, just below his cheekbone, 

   A straight razor.  

Din’s entire body locked. 
“Udesii,” Boba rumbled, the peaks of mando’a rising. “You’re alright. I won’t hurt you.” 
Din swallowed, because  that wasn’t true and his body knew it, knew that it was inches away from a blade that could end its life in a heartbeat. 
But Din and Boba had promised to be honest to each other, at least like this, which meant that Boba was telling the truth. He wouldn’t hurt Din. Not like this. 
“That’s it,” Boba murmured, as Din forced himself to relax, pushing tension down to his hands, which he flexed underneath the water. “That’s it. Just let it happen.” 
Din gave a bare nod, the razor cold against his cheek. Boba took Din by the jaw again, gently. “It won’t take long,” he promised. “Just going to clean you up a little, is all.”
The first pass of the razor didn’t skim off too much hair. Boba wasn’t applying any pressure, not yet. He was just getting Din used to the sensation, the rasp of the blade over his skin, the very fine edge of it. 
Din clenched his hands beneath the water again, then relaxed them. He let his eyes screwed shut. 
Boba’s next few passes were more of the same, gentle enough to give Din the time he needed to convince himself that he wasn’t in any true danger. 
“Ready?” Boba asked, when Din had managed to get his breathing under control. He didn’t wait for an answer, of course – he didn’t have to. Din was entirely at Boba’s mercy again. Boba could do what he wanted. 
Boba’s next pass with the razor was firmer. Din felt it skate along his jaw, taking cream and hair with it, leaving smooth skin in its wake. 
Din shivered. He’d never – it had been a long time since he’d bothered to shave off his entire beard. He’d trim it periodically, clean up the worst of the greying edges and frayed curls, but he didn’t ever bother shaving it off entirely. It didn’t matter. Din wore the helmet most of the time anyway. No one had ever seen his face, not until recently. 
“Hmm,” Boba said, rubbing his thumb over a newly-bare batch of skin. “Better?” 
He said the word like a question. Din didn’t know how to answer. He’d never paid his facial hair much attention one way or the other. He didn’t have an opinion. It just – was, was just another part of maintaining himself, keeping his body in fighting shape. Din trimmed his beard because long hair would get caught in the clasps and seals of his helmet. That was all. 
“I – don’t know,” Din said carefully, trying not to move his mouth too much as Boba patiently ran the razor along the underside of Din’s jaw. “What do you think?” 
“Hmm, very good,” Boba repeated, tone rich. “I like the deference. And the difference. Makes you look… a little less tired.” 
Din didn’t know what to say to that either. He just let Boba keep stroking the corner of his jaw with his thumb, something warm and fragile in his chest. 
Water swished, and Boba brought the razor back. 
“You planned for this,” Din murmured. It was an odd thing to plan for, the opportunity to get Din into a large body of water and shave him, but Din had figured out by now that Boba was an odd man, and did things that didn’t make sense just because they pleased him. 
He heard Boba smile. “I hoped,” Boba corrected. “I wasn’t sure how easy it’d be to convince you to try this out.”
“What’s the difference? Between planning and hoping, I mean,” Din asked. 
Boba shrugged, a motion Din felt instead of saw. “Managing expectations,” he said. “Since I’d only  hoped to get you down here so I could take care of you properly, I’m pleasantly surprised. If I’d planned, and you’d said no, I’d be… put out, maybe.” 
“I wouldn’t have said no,” Din said.
Boba tapped the side of Din’s mouth. “Probably not,” he said. “But still.” 
Din wanted to open his eyes to glare, but couldn’t seem to find the energy. The pool was warm again, lulling Din into a sort of contented stupor he was hard-pressed to want to shrug off. He liked this. Boba was close and warm. His hand was still on Din’s jaw, keeping him upright. The stresses of the morning seemed very far away, locked out of this room. 
“You said – you wanted to take care of me properly?” Din asked, circling back to Boba’s answer. He wondered if he should be offended that Boba thought Din couldn’t – or wouldn’t – take care of himself. 
Boba  hmmed. “A little,” he finally admitted. “And – well.”
“And this is – good for you too,” Din said, thinking back to their conversation in Boba’s rooms. Boba had wanted to relax. To  rest. “Right? This is good for you too?” 
That earned Din a chuckle and an affectionate pat to the side of the cheek. “Yes,  Djar’ika,” said Boba, warmly. “This is good for me too.” 
A kernel of pride flickered in Din’s chest. 
“Good,” he said, settling deeper into the water. 
“Good,” Boba repeated. Silence fell over them again, but this time it was companionable, close. Boba finished one side of Din’s face and set to work on the other, pausing every now and then to clean his razor off in the water. His touches were gentle and slow, even if they felt strange on Din’s newly-smooth, raw skin. Din didn’t have any trouble keeping his eyes closed. He let Boba do what he wanted, the warmth in his own chest expanding. 
 This is fine, Din thought to himself, as Boba used his thumb to clear away extra depil cream. Din’s skin tingled, all of the nerves in his face awake. 
“Good,” Boba said again, once he’d finished. He used a little water to get rid of the rest of the depil cream, then stepped back into deeper water to take a look at his handiwork. Din tried not to sway too obviously in his direction. He took his hands out of the water and felt at his own face. Boba hadn’t left him much. His skin was smooth underneath his fingers, and tender to the touch. 
 Odd, he thought to himself. Din couldn’t remember the last time he’d been clean-shaven. 
“Happy?” Din asked. 
“Yes,” said Boba, and his honesty was as sharp as the razor. Din opened his eyes in surprise, feeling cut. He hadn’t – he hadn’t expected Boba to be so honest. 
 I don’t know why, Din thought. Boba had been honest up until now. But to hear that something like this – something as simple as letting Boba shave him, take care of him – made Boba happy was startling. 
Boba was looking back at Din with something open and possessive in his eyes. Something raw. 
“Is this… is it part of taking control, for you?” Din asked, trying to understand. Boba’s expression flickered. 
“Some,” Boba acknowledged. “Your trust’s part of it too. That you’d trust me with this.” He held up the razor. The edge of it gleamed in the dim light, and Din tracked it with his eyes. He swallowed.
“I do,” Din said softly. “I trust you.” 
“Do you?” Boba moved suddenly then, stepping back into Din’s space so fast he kicked up water on all sides. He brought razor to the side of Din’s face again, hovering just above his skin. With his eyes open Din could just barely see it past the ridge of his cheek. Din froze. 
“Do you?” Boba repeated, just as softly. 
“Yes,” said Din. 
Boba set the blade against Din’s jaw. 
Din  knew that Boba wouldn’t cut him, that Boba would be as careful now as he’d been this entire time, but his pulse still kicked in instinctive panic. The edge of the razor was bright, fine; Boba could have Din’s throat out in a second if he wanted to, and like this, there was no way Din could stop him. 
Boba made a deep, rumbling sound. “Udesii,” he murmured. 
 Easy for you to say, Din wanted to snarl. The edge of the razor was so sharp it could part Din’s skin effortlessly, all the way down to the bone. Din wasn’t even sure he’d feel it, not at first. Any blood running down his face would feel like water. 
Boba’s eyes were wide and dark. His cock, a few inches away from Din’s face, twitched. Din flushed. His own began to fill with blood, arousal spiking to mix with the fear. 
They stared at each other for a moment, the blade pressed to Din’s face, the promise of bloodshed heavy between them. Then Boba pulled the razor away and took a ragged breath. 
“I won’t hurt you,” said Boba, once he’d taken another deep breath and managed to even his voice out. Din was impressed – Din wasn’t sure he’d be able to speak at all without his voice cracking. “Not today, at least.”
Din eyed Boba’s cock again. His stomach fluttered. “What if,” Din asked, very carefully, “I asked you to?” 
Boba made a soft, punched-out sound. He leaned down again and took Din’s jaw for a third time, tilting Din’s chin so that Din had to look up and meet his eyes. Din did, this time. It was easy. 
“My answer’d be the same,” Boba said gently, which was a disappointment. Din’s blood was hot, fizzling. He tried not to scowl and failed. 
“For today,” Boba said. “But if you still felt that way  tonight, and were willing to try some things…” 
“Yes,” said Din immediately, which made Boba laugh outright. 
“Eager, are you?” Boba smiled, teeth flashing. He let go of Din to take his own cock in hand, giving it a few languid, easy strokes. Din followed the motion, heat pooling in his belly, pooling lower. “N'epar nu pirur, Djar’ika. We’ve got time.” 
“We don’t  need time,” Din muttered, blood still jumping. He wanted – something. He didn’t know what he wanted except that he wanted it to involve Boba’s hands. Boba’s body. 
“We do if I’m going to teach you how to suck a cock properly,” Boba said lightly. Din spluttered. “Or are you a master already?” 
Being teased had, in the past, meant that Boba was shifting them away from whatever deeper understanding they had between them, where Boba gave the orders, took the control, and Din obeyed and gave control over. Teasing meant that Boba was pulling them back towards business, away from the tension jangling underneath Din’s skin, the desperate desire for – something. A kiss or a slap, a gentle touch or a cut. Din didn’t know. He’d take either. He'd take anything. 
But Boba was pulling them away from that.  
Which, Din reasoned, meant that it was okay to come up off the bottom of the pool and tackle Boba around the middle. 
They both went over into the water, splashing. Boba shouted. Din grit his teeth against the pain flaring down his back and rolled, escaping before Boba could retaliate. 
When Boba emerged from the pool, dripping, he shook his head to clear the water of his eyes and glared at Din fiercely. Din, who was still blushing – Who says the things he says? he thought, despairing, aroused, trying to hide both reactions – glared right back. 
Boba raised a threatening finger. “Gar jare’la,” he warned. Din had no idea what that meant, but it sounded like a threat so he inched deeper into the pool, a challenge rising in his blood to replace the lingering arousal. If Boba didn’t want to bump beskar, that was fine. Din was going to make him pay for his teasing, though. 
Boba saw it in his face, because he cursed and lunged, grabbing for Din, who eeled out of his grip and swam deeper into the pool. 
They chased each for several minutes. It wasn’t like sparring or wrestling, not really; neither of them managed to get a good enough grip on each other to inflict any damage. Din was at a disadvantage, though, slowed down by his aching shoulders, and Boba caught him eventually, wrestling Din into a loose Kashyyyki sleeperhold. 
“This,” said Boba clearly, once Din had mostly stopped trying to claw his way free, “is not  restful.” 
“You had your chance,” Din replied. “You decided to be a  shabuir instead.” 
“I wasn’t being a  shabuir,” Boba said. “Not any more than usual, anyway. If I’m going to teach you how to suck a cock,  Djar’ika, I’d rather take my time. ‘S more rewarding that way. For both of us.” 
Din did not splutter again, but he did stop struggling for a moment. 
“Besides,” Boba added, pressing his knuckles against Din’s head briefly, before letting him go. “We’ve still got a day ahead of us.” 
At the mention of their other responsibilities, Din’s blood cooled some. Boba did still have another session of court ahead of him, which meant that Din would need to be in armor and watching the throne. And then there was Fennec to talk to and a fly-over of the palace and the surrounding desert to arrange, and Noora’d probably want Din to check in on Gida. 
Din sighed. 
“You’re… probably right,” he admitted. 
“Unfortunately,” Boba agreed. But he smiled again, a quick, bright thing, and reached out to run a thumb down the smooth edge of Din’s cheek. 
“But,” Boba continued, “maybe something to look forward to tonight, yeah? If we’re up for it?” 
He was asking again, not commanding. Din almost told Boba to make the decision for him, but decided against it. This was – something new. The edges of it were blurry, not quite well-defined. 
“Tonight,” Din agreed. “If we’re up for it.”  He intended to be, but – Boba was tired. Din could see it in his face, in the shadows underneath his eyes. Boba  might need rest more than anything. 
 I promised Fennec, Din thought. He’d promised to help Boba rest. 
 I have a few hours until nightfall. Din would come up with something.
“We’re agreed, then,” said Boba. 
“Agreed,” Din echoed. He looked over at the edge of the pool, then paused. “But we don’t have to go back right now, do we?” Din wanted to swim some more. He wanted to let the water sooth his sore back, take the weight off his knees for a while. He wanted Boba to kiss him again, and wondered what it would feel like without his beard between them. 
Boba gave Din a small, private smile. “No,” he said, graciously. “We don’t have to go back just yet."
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It was hard to pull his helmet back on and go back to the throne room, to the afternoon court and the business of running Boba’s little but growing empire, but it wasn’t hard for the reasons Din had gotten used to. 
Din had gotten used to fighting with himself every time he took the helmet off or put it back on. He’d gotten used to feeling like an imposter. Like a liar. 
But climbing out of the bath – after he and Boba had finally gotten around to using it as a bath and not a particularly slippery battlefield – and putting his helmet back on once they’d made it to Boba’s rooms again was – different. Still difficult. If Din hadn’t already decided that Paz should be the next to hear that Din was  dar’manda, he would have told Boba then and there. He hadn’t recognized his own reflection in the helmet’s polished shine. It would have been easy to say it. 
He’d held his tongue, dressed beside Boba, pulled on his armor piece by piece, sealed the helmet shut over his freshly-shaved stranger’s face, and then he’d gone back down with Boba. It shouldn’t have felt different – he’d done it half a dozen times now, made the walk down from Boba’s rooms after letting Boba take control. 
But it  was different, and Din couldn’t figure out why. 
 Nothing’s changed, he thought. He and Boba hadn’t even done anything serious, despite Boba’s teasing. They’d splashed around in the water like unruly foundlings and Boba had given Din what was probably his first proper shave in his entire life. That wasn’t anything that should have made Din feel unbalanced, on edge, sore inside like something in his life had been dislocated and something else had been snapped into place. 
 But I do feel that way. Like the aftermath of an earthquake or recovering from a head injury. Din was – unsteady. Like he couldn’t trust the ground, or couldn’t trust his feet to know that the ground was solid. 
 Nothing has changed. But everything had. Walking back to the throne room with Boba, side by side, had felt – intimate. They’d walked with only a handspan of space between them. The way Din’s helmet kept brushing against the bare corners of his jaw felt like a caress. Even the looseness in his muscles, Din’s ever-present aches and pains temporarily soothed away by warm water, had been new. 
 And,  Din thought to himself, settling deeper into his usual place at the base of the stairs, armed with another smoky Rylish drink and his beskar,  he keeps  looking  at me.  
It wasn’t that Boba had ever ignored Din, any of the dozens of times Din had now stood guard for him at the foot of the stairs. Boba had a warrior’s way of knowing who was in a room with him and where they were. Din’s teachers had called it a battle-sense. 
A smart fighter always knew where his allies and enemies stood. Boba tracked Din from the throne just like he tracked Fennec and Noora and the guards on duty, the visitors that came to stand in front of him to ask a favor and the ones who sulked around the edges of the room. 
 But that’s just common sense, and old habits, Din thought. This is something else. 
He watched Boba right back. Half a hundred other sentients were between Din and Boba, the throne room busy and boisterous, but Din still had a pretty clear line of sight. Boba was sprawled on his throne, languid and in control, listening with all appearance of rapt attention to a blond-furred male Bothan as he gave Boba a report about the rumors of Pyke movement in the spacesports of Bestine. 
But appearances could be deceiving, and beskar could hide a lot. Boba  looked like he was paying sole attention to the Bothan, but he wasn’t. 

   At least, I don’t think he is.  

It was hard to tell for sure, because Boba had pulled his helmet on beside Din as they’d prepared to leave his rooms. Boba’s visor was aimed at the Bothan. 

   But I feel like I’m being watched.  

Din wasn’t being watched in the way that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, that made him want to reach for his blaster or pull his cloak away from his hip so that everyone could see that he was armed. He wasn’t even being watched like a tribe elder watched over the foundlings, protective and calm. But he was being watched, and Din could see almost everyone else’s face; he knew who was looking at him and who wasn’t. 
By now, Din had been seen around the palace so often that he’d stopped being a novelty. Mandalorians were rare, but Din was a regular now. Just another feature of the palace, like Noora or Kasyyk or Fennec. Just another part of Boba’s crew, unremarkable until Boba needed him. A few of the palace’s guests would glance over at Din now and then to check and see if he’d moved – Din moving was a sign that somebody was probably about to start shooting, after all – but no one really  looked at Din anymore. 

   It has to be Boba.  

A visor could hide a lot, even the true direction of one’s eyes. Din had used it to advantage before. Boba had many of the same habits. 

   But it’s different, and I don’t know why. Why’s he looking at me?  

If Din could see Boba’s face, he’d understand. He’d gotten decently good at reading Boba’s expression. They’d spent enough time unmasked in each other’s company, after all.
Din leaned back, pressing his shoulders deliberately into the stone. The pain that bloomed behind his eyes was sweet and grounding, bone-deep. He hissed, too low to be picked up by his vocorder, and rolled his shoulders. 
Boba’s helmet twitched. 
It was a small movement, like the ripple of scales as a canyon krayt shook off a fly. If Din hadn’t been watching Boba so intently, he would have missed it. But he  was watching, so he caught it, and Din’s eyes widened. 
 Oh,  Din realized, heat flickering low in his stomach.  He’s  looking  at me.  
Boba wasn’t looking at Din like an enemy through a scope or even a warrior keeping track of his allies. He was  looking, and Din knew instinctively that underneath his green and red helmet, Boba’s eyes were dark. 
Din swallowed. 
 That’s why it’s different, he thought. 
Din had been wanted before. Other beings saw the armor, saw Din’s skills, his strength, and wanted to have it. Have  him. Xi’an had been the most obvious about it – her looks and sideways glances had come with plenty of comments about what she’d like to do to Din or what she’d like Din to do to her – but there had been interest, over the years. Omera, interested in Din’s strength and his care for the kid. A Devaronian who’d been impressed with Din’s handling of a bounty on Ord Mantell and had invited Din back to his room for the night. There'd been considering looks in cantinas and tooka-calls in the streets. 
Din usually ignored most of them. He wasn’t interested in rolling around with strangers and other beings’ interest in his armor had always made him nervous. He'd never been able to tell who had genuinely wanted him and who had just wanted the chance to bag a Mandalorian. Who'd wanted to take off Din's helmet while he slept in their bed. 

   But Boba knows me without the armor.  

Maybe that was why it was different, standing here with Boba’s eyes on him. Boba knew Din without the helmet on, without any of the armor between them, and still seemed to want Din anyway. 
The heat flickering in Din’s gut spread and strengthened. He swallowed again, lifting his chin a little. 
Boba’s helmet didn’t move. The Bothan was still talking. 
 But he is looking. Din could feel it. All of his instincts rose to meet that gaze. The heat in his belly threatened to become a wildfire, licking at Din’s ribs. All of his skin felt tight, sensitive. His bare face tingled faintly. 
It was Din who broke first, looking away sharply, suddenly shy. It was – knowing that Boba was looking, that Boba wanted him, that Boba was the only one in the room who  knew him, who had put his hands on Din’s jaw – it was too much. And it wasn’t enough, either. Din knew Boba right back. He wanted Boba’s hand on him again. 
 This is – I don’t flirt, Din thought, a little desperately. He fixed his attention on the bar, manned for the afternoon by Gida, and took a few breaths. 
Din didn’t flirt, or court, or whatever it was that Boba was doing. Usually Din ignored those who were looking at him with desire. It was safer that way. 
 But I want Boba too.  Din  liked him. Even when Boba was being condescending, when he was teasing Din about his inexperience, when he was trying to make Din blush. Din liked him, and wanted him, but he didn’t do this. 
Din finished his drink in two gulps, tilting his helmet up just enough to grab the straw. Noora’d made this one for him too, before she'd turned the bar over for the afternoon and evening shifts. Its smoky sweetness and the burn of alcohol helped settle Din some. He risked another glance at Boba. 
Boba hadn’t looked away. His helmet hadn’t shifted, but Din could still feel his eyes, and Din flushed even though no one could see him do it. 
 He wouldn’t look away,  Din thought, red down to his throat. Boba liked seeing Din out of his depth too much to look away. He liked  pushing Din. 
Din’s face tingled with heat. He wondered what Boba saw. If Boba was looking at Din in his armor, pleased that he’d won Din over to his side, or if he was imagining what Din looked like underneath it. The smooth skin of Din’s cheeks, the bruises across his back. 
They’d made arrangements to spend the night together up in Boba’s rooms and this time, it wasn’t for a sparring match or a flogging or anything Din was familiar with. He kept hearing Boba’s voice, light and teasing. 
 If I’m going to teach you how to suck a cock,  Djar’ika,  I’d rather take my time… 
 How does he make something sound like a threat and a promise at the same time? Din thought, his blush deepening, spreading down his throat to his chest. His skin pulled tight. Heat flickered. His cock twitched. 
 That,  Din thought, looking away again, jaw working underneath his helmet,  is enough of that.  
This was the throne room. The seat of Boba’s power. This wasn’t the safety of his rooms or the watery quiet of the bath or even the closeness of a ship’s hold – this was where Boba worked, where  Din worked. 
 Getting an erection in one’s place of employment,  Din thought, still furiously red underneath his armor,  has got to be against  someone’s  code.  
Din had agreed to follow the rules, when he’d signed on with the Guild. There hadn’t been any clauses in the contract about – well, about  this sort of thing – but Din had agreed to follow a certain standard of behavior. Boba hadn't made Din sign a contract either, but they'd still set up some boundaries. They had agreed to keep what they did together in Boba's rooms separate from this.
 Fine,  Din thought in Boba’s direction.  You win this one.  
He abandoned his post by the stairs, trudging over to the bar. He wasn’t sure what to do to get himself under control – a pinch or a bitten lip was just as likely to fan the heat spreading through all of Din’s limbs as it was to help him focus. 
It all had gotten tangled up in his head. Pleasure and pain, focus and indulgence. It didn’t help that Din had been so on edge over the last few days, between time in the desert with A’Shek, his argument with Boba, his search in Mos Entha. He’d only been  back in the palace for a day, with hardly any rest in-between. 
 And I’m not going to get much rest tonight, either, Din thought. His blood jumped again, remembering Boba’s promise-threat, and he shook his head irritably. 
He felt Boba’s attention slide off of him. 
 Bastard’s probably smug. Boba’d won, after all. Din had looked away first.  
Scowling, Din made it to the bar and held up two fingers. Gida, as professional while she was working as she was prickly when off-duty, only nodded and slipped him another drink. She didn’t give him a straw, so Din took his old one out of the drink Noora had made for him and returned to his place by the stairs. 
Boba was entirely focused on the Bothan now. Din sipped his drink – tihaar this time, strong enough to burn at the back of Din’s mouth, underneath his eyes – and forced himself to pay attention, to get back on task. 
He was in control of his body. Din flexed his toes, then his fingers. He surreptitiously rotated his ankles and shook out his wrists. He rolled his shoulders, and resisted the urge to press his back against the stone behind him. 
By the time he finished his  tihaar, Din had managed to get himself back under control. The heat in his belly was gone. His face still felt strange underneath his helmet, too sensitive, but there was nothing Din could do about that, and Boba had turned entirely back to business. 
Din was relieved. He was sure that Boba would tease him later, but Din could handle it in the safety of Boba’s rooms. Here – no. There were too many others around. 
Afternoon court wound down with less drama than morning court had. None of the smugglers who came to give Boba his share of their profits had tried to cheat him and none of the beings who were paying Boba for protection had any complaints. The afternoon bled into the evening before long, court finishing for the day, and Fennec appeared at Din’s elbow. 
Din leaned down so she could talk without being overhead. 
“Any trouble this afternoon?” he asked. “I thought I was supposed to come find you.”
Fennec smiled like a knife. “No trouble,” she said. “I thought I’d come grab you before Noora went home for the day. Want to eat with us? We’re over here.” She pointed to a corner where Noora was, in fact, sitting with several plates of various foods spread out in front of her. Din looked back at the throne. Boba was standing, now, at the base of the dais, helmet tucked underneath his arm while he listened to something one of the guards had to say. He was done ruling for the day. 
“Alright,” Din said. “Lead the way.” 
Fennec eeled through the crowd, Din trailing along behind her. At the table she’d commandeered, Noora was scrolling down on a datapad and absent-mindedly eating what looked like Mandalorian  hanshun, flaky bread stuffed with spices and meat and vegetables. She’d eaten half of one and had gotten absorbed by whatever she was reading, the forgotten half of the  hanshun steaming in her hand. 
Din smiled and sat down across from her, letting Fennec take the spot at his left. Fennec took her helmet off and reached for some food for herself – she took a  hanshun to match Noora's, a scoop of brown rice and a heap of red  chuba stew, which Din could smell even through his helmet. 
“Want any?” Noora asked, setting her datapad down as she realized that Din was there. She gestured with her own  hanshun. “It’s the boss’s recipe. It’s really good.” 
“Really spicy,” Fennec muttered, taking an enormous bite of rice to soak up whatever was in the  hanshun, which had made spice-tears gather at the corners of her eyes. 
“I’ll take some for later,” Din assured Noora. “Don’t worry about it. Take what you want.” 
“What,” Fennec said lightly, getting over her encounter with  heturam enough to reach out and rap her knuckles against the side of Din’s head. He leaned out of the way with a scowl she couldn't see. “You get shy on us all of a sudden?” 
“I’m not  shy,” Din grumbled, pushing away the way Boba’s gaze had made him feel, exposed and vulnerable. He wasn’t shy. He never had been. He was new at all of this, yes. But if he took his helmet off, Fennec and Noora would be able to see what Boba had done, and Din wasn’t sure he wanted to share that with them. 
Fennec knew that Din and Boba had an – arrangement. That was fine. From the way Boba talked about her, and from what Din had been able to put together sharing a palace with her, Fennec was the type to figure everything out, sooner or later. That was her  job. Keeping her from drawing her own conclusions, from fitting together scraps of information, was probably impossible. 
But there was a difference between letting Fennec piece together the odds and ends of Din and Boba’s arrangement and showing it to her first-hand. Din’s face, his freshly-shaved cheeks and sensitive skin, the memory of Boba’s thumb at the corner of his jaw – 
 It’s mine,  Din thought, unease prickling through him. The way Boba’s hand had felt, skin pressed to skin. The gleam of the razor out of the corner of his eye. Those things were  Din’s, not Fennec's, and he didn’t want to share them. 
There was a question in Fennec’s eyes. Din scowled harder. 
“There’s – a lot of people still in here,” Din said, reaching for a plausible reason that also wasn’t a lie. The throne room hadn’t emptied by any means. Afternoon court usually tipped over into at least an hour or two of dinner and partying, now that Boba had the clink and the influence to support such things. Half of Boba’s influence came from deals and bargains struck in the palace’s halls after dark, and a good third of his clink flowed through the bar before it made its way into his accounts. The palace’s visitors liked to stay and eat and drink. Smugglers would arrange to move goods off-planet over a meal. Bounties would go out with a toast. And Boba would get a cut of all of it. 
And while that sort of business model was good practice for a cartel, it meant that Fennec and Noora weren’t the only ones lingering after the main business of the day was done. 
“Oh,” Fennec said, finally pulling her hand away. Her expression cleared – she believed Din. “You’ve said before that your particular brand of Mandalorian is… traditional. You don’t show your faces to strangers?” 
 To anyone, Din thought, but didn’t say it. He only nodded, affirming Fennec, then paused, struck by a thought he’d been trying to ignore all day, ever since Boba had brought up his father’s father and his people over breakfast. 
 Fennec,  Din realized,  knows a little about everything.  
“How many Mandalorians have you met over the years?” Din asked. Fennec had been an assassin for as long as he could remember – her name had come up in the syndicates and the Guild alike. He didn’t know how long she’d been working, but it had been a long time. Longer than Din, who’d been hunting for over fifteen years. 
If the question caught Fennec by surprise, she didn’t show it. She took another bite of  hanshun, chewed thoughtfully for a minute, then shrugged. “A few,” she said. “Back in the Clone Wars you couldn’t turn around without tripping over a Mandalorian bounty hunter. Most of them were decent to work with – if I had to work as part of a crew, Mandalorians were better than Trandoshans or droids. I knew… a Bralor, a Hokan. A handful of Skiratas. Beviin was okay. Jango, Boba’s father.” 
“You knew Boba’s father?”
“By reputation,” Fennec said. “I’ve worked with a few who’d worked with him – Bralor was  good – but Jango’d cut down on his hunting by the time I got established enough to compete for higher-level bounties. Then after that the Clone Wars ended and the Empire took over…” 
“And there were fewer and fewer Mandalorian hunters,” Din muttered, thinking. He wondered how many of the  beroya'e Fennec had known had gone underground. Had tried to stand up to the Empire and died for it. How many had made it back to the safety of their tribes. Din didn’t recognize any of the names Fennec had tossed out, aside from Jango Fett and Skirata. The clan names she’d mentioned weren’t any of the ones Din knew among the coverts, except for Skirata – there had been a Wenyan Skirata among the elder warriors for a while. It was Wenyan and his wife Adga who’d adopted Annika back when they’d all been orphans and foundlings. Now she was the only Skirata left in the covert. 
Or she was, at least, Din thought. He didn't know if Annika had survived. 
He pushed that thought away. 
Fennec inclined her head. “Fewer good hunters in general,” she said. “The Empire turned any half-decent bounty hunter they could find loose after the remaining Jedi. The payouts, if you managed to bag one, were big, but none of the Jedi who survived the initial Purge survived by accident.” 
Din blinked, surprised. “Did you – ” he started, then stopped himself with a grimace. Asking about the bounties another hunter – even one who'd done more killing than hunting, like Fennec – may or may not have taken wasn’t always polite. 
Din was allied with the Jedi, now. His kid was going to be a Jedi. He wasn't sure that he wanted to know if Fennec had ever hunted any Jedi. If she'd caught them. Killed them. She hadn't only been a hunter, after all. 
But Fennec only shook her head with a faint smile, unbothered. “No,” she said. “Thought about it, a few times – it was hard not to think about taking one of those contracts, with how high some of the bounties were – but I’ve always believed that it’s hard to spend your credits when you’re dead. I saw what the Jedi could do, during the Clone Wars. I’m good, but the Jedi…” 
Din nodded. He hadn’t known that Ferrus Olin was a Jedi, but he’d seen Olin’s puck sit untouched in Greef Karga’s records for almost a decade. The bounty on him was  enormous. If Din had managed to bring him in, it wouldn’t have just fed the tribe – it would have given them enough credits to buy their own planet. 
But bounties only got that astronomically high for one reason. Risk and reward were twins, the  alor had said once. Olin’s bounty was so high because nothing short of a full-scale Imperial assault was guaranteed to take him out, let alone one Mandalorian in durasteel armor. Karga hadn’t wanted to risk his best hunters on such an impossible score, no matter the fact that Din, in his younger and wilder days, would certainly have tried. 
 And died,  Din thought, putting together what Fennec was saying. When the Empire had started to put out bounties on surviving Jedi,  beroya had probably  jumped  at the chance to hunt them. Jedi were thin on the ground these days, thinner even than Mandalorians, but that didn’t mean that those who’d died in the purges and the hunts hadn’t taken some  beroya down with them. 
“By the time you came after me in the sands, I hadn’t seen a Mandalorian hunter in a long time,” Fennec continued. “Boba was the last one I’d seen, and we all thought he’d died. He didn’t tolerate competition in Jabba’s outfit.” 
Din snorted. “None of us do,” he said. There was a reason most  alore tried to put a sector or two between coverts with active hunters. Fighting over bounties was common, when there weren’t enough bounties to go around. 
Fennec inclined her head and took another bite of her  hanshun, finishing it off. 
“What were they like?” Din asked, before he could talk himself out of asking. “The other hunters, I mean.” 
That got him a hard stare. Fennec’s eyes searched his helmet, but Din made himself look back impassively. 
“Boba,” Din elaborated, choosing his words, “has… his own opinions. As does Bo-Katan.” 
“He does,” Fennec relented. She shrugged. “They were – well. Hokan was a mean son of a  skug, but he was competent. I heard that the Republic did for him back at the start of the Clone Wars. Bralor… she ran with Boba’s father, I think. She was hard, but she had her code. She showed me how to splice into Republic comms once. I did my best to avoid the Skiratas. They were around after the Clone Wars, for a while. Very clannish. They didn’t like anybody who wasn’t one of them, and they didn’t share bounties very well either. I did a few jobs under Lyro Beviin before he caught the wrong end of a pulse rifle on Dxun. He was another one who ran with Jango, back in the old days. Beviin was fair. Made sure we all got our cut, even us new bloods. I avoided the Ordo brothers too. They were only after glory.” 
Din nodded, taking each name to memory. Ordo, Hokan, Bralor, Beviin. Names he’d heard before – names Boba had said, when he’d described the Purge and the clans who’d been wiped out – but not names Din  knew.  
 There were more of us once, he thought.
He’d  known that, logically, but the truth of it was gnawing at him now. Had been for a while, whenever Din had taken a moment to himself to think about it. It had started on the light cruiser, because Din hadn’t anything else to think about aside from how much his head hurt and how frustrating it was to be unable to make a closed fist with his bad hand. 
There were Mandalorians, entire clans and houses and tribes, who lived and died outside of what Din had thought was the only Creed. The Way of the Mandalore. 
And not all of these other Mandalorians had been in hiding, either. They’d lived on Mandalore and Concordia, on Onderon and Dantooine and Concord Dawn. They’d worked as soldiers and bounty hunters and mercenaries. They’d hunted and fought and lived in cities, in spaceports. 
 So what,  Din thought to himself, uncomfortable, his appetite fading despite the delicious smell of the  chuba  stew,  were we hiding from? 
The Empire – they’d always hidden from the Empire. But the Empire hadn’t always existed. Din had been saved from his overrun village during the Clone Wars. He didn’t remember how long, exactly, he’d lived in the covert before the Clone Wars ended and the Empire had risen out of their ashes, but it couldn’t have been that long. 
 But we were hiding even then,  he thought.  And we stayed hidden, even when the Emperor died and the New Republic took over.  Not that the New Republic had  won – the Empire still existed in the Remnants, prowling around the edges of the Outer Rim. 
The warriors who’d saved Din’s life had fought the Separatists, and in those first early days the Separatists had hunted them right back. The first raids Din remembered running from, holding hands with Paz and Annika as they fled through dark tunnels and alleyways, were Separatist raids. 
And then the Seps had been cleared away and the Empire had pursued anyone who could fight but wouldn’t do if for the Empire. The Empire had Purged, had destroyed entire coverts and then Mandalore itself, had stolen beskar wherever beskar could be found. 

   But we were hidden before the Empire.  

Din’s heart sank in his chest. He had a horrible feeling that he knew why his people had been in hiding for so long. 
“These other Mandalorians that you knew,” Din said, trying to keep his voice even, “you knew them after the Mandalorian Civil War, right?” 
“Right,” Fennec said. “That was – oh, fifteen, twenty years before the Clone Wars kicked off? The Mandalorian wars were long over. That was why there were so many  beroya – most of them were exiles, I think. Driven off Mandalore because they wouldn’t knuckle under and put their armor down." 
Din’s heart sank even further. 
“Why do you ask?” Noora said, leaning in curiously. The tips of her lekku twitched. “You’re Mandalorian. Don’t you know all of this stuff already?” 
Din pulled his thoughts away from the dark corner they were rounding and made himself shrug, nonchalant. 
“We were… scattered, by the Empire,” Din said. “My tribe kept to itself. It was safer that way. Finding others after all this time has been – it’s been different.” Din settled on the safest word he could think of. 
Noora’s expression softened. “Yeah,” she said, the tips of her lekku twitching. “I understand.” 
Din nodded, relieved. She did understand – Twi’Leks were just as scattered across the galaxy, though they’d never been hunted down like Mandalorians. The Hutts had been mining Ryloth for generations, stealing both resources and Ryloth’s people. The Empire had done the same. 
“Good different?” Fennec asked, watching Din with cool, unreadable eyes. “Or bad?” 
Din thought about it for a moment, trying to wrestle his thoughts in order, to keep them away from the dark truth he could feel circling him like an animal ready to lunge, sharpening its claws. 
“Mostly… mostly good,” he admitted, settling on honesty. Fennec and Boba were alike enough that honesty was probably the best policy, when dealing with Fennec. “It’s been – for a long time, we thought – I thought – that we were the only ones left.” That all Mandalorians lived like Din lived, halfway hiding, halfway dead. That all Mandalorian kids grew up underground with one ear always listening for the raid sirens, with everything they owned packed up into kits so they could run at a moment’s notice if they had to. 
But now Din knew that that wasn’t true. There were others out there. Kryze and her people. Boba.  More. Few and scattered and just as hunted as Din’s covert had been, it seemed, but more. Other Mandalorians. 
And that was a good thing. 
 But if we were in hiding before the rest of the Mandalorians, and we were  hunted  before the rest –  
Din shoved that thought away, hard. He didn’t have time to deal with it right now. 
“Mostly good,” he repeated, firmly. 
Fennec studied him for a minute, probably seeing more of Din than he wanted her to see even with his helmet on, but then she shrugged. “I can imagine,” she finally said. 
 She must come from somewhere too. Din didn’t know anything about Fennec, beyond what almost everyone knew about her. She was skilled, she was ruthless and she was very hard to kill. 
And she was loyal to Boba – she had his complete and entire trust, and he had hers. 
 But where does she come from? Fennec’s accent was Outer Rim, but the Outer Rim was enormous. She could have come from any one of a thousand worlds. 
“Thank you,” Din finally said, settling on words that were easy enough to say. Fennec arched an eyebrow at him. “For telling me. It’s… not everyone who’s met other Mandalorians wants to talk about them.” He mostly meant Boba and Fennec must have understood, because she just shrugged a little and nodded. 
“Don’t mention it,” she said. She scooped up a spoonful and tilted her head at Noora. “Well?” 
Noora blinked, but nodded and looked at Din. He waited.
“Gida,” Noora started, “is convinced that she’s still being followed. I know that you’ve been looking out for her, Djarin. Kasyyk and Zero have been too. Have you seen anything?” 
Din shook his head, turning his attention to Gida. Behind the bar, safe inside the palace – as safe as they could be, anyway, with Gorga the Hutt apparently planning to crush them all – Gida was bright and cheerful, flirting with patrons and laughing at some just that the other bartender, a human man Din had never seen before, had cracked. 
“I saw something that might have been binocs, once,” Din said. “But when I went to check, there was no one in the sands. Other than that, no.”
“So is it all in her head?” Fennec asked. “No one would blame her for being jumpy. She’s been through a lot. Her whole family has – she's lost almost all of her siblings to the sorrowlanes, I'd heard." 
Din thought of how afraid Gida had been, and of how hard she’d tried not to show him that she was afraid. 
“She’s genuinely scared of something,” Din said, slowly. “That kind of fear – no. I don’t think it’s all in her head. I think she  does have something to be afraid of. I don’t know if whoever has been following her runs scared if he sees me or Kasyyk – " most beings with sense would run scared from Kasyyk – “or if she’s not being followed every night, but something’s scared her. She’s been followed at least once before.” 
“So what are you going to do?” Fennec asked.
 Do we need to escalate this?  She meant.  Do we need to tell Boba?  
Did tilted his head, thinking. He didn’t want to bother Boba with this, not while Boba was busy trying to get ready for a Hutt attack. “I’ll take her home tonight,” he decided. “It’s been a few days since I’ve been able to. I’ll see if anything or anyone turns up. If I don’t see anything tonight we can… adjust. Decide what to do in the morning.” 
Fennec looked at Noora, who shrugged even though her face was pinched. “Works for me,  ma nerra,” she said. “I don’t disagree – Gida’s had a rough go of things, but she’s tough. I don’t think she’d be this scared if she was just seeing shadows or sand-spirits.” 
“Sand-spirits?” Din asked, curious. 
Fennec rolled her eyes. “Don’t get her started,” she said. “Noora thinks that the desert is haunted."
“It  is  haunted!” Noora said, waving her half-eaten piece of  hanshun  like a blaster. “Everyone knows that the  ru’shir  live in forgotten graves and that  ghuls  live in the passes. And the sand serpents, and the  hara’alli – ”
Din winced. Talking about the  hara’alli – the fire spirits that lived in the sands, according to the Tuskens – was bad luck. Din wasn’t superstitious, really, but still. Mentioning the  hara’alli  while  in the desert was a bad idea. 
(Usually, Din believed that the desert was only full of strange animals, danger and mirages, nothing more, but even his belief in a normal galaxy had faltered a time or two alone in the dark.)
Noora reached the same idea, because she stopped and cleared her throat. “Off-worlders,” she muttered in Ryl. Din suppressed a smile. She wasn’t wrong. 
“What time does Gida usually head home?” Din asked gently, drawing the conversation back to the matter at hand. 
“Shouldn’t be long now,” Fennec replied. “Terran – the new guy – wants to try his hand with the night crowd.” 
“New guy?” Din echoed, turning back to take a closer look at the human beside Gida. 
The man – Terran – was young and scruffy, maybe twenty, with blond-brown hair and a short, patchy beard. He looked like a local.  Like he has sand behind his ears, Din thought. 
“Where’s he come from?” Din asked. 
Fennec shrugged. “Some settler town north of here,” she replied. “He came looking for credits, he said.” 
“Do we trust him?” 
Fennec’s eyes turned up at the corners. Din had asked the right question. “Not really,” Fennec said, low enough that her words wouldn’t carry to anyone nearby. “But he’s got no ties to the Hutts that I could find, and we’ve seen plenty come by in the last few weeks looking for steady work. Nothing about him stands out.” 
 So we don’t trust him, but we don’t think that he’ll try and kill us while our backs are turned, Din thought wryly. He nodded. “Send her my way, when she’s done,” Din said. “I’ll take her home. I might stay a while in Mos Eisley, see if anyone turns up in the Quarter who shouldn’t be there.” 
“Not a bad idea,” Fennec said. “Look for houses with black ash smeared underneath the door frame. They’ll let you in if you ask. They’ll let you use the roofs as a sniper’s nest too, if you need a good vantage point.” 
“Marked with black ash,” Din repeated. He looked at Fennec sideways. “The network?” he guessed. 
She inclined her head. “You didn’t hear about it from me,” she warned. 
“Fair enough,” Din muttered. He nodded at Fennec and Noora both, then pushed himself away from the table and stood before sliding away through the crowd. He took a quick look around the room to make sure that Boba was fine – he was, seated at a table with three Tuskens and passing a  sebsi  pipe between them, sweet  khay’raat smoke curling in the air – and found a corner to lurk in. Din let the shadows at the edge of the room swallow him up. 
While he waited for Gida to finish her shift, Din focused all of his attention on the crowd. He didn’t want to think too deeply about his conversation with Fennec,  or  his conversation with Vanth. Both conversations had sharp edges, had things Din didn’t want to think about.  Couldn’t think about, not right now. 

   There’s too much going on.  

Philosophy – even Mandalorian philosophy – was a problem for later. Different Creeds, different Ways, the fact that Din was  dar’manda,  all of that was a problem for  later,  for after Vanth’s network found Paz and the others, after this mess with Gorga the Hutt was put to rest. Philosophy was a matter for warriors who were safe in their coverts. Thinking about  whys  and  what-ifs on the battlefield was a good way to get killed. 
 I don’t plan on getting anyone killed, Din thought, his gaze roving over the room. 
The evening crowd was pretty tame. The music playing was gentle and easy, not the spine-rattling pulse of a nightclub, and hardly anyone was dancing. Most beings were just eating and drinking and doing business. A few sabacc games had popped up. A band of humans had brought a dejarik table and were playing very intently. A few seedier types were obviously doing seedier business – Din saw a pair of Zeltrons exchanging credits with Zero, obviously hiring him out for some purpose or another, and a battle-scarred Devaronian, a pit fighter if Din had ever seen one, was collecting bets, probably for some back-alley bloodmatch later in the night. 
Despite all of that, the throne room felt – familiar. Safe, despite its inhabitants. Din’s allies were here. Everyone in this room would think twice before pulling a blaster on Din, because if they did they’d be dead before they could get a shot off. Boba or Fennec or Kasyyk would have Din's back. 
Din let himself relax a little, settling deeper into the shadows as the evening winnowed slowly into night and the crowds thinned out in fits and starts, pairs slipping off towards the guest rooms, groups plodding up the stairs towards Mos Eisley or their camps in the Great Dune Sea. 
Finally, only the sabacc players and Boba’s group of Tuskens were left, and Gida turned the bar over to Terran. She bent her head to talk to Fennec for a minute – Noora had slipped out a while ago, headed back to her family for the night – then searched the room until she spotted Din camped out in his corner.
Din tipped his head. 
Gida scowled. 
Despite the scowl, Gida didn’t argue much when Din peeled himself up off the wall and made his way over to her, and she didn’t kick up a fuss as they climbed the stairs together and made for the front of the palace. 
If anything, Gida swayed closer to Din, kept safe by his shadow. 
“Rough night?” Din asked her as they climbed. Something must have spooked Gida, because she’d never wanted to be this close to Din before. Gida didn’t like men. Din couldn't blame her. 
Gida looked up at him. Her lekku seemed to shiver, a tremor running through them all the way to their tips. “No,” she finally said. 
Din made a noncommittal noise. “Any more trouble on your way home?” 
This time she hesitated, lekku twitching. “Not… on the way home,” she said. Din stayed quiet letting Gida take her time. “But…  at home… I don’t know. Maybe I’m crazy.” 
They made it to the palace doors and stepped through them, out into the cool Tatooine night, and Gida wrapped her arms around herself like she was cold. 
“You have good instincts,” Din said. Gida looked up at him. “You’re probably not crazy. What’s happening at home?” 
Gida chewed her lip for a minute, obviously thinking. Din let her take her time, though his instincts had come awake and his shoulders had pulled tight, tension building. Finally, Gida said, “My mother… she’s seen someone outside of our house. Twice now.” 
“Someone?” Din said, fishing for more details. 
Gida shrugged. “That’s all she’s said.  Someone. I don’t know. It could be nothing. But… ”
“But,” Din muttered, understanding. 
Gida shrugged. She didn’t add any other details – what the being her mother had seen looked like, what she thought they were doing. But she didn’t really need to. Her face was tight with anxiety. 
“I’ll get you home,” Din said, gently. “And we’ll see about keeping an eye on your house. Okay?” 
Gida shrugged, her face schooled into a dancer's polite disinterest. Her lekku trembled, betraying her. “Okay,” she said. 
Din’s BARC and Gida’s speeder, a battered 614-AvA that had seen better seasons, were out front with the rest of the guest bikes. 
“Stay close to me,” Din said, climbing onto his BARC. Gida nodded, face tight. 
The desert road was mostly clear. The moons had risen and the stars were bright. Mos Eisley gleaming in the distance. Din and Gida weren’t the only ones on the desert road anymore – they had company, most of it also aimed at Mos Eisley. Boba’s business had picked up, which meant that the flow of beings between the palace and the city had picked up too. 
 That’s not a bad thing, Din thought, skimming above the sands. Gida stayed close, angled a few meters ahead of him on his left side, almost close enough that the nose of Din’s speeder brushed the seat of hers. 
Din switched over to thermal imaging to search the nearest dunes. The only red and orange flickers of life were small, womp rats and other scavengers. Din flicked over to infrared too, searching for droid signatures. He didn’t see any of those either. 
His visor had its limits, of course. Without binocs, he could only see a few hundred yards in any direction. 
Din skimmed up a little, trying to get some more height to see farther across the dunes, to the bones of the ridges and the outskirts of the city. He switched back to normal vision. The dunes were silent and empty too, except for a far-off herd of bantha to the right and a series of long, spindly ridges to the left. 
Din fiddled with his viewfield for a second, zooming in. The bantha were minded by a few Tuskens – Din could see them, rendered minuscule by the distance, but none of them seemed at all interested in the speeders streaming from Boba’s palace. 
Satisfied, Din swung around to scan the eastern ridges, just in time to catch something metal gleaming in the moonlight. 
For half a second, he thought that it was beskar. He thought it so strongly that he turned his speeder, nose angled towards the ridges, and that was what saved his life. 
What he saw on the ridge wasn’t beskar. Something white and red flashed. A faint whistling filled the air, growing louder. 
 Not beskar,  Din thought, instinct taking over.  A grenade!  
He jerked his speeder, slamming its nose into the back of Gida’s, and they both went skidding across the sands. Something – a concussion grenade, if Din had to guess – whistled overhead. It hit the sands behind them, and it blew. 
Din went end over end. He felt the speeder slide away from him and tucked his head down on instinct. He hit the ground shoulder first and shouted, everything flaring grey – he might have bounced and rolled. Pain exploded in his right arm, in one of his knees. Heat boiled overhead. 
He came to a stop eventually, though, facedown in the sand. Din coughed and rolled over. Smoke was everywhere. The others on the sand road had fled – Din saw speeders vanishing through the cloud of smoke and sand. He reached blindly for Gida and found – someone, fingers bumping against what felt like a ridge of bone. A shoulder, he hoped. Whoever Din touched stirred. They might have said something, but Din couldn’t tell. His ears were whining and ringing. Static throbbed between them. 
 We’re alive, Din told himself. 
He made himself climb up to his knees, then to his feet. Something in his knee screamed. Pain flashed red and black behind his eyes, but he pushed through it. 
Din had drawn his blaster on instinct, the muzzle aimed out towards the desert. His cloak was smoldering. He risked a glance at the speeders to see if either of them were still in working condition and winced. 
Din’s borrowed BARC had taken the worst of the damage. The force of the blast had stripped off most of its plating and the crash had crushed its nose, bowing the frame hard to one side. What was left of it sparked and smoked in the sands. Gida’s speeder wasn’t much better off; half of its frame had been sheared away and one of its power cells had been ruptured. Silver fluid leaked everywhere. 

   We need to move.  

Din and Gida needed cover, and they needed to get away from the speeders before anything blew. 
Din reached through the smoke again and found the shoulder. He tugged, and Gida came up through the smoke. Relief swept Din away for a moment. She was alive too. Bruised, with a bloody cut across her forehead, eyes slightly unfocused, but alive. 
Din set her on her feet and shook her as hard as he dared. 
“Gida?” Din called. His voice sounded strange, distant. The ringing in his ears hadn’t let up. 
 Someone from the palace will have seen the explosion, Din thought grimly. It was only a few miles between the palace and Mos Eisley, and the desert was dark. Any explosion would have lit up the sands like a sun. 
“Gida,” Din repeated. “Can you hear me?” 
She stared at him, uncomprehending. One of her pupils was larger than the other. The gash on her head was deep, bruising already blooming. 

   She has a concussion.  

Din switched to Ryl, desperate. “Gida,” he said, “Can you hear me? We need to move. It’s not safe here.” 
That made something flicker in Gida’s eyes. “Safe?” she repeated, voice far-off. 
 Good enough, Din thought. Adrenaline had flooded him, muting some of his pain. He looked around. There was still too much smoke and upthrown dust to see clearly, but that was good – that was cover. Din counted on it to hide him, at least for another handful of seconds, and hooked a hand under Gida’s arm, tugging her off the road. 
There wasn’t much cover out here. That was probably the point – Jabba had wanted to have a clear view of anyone coming in on the desert road. 
The ridges they’d been shot from here at least half a mile away, which meant that their attacker had heavy hardware. 
 Professionals, Din thought, which was strange, but he didn’t have time to think about it any harder. Din tugged Gida to the west, to the other side of the road, hoping that the smoke would hide them for another five or six seconds. 
“Get down,”  Din told her, still in Ryl. “In the sand – pull it over you. Someone will have seen the explosion. We just need to hold on for a few minutes.” 
“Down,” Gida repeated, still fuzzy, but she shakily knelt and did as she was told. Din helped her lay flat in the sand and cover herself. In daylight it wouldn’t work – Gida’s skin was too bright, too out of place – but in moonlight everything was washed silver, sand and skin both. 
 There,  Din thought, studying her for a moment.  That should work, at least for a – kark! 
Din dove, slamming into the road chest-first, hard enough to rattle his teeth. Another grenade rocketed by, overshooting Din by several meters, and hit the sand. There was another shuddering impact, more sand and smoke through into the air. Din’s auditory sensors  shrieked.  
“Karking  kark,” he snarled, cutting the auditory. The silence wasn’t really silence – Din could still hear the world outside his helmet, muffled and dim, and his ears kept whining –  but it was better than the crackle and shriek of damaged systems. 
Din looked up in time to see another grenade whistling past. This one had been aimed wild and missed by thirty meters. The resulting explosion didn’t kick up anything but smoke and sand. 
 I’m short-range, right now, Din thought ruefully. He rolled over and came up in a crouch, ready to dive out of the way again if he had to.
Din hadn’t had time to replace his pulse rifle. He could have grabbed one from Boba’s armory, but he hadn’t  needed one – most of Din’s fighting lately had been close-quarters. He had the darksaber, had the spear, had his blaster, but that was about it. There was no need for a pulse rifle or a Firepuncher in the throne room. 
 But this is the desert,  Din thought grimly.  You can never be too prepared for the desert. He’d learned that lesson years ago – he hadn’t thought that he’d need to learn it again. 
Din waited until there was another flash up on the distant ridge, just a flicker of light, and then he moved. 
 Got to get away from Gida,  he thought, darting across the road again. Din was  visible. Beskar gleamed. 
 I can play bait. The idiot on the ridge seemed happy to throw concussion grenades. All Din had to do was survive them until the noise brought help. 

   The palace isn’t far. It won’t take too long.  

 And,  Din thought, as the concussion grenade thudded into the sand and went off, shockwaves pushing at his back,  I’m good at playing bait.  
He wasn’t entirely defenseless, after all. He hadn’t brought a rifle, but he  had brought his jetpack. Din weighed the risks of swooping out over the ridge. Getting shot out of the air from any significant height would probably kill him, armor or not, and he didn’t want to leave Gida, but the longer they waited the more chance whoever was attacking them had to get lucky. A concussion grenade didn’t need to hit dead-on to do damage, after all. 
 This position isn’t defensible. There was nowhere to take cover along the road. 
 So,  Din thought,  the best defense… 
If he stayed low, he should be fine. And an oncoming Mandalorian in full armor should make anybody think twice about what they were shooting at.
 Gida will be fine, Din told himself. It’d take him fifteen or twenty seconds to reach the ridge – the shooter would only be able to take one more shot, maybe two. Din supposed that there could be more than one, but –
There was a dim roar overhead. Din looked up, and realized that he didn’t have to make a decision. Boba already had. 
Boba soared past, jetpack leaving a trail of black smoke across the stars. He was alone in the sky, but not on the ground; three speeders roared off from the palace, skimming over the sands in Boba’s wake. 
Whoever was shooting from the ridge must have seen Boba too, because the next grenade was aimed at the sky. It went up in a plume of white that Boba easily avoided, then arced down to detonate harmlessly in the sands. 
Within a handful of seconds, Boba had descended on the ridge, and there were no more grenades. A few streaks of red light, too far away for Din to hear, and then nothing. 
Din pushed out a breath. 
 It’s over, he told himself, trying not to worry about Boba as anxiety spiked through him. Boba was a ferocious fighter – he could handle himself. And the speeders were roaring over the sands, aimed at the ridges. Boba would have backup. 
Din watched the ridges for another moment, waiting for the scream of a grenade or more blaster fire, but none came. 

   It’s over.  

Din turned and made his way back to Gida. The grenades had left a few craters in the road, smoke lingering thick in the air, but the speeders hadn’t exploded yet and Gida was still where Din had left her, shivering and mostly hidden in sand. 
“Here,”  Din said, bending down to help her climb out again. “It’s alright. It’s over now.” 
Gida let him pull her up and get her back on her feet, though she swayed dangerously. Din propped her up against his side. She was definitely concussed – one of her pupils was small, a prick of black, and the other was wide. 
But she could stand, which was a good sign, and she seemed able to at least understand Ryl. Din wrapped an arm around her shoulder to help her stay upright and guided Gida, in tiny, lurching steps, towards the palace. He knew they wouldn’t have to walk the entire way back, which was good – his whole right side was starting to protest now that the immediacy of the fight was fading. He’d jarred his arm badly and his knee ached. 
 But it’s not far.  
Sure enough, they’d stumbled less than a hundred yards back up the road when a pair of speeders came growling through the sands, carrying Kasyyk and Fennec. Fennec was in full gear, her rifle strapped to her back. Kasyyk’s speeder had an unconscious human man slung over it. Din didn’t recognize the man, but judged from the blaster burn in the man’s shoulder that he was one who’d been throwing grenades. 
“Djarin,” said Fennec, cutting her speeder so Din could hear her over the noise of Kasyyk’s engine. “You okay?” 
Din nodded. “I’m fine,” he said. “Gida needs med bay. She’s got a concussion.” 
“You’ve got a concussion,” Gida mumbled. Her words were thick and sleepy, but relief prickled through Din’s chest. She could understand Basic too, then. That was a good sign. 
Fennec nodded. “Kasyyk?” 
“I have room,” Kasyyk warbled, cutting his own speeder. He dismounted, made a soothing noise at Gida, then hoisted her up and settled her into his speeder, ignoring her faint protests at being Wookiee-handled. 
“You can ride with me,” Fennec said. She wasn’t asking, but Din wasn’t about to argue either. His leg  did hurt. He wordlessly climbed behind Fennec and held on as she kicked the speeder back into gear, shooting off towards the palace like a blaster bolt. 
They didn’t talk until they’d made it back to the safety of the palace’s shadow. Everyone was on edge – a dozen guards stood in front of the palace’s doors, armed to the teeth, and even more were patrolling in wide loops on speeders. Din saw blasters glint and gleam on top of the palace’s main roof. The blast-proof windows that could cover Boba’s rooms when they needed to were down and firmly shut. 
Din watched as Kasyyk came to a stop and helped Gida down, scooping her up as if she weighed nothing at all. At his warbled command, Theran and another guard, this one a narrow Ithorian, took the unconscious man by an arm each and hauled him off into the palace. Kasyyk disappeared with Gida, hopefully for whatever passed as the palace med bay. 
 Do we even have a med bay? Din was sure that there was one, but Boba had always been the one to patch Din up. 
Fennec came to a stop too, killing her speeder, and craned back to look at Din. “So,” she said. Her tone was flat. She was unhappy. “What happened?”
Din grimaced. He wasn’t particularly happy either. “We,” he said slowly, thinking back to their conversation over  hanshun and stew, “probably need to escalate.”
Fennec’s mood did not improve as she and Din moved through the palace, Din filling her in on what had happened. 
“Do you think Gida was the target?” Fennec asked, once Din was done. 
Din shrugged. “It… doesn’t seem likely,” he said. “I don’t know what she could have done to someone to justify getting thrown off the road with a concussion grenade. If it was slavers looking for her, grenades seem like an odd choice of weapon.” 
“Do you think  you were the target?” 
Din paused. If  he  was the target, not Gida, the grenades made sense. Beskar would hold up to a grenade, but underneath the beskar was  Din. Flesh and bone and fragile organs. Beskar would keep the heat of a grenade away, would diffuse some of the force, but as Din had learned fighting the darktroopers, even beskar had its limits. A concussion grenade going off close enough – yes. It could kill Din, or anyone in armor. 
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’m not out with Gida every night. I don’t know how they could have known I’d be out there.” 
“True,” Fennec allowed, shaking her head. She looked at Din, eyes gleaming. “There were three of them on the ridge. Boba killed the one with the rocket launcher. The second decided he’d rather jump than stand and fight. He died hitting the sands. And this third one…” 
Din nodded. The palace had its dungeons, and Boba had made beings talk before. “Did they have anything with them that would help figure out who they’re working for? What they want?” 
Fennec shook her head. “No tats, no codes, no pucks, nothing.” 
That struck Din as unusual too. Who went around shooting at men in beskar armor with  nothing? Din would have expected at least a puck or a datapad with logs tracking movement in and out of the palace. 
“How’s – everyone else?” Din asked. “Everyone who went to help?” 
“We’re all fine,” Fennec said. “Boba’s pissed. We could hear that first grenade go off from here. You need the med bay?” 
Din shook his head. “No,” he said, ruefully. “I think I should probably go talk to Boba.” 
“He’ll be glad to see that you’re alright,” Fennec said neutrally. “I’m going to go find Noora – she heard the grenades from Mos Eisley, too. She’s beside herself. She’s convinced she got you and Gida both killed.” 
“It’s not her fault,” Din said. Noora’d asked him to look out for Gida, to not tell Boba, but it wasn’t Noora who’d been up on that ridge shooting at him. 
“I’ll tell her,” said Fennec, dryly. “Try not to get into any trouble. Boba’s going to be out for a while – said he was going to fly a patrol out over a ten-klick, make sure there isn’t anyone else out there with a bee-one and a grudge.” 
“Comm me if you need anything,” Din said. He might have time to take a look at his bad arm himself, then, get some bacta on it before Boba got back and expected Din to explain himself. Din resisted the urge to wince.
 Boba,  he thought,  will not be happy.  
But Boba had only ever asked for honesty at night – he’d given Din the discretion to handle himself during the day as he needed to. 

   None of us expected Gida to be attacked directly.  

Troubled, Din began the stiff, limping walk towards his own rooms. 
He couldn’t make sense of it. Why attack  now, of all nights? Din made it to his rooms and pulled off his gauntlet, hissing at the livid color of his wrist when he got his kute rolled up too. His wrist was swollen and red, faint blue bruising already showing at the places where his skin was thinnest. 
 If my karking arm is broken again...
Din rooted around in his kit and pulled out a strip of bacta, shaking it a little to activate it before wrapping it around the swollen, achy joint. His knee hurt too so Din gave it the same treatment, removing enough armor to get at the sore joint and slapping bacta over it. Boba didn’t skimp on medical supplies – all of Din’s bacta now was high-grade stuff, and the cooling, pain-numbing effect broke out across his skin immediately. 
He sighed in relief and tugged his armor back on. 
 Boba might have an idea of why we were attacked, Din thought. 
He didn’t particularly want to face Boba, if Boba was angry, but –
 I don’t want him to take this out on Noora or Fennec either. Fennec could take care of herself, Din know, but Noora –
 Boba already likes hitting me,  Din thought, rolling his shoulders.  If he’s really, truly angry – well.  
Boba had said that some beings came to him for  punishment.   
Din made his way back to the lift and up to Boba’s rooms, tugging his helmet off. Boba’s rooms were still closed when the lift opened on them; the blast doors were shut, cloaking the room in artificial darkness.
 He’s not back, then, Din thought. He walked over to the worktable, bolstered by the bacta patch on his knee, and set his helmet down among all of Boba’s datapads and maps, his plans and notes and information. Then Din sat down at his usual stool and went about the process of taking his armor off bit by bit, leaving it all in a tidy pile. He left his flight suit on for now but started the process of working out some of the sand that had found its way into his seams. 
Din didn’t have to wait long. Ten klicks by jetpack was nothing. Din heard Boba approach, first, a dull roar past the heavy blast shields, and then the blast shields began to creak and groan, ratcheting slowly back up into the ceiling. 
Boba came into the room in a tongue of fire, smoke curling from the edges of his jetpack. He landed hard on the opposite end of the room, then turned to look at Din. The edges of his helmet gleamed in the sudden reintroduction of moonlight. 
Din looked back, mouth set. 
“You’re alright, then,” Boba said into the tense silence between them. His voice was evened out by his helmet.
Din nodded. “I’m fine,” he said. “Gida will be too. She got knocked around, but Kasyyk took her down to the infirmary. We’ll both be fine in a day or two.” 
“How badly are you hurt?” Boba asked. The vocorder made his voice oddly flat.
Apprehension curled in Din’s belly. “Not badly,” Din said. “A sore knee, a banged wrist.”
Boba looked at Din for a few more seconds, the tension between them almost unbearable – Din regretted taking off his jetpack, because he felt suddenly and distinctly like he needed to make a quick escape – and then tugged his helmet off in a swift, violent motion and tossed it across the room.
The helmet hit the floor in a shower of sparks and clattered. Din startled. He risked looking Boba in the eye and paled – Boba’s expression was  terrible, was the black of the sky in a sandstorm, his eyes flashing with barely-suppressed anger. 
 Kark,  Din thought, for the third time that evening.  We miscalculated.  
“Boba,” Din said, trying to soften the terrible expression on Boba’s face. “I’m fine. Really. I just got knocked around a little.”
Boba pulled back. “You were hurt,” he said, lowly. 
“Knocked over,” Din replied. “I’ve had worse.” Being thrown out of a crashing speeder wasn’t ever fun, but Din  had been through worse, much worse. He’d only fallen a meter or so this time, and that onto sand. He’d be trying to get sand out of the seams of his flight suit for a few days and he’d probably be sore for a few days more, but it could have been worse. 
 He knows that, too, Din thought, searching Boba’s face. Maybe that was why Boba was so upset. He knew that it could have been much worse. A grenade could have hit Din, killed him inside his armor. One could have hit Gida and turned her to bloody dust. They could have been ambushed at close quarters, butchered or dragged off into the sorrowlanes before Boba could have made it out of the palace to help them. 
That's why he's so angry, Din thought. We could have been hurt or killed or worse before he could have done anything to help us. He would've been helpless to stop it – it would have been out of his control. 
Boba’s eyes cut into him. “I didn’t even know you were in danger,” he said. His tone was dark. “I thought – well.” He cut himself off, obviously trying to rein in his terrible temper before he could say something that would start an argument, or worse. 
Din understood. Of course he understood – he’d sat here in Boba’s rooms a night ago, tearing himself to pieces because Din had been  here,  safe, while Paz and the others were in danger somewhere on Tatooine. Was  still in danger, really, would be in danger until Din could find him and get them somewhere safe. 
 I have to live with that,  Din thought. He  knew that running off after Paz without any information, without knowing where to find him or what to expect, but Paz and his charges in danger, just like it was ridiculous for Boba to expect to know where his allies were and what dangers pressed in around them all of the time. 
But knowing that and  accepting it were different things, and Din understood that too. It still stuck in his throat, waiting for Vanth’s network to find Paz for him. He wanted to be out there looking himself. 
Din took a breath. “It wasn’t… supposed to be dangerous,” Din hedged. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”
“What the kark was it supposed to be like, then?” Boba snarled. 
Din winced.  There’s the temper, he thought. He couldn’t blame Boba for it, not really. Din would be angry too if he'd found out that one of his friends had put themselves in harm's way without telling Din about it. 
He swallowed back the urge to apologize. To – do something drastic, to wrench Boba’s attention away from whatever black thoughts were jumping in the corner of his jaw, just behind Boba’s tongue. 
“It was supposed to be a simple escort,” Din said, honestly. “Gida – a few weeks ago, Fennec and Noora approached me, told me that Gida was afraid to go home by herself.” 
“Why?”
“Gida thought that she was being followed,” Din said. “Fennec and I thought it was – a slaver, maybe, or an old lover, or someone who’d known Gida when she was – when she danced for Jabba. Noora was worried about her and wanted someone with her. That’s all. You found Gida in a bad place, didn’t you? After her mother came to you for help?”
Boba gritted his teeth. A muscle in his jaw worked. “Why,” he growled, “am I just finding out about this? This all started a few weeks ago?” 
Din met his eyes. “Gida asked Noora not to tell you,” he said.  Better to get the truth out all at once. “And Noora asked the same of me and Fennec. They came to me because – because they’d already had a few of the others look without finding anything.
“And Gida probably didn’t want to tell you,” Din added, seeing the look in Boba’s eye and heading him off before he could ask, “because she was around during Jabba’s day. When asking for help when Jabba was in the wrong mood was dangerous.” 
Boba’s expression darkened even further. “I am not,” he bit out, every word a growl, “Jabba the karking Hutt.” 
Din spread his hands. “I know that,” he said. “You know that. Fennec and Noora too. But Gida… she’s young. Scared. And she’s got reason to be. Not of you,” Din added, catching the way Boba pulled back. “But someone  has been following her – we learned that tonight for sure.” 
“We’ll find out why, too,” Boba growled. 
Din thought of the human man probably starting to stir in the worm’s old dungeons and winced. That man’s days were numbered – he’d be lucky to see another two sunrises, and by the end he’d probably wish that he’d followed his friend over the ridge in the desert. 

   But he tried to kill Gida.  

Din was a warrior. He was used to other beings trying to kill him – the Way of the Mandalore was the way of the hunter  and the prey. Din had opened himself up to enemy attacks when he’d sworn the Creed, when he’d put on the armor. 
 But Gida’s just a kid.  What did anyone want to kill a freed dancer for? Jabba’s day was  done.  There was no reason to try and kill her. Even if Din had been the target, Gida had been in the way, would've died the same as Din but for no reason at all, and that rankled. They weren’t dealing with another honorable warrior. Din and Gida had been attacked by  hut’uune, by cowards. 
Din curled his hands into loose fists. His weak arm throbbed in protest, but he ignored it. 
“We  will  find out,” Din agreed. “And when we do – ” He shook his head. Din would be first in line to join  that war-band. 
Boba’s jaw was still working. He was quiet for a minute, clearly trying to wrestle down the worst of his anger. Trying to aim it at the right person – Din didn’t think that Boba was angry with  him, not really. Boba was angry that Din and Gida had been hurt. He was angry at the beings who’d hurt them. 
 But I’m here,  Din thought, a little wry.  And I’m telling him something he didn’t want to hear.  
“I could have helped,” Boba finally said. He had managed to back some of his anger away with visible effort, but his expression was still bleak, brows drawn in, mouth pressed into a thin line. “I could have – could’ve sent her home with a guard. Had eyes in the ridges, watching the road.”
“She  had a guard going home,” Din pointed out. “I’ve taken her a few times. Kasyyk has too. Zero. Theran. She’s been watched. Protected. Tonight we just got – unlucky.” 
“You’ve all known about this for weeks, but didn’t think I needed to know,” Boba said, flatly. 
“Yes,” Din said. Boba  hadn’t needed to know. Until tonight, there hadn’t been any real danger. 
 No,  Din thought, remembering Gida’s fear.  There’s always been danger. But none of us realized that it was something that we could touch – that could touch us – until tonight.  That was a miscalculation, on Din and Fennec and Noora’s parts. Even though they’d agreed to help Gida, they hadn’t thought that the danger she faced was  serious.  

   We won’t make that mistake again.  

Boba snorted. Din grimaced.
“Gida made Noora promise,” he said. “She gave Gida her word. Noora told me and Fennec because – because she couldn’t ask you for help directly, not without breaking her promise to Gida. We were the next best option. Fennec and I told Noora we’d keep Gida’s silence unless we needed to break it. We didn’t need to, not until tonight.” 
“You both could have died,” Boba growled. 
“We could have,” Din admitted. The fall hadn’t been  that bad – had been worse for Gida, since she hadn’t been wearing armor to take the brunt of falling – but if their shooter had aimed a little higher, Din and Gida could have been killed. 
“But I’m used to that,” Din said. “I could be killed anywhere.” Beskar offered excellent protection, but there were gaps in Din’s armor. One shooter with a modded blaster and good aim could get Din through the neck or the side. Through the spaces between plates of beskar, through the tough material of Din’s kute. 
“Up until today, I hadn't seen any proof – any hard proof – that Gida was being followed at all,” Din added. “I saw binocs in the desert once, but that could have been anyone. Smugglers, Tuskens, moisture farmers coming back from Mos Eisley’s market.” 
“Have any of the others seen anything?” 
Din shook his head. “None of us,” he said. “At worst, I thought Gida was being followed by some slavers who’d known her from her dancing days. The ones you sent Kasyyk to rescue her from. This was – something else.” 
“This was Gorga the Hutt, I think,” said Boba darkly. 
Din blinked, startled. “Gorga? Why? What does Gida have to do with Gorga?” 
“Nothing,” Boba said. He looked at Din. “I think they were shooting at  you.” 
A chill broke out down the back of Din’s neck, like someone had put him in their crosshairs. “You think that whoever’s been following Gida, what,  wanted her to ask for help?” 
“To give Gorga’s nexu-paws a few chances at taking out some of my hunters and guards, yeah,” Boba finished. 
Din hissed. It made sense, now that he thought about it. Gida was young and she’d been through a lot – she was easy to intimidate. Of course she’d gotten frightened and asked Noora for help. And while Noora hadn’t told Boba directly, she’d told Fennec, who had control over all of the guards and hunters who worked in the palace. 
 Get us out into the open,  Din thought, working through it.  Pick us off.  
It was really only a strategy that would have worked once or twice. Boba would have  noticed if his guards had started disappearing into the sands. 
Din remembered Gida’s new fear. 
“They weren’t supposed to shoot at me,” Din realized. “Not tonight. They were – Gida told me that her mother’s being seeing strangers around the family house at night. I think – I think that I was  supposed  to stick around in Mos Eisley for a while, where it’d be easy – well,  easier – to grab me.” 

   I don’t think I’m the target. Or their primary target, at least. They're just aiming for – for anyone who works as a guard or a hunter.  

“You think they shot at you because they realized that it was  you, not one of the others,” Boba said. 
Din nodded. “I haven’t been able to take Gida home for a few nights. I think – I think they were probably setting up to grab Zero or Theran.  Maybe Kasyyk, though most beings aren’t stupid enough to try and hold a Wookiee.”
Din wasn’t sure what Gorga the Hutt’s game was beyond that. Did he want to grab a guard or a hunter and threaten them, try to get them to roll over on Boba? 

   I don’t know Theran or Zero. Would they break under torture?  

Most beings would break under torture, eventually. Din knew that he would rather die and that he had a pretty impressive pain tolerance, but even then – 
Din had never been trained to resist torture. Everyone in the covert knew what happened when a warrior was captured by an enemy. Captured warriors were stripped of their armor. Disgraced. Din had been given a capsule of powdered rock worrt venom the first time he’d been allowed to roam outside of the covert. It lived in a small compartment in the inner cheek of his helmet and could be released with a command from his gauntlet. 
If Din was ever captured, he was supposed to release that compartment and swallow that capsule. It didn’t matter  now,  of course. He was already  dar’manda. But it meant that he’d never been taught to resist torture. 
 Theran has a high pain tolerance too,  Din thought.  But Zero – 
“No,” Din said slowly, looking at Boba. “The  hut’uune  on the ridge – if Theran or Zero had gone out with Gida tonight, I don’t think they would have attacked. They would have watched, waited. Maybe tried to grab them in Mos Eisley. But they saw  me, and decided to try and take me out. Gorga the Hutt thinks I’m dangerous.” 
Gorga the Hutt was right – Din  was dangerous. And he was angry, too. Angry that Gida’d been caught in the crossfire, angry that Gorga thought he could take Din out so easily. 
Boba made a low, rough sound, so deep it was nearly a snarl. 
“He miscalculated,” Din pointed out. “His men underestimated me, and now they’re dead or caught. And you’re going to break the one who survived.” 
“I am,” Boba said, darkly. “I’m going to make that  shabuir  wish he’d never set foot on  my  planet, taken aim at  my people. And once he’s told me everything he knows about Gorga’s plans – ”
“We’ll take the fight to Gorga,” Din said. He nodded, satisfied with the bare bones of that plan. He nodded again and took a step back. Fennec would need to be told – she’d probably put a fair few of the pieces together herself, but she could start rounding up a proper war-band, and Din could –
Boba reached out and caught Din by his good arm. His touch wasn’t rough, grip loose, but Din still pulled up in surprise. 
“Where are you going?” Boba asked. The words came out sharp and Boba winced, made an effort to even out his expression. 
“To tell Fennec,” Din said. “She’ll want to know, to get ready.” 
Boba didn’t pull his hand away. “At least let me look at your arm first,” Boba said, gruffly. “That’s the one the darktrooper broke, isn’t it?” 
That made Din smile a little, lightening. The worst of Boba's anger had passed. “Are you the whole palace’s personal medic?” he asked. “Or just mine?” 
Boba huffed. “Humor me,” he said. 
Humoring Boba would probably soothe the rest of the anger out of Boba’s face, so Din gave in and let Boba reel him closer. Din held up his bad wrist for inspection. 
“I didn’t break it, I don’t think,” Din said. “And I’ve already got bacta on.” 
Boba made a rough, disgruntled sound, inspecting the edges of the bacta patch. “Where did you get your pins put in?” he asked. “At the wrist?” 
Din shook his head. “A little higher,” he said. “The droid on the light cruiser told me it’d be too risky to put pins in my wrist itself – it’d compromise some mobility.” 
Boba’s fingers found the edge of the sleeve of Din’s kute. He looked at Din. “May I?” he asked, softly. 
Din nodded. 
Boba pushed Din’s sleeve up, his fingers gentle as they probed the tendons in Din’s forearm. Din hissed – it  hurt – but he let Boba go about it. Boba wasn’t trying to hurt him. He was just checking to see how deep the damage went. 
“I think it’s just a sprain,” Boba said. “I can’t see with the patch on, but you’ve only got swelling. No breaks that I can feel.” 
“See?” Din said, making no move to pull his arm back from Boba’s grasp. “Fine. I told you. I’ve had worse.” 
They were very close together, like this. Almost nose to nose. Boba still had his gloves on, the texture rough against Din’s skin. He tried not to shiver, but of course Boba caught it anyway. 
This time, Boba’s eyes darkened with something other than anger. 
“Din,” Boba said quietly. “We don’t – this might not be the best time.” 
 That sounded like something Boba would say if he thought that Din was too fragile. Din set his chin. “The best time for what?” he challenged. 
Boba studied him for a second. His grip on Din’s wrist tightened, not to the point of pain but to the point of pressure. He  could hurt Din like this, if Boba wanted to. If he was still angry enough. 
Din’s pulse jumped in his throat. Desire, wild desire, kicked him in the chest like a shockwave. Boba caught that too, and Din saw his pupils dilate. 
“I want to kiss you,” Boba admitted, roughly. Din’s eyes widened. “But I’m not sure it’d be welcome.”
“Not welcome?” Din asked, frowning. “Why?”
Boba gestured between them with a jerky hand. “We just finished arguing,” he said. “And – you’ve been hurt, and I’m  angry. And you – you could have died.” 
Din swallowed. “I’ve heard,” he said carefully, “that almost dying puts some people in the mood.” 
Boba stared at him for a second, thunderstruck, and then he  laughed. Not a proper laugh, one of the deep, chuckling ones Din was coming to cherish every time he heard them, but still. A victory was a victory, however small. 
“Where did you hear that,  Djar’ika?” Boba asked. 
Din shrugged. “Around,” he hedged.
“Around,” Boba repeated. “Unbelievable.”
“What?” Din said. “It’s not true?” His body was certainly coming around to the idea – all of that adrenaline, the thump of his heart, the focus that came with being under fire, that had had nowhere to  go.  Din hadn’t been able to hunt down the shooter. Boba was close, so close Din could smell him, sweat and metal and cedru wood. Din’s body could certainly be persuaded to be in the  mood.
“It’s true,” Boba admitted, vice deepening to a rumble. He reeled Din in a little closer, close enough that he could lean up and press a kiss to the corner of Din’s jaw, which he did. Din melted into it. Boba’s lips felt strange against the smooth skin – Din had never been touched there without a beard between himself and another person, not that that was saying much. Boba was the only person Din had ever kissed.  
“What are you in the mood for,  Djar’ika?” Boba murmured. 
Din’s heart beat faster. The nickname marked a transition – Boba was willing to play along. To set his anger aside. Heat flickered in Din’s belly. 
“You had some ideas earlier,” Din murmured back. His stomach jolted to think of them. “In the bath, I mean.” 
Boba rumbled, pressing his lips to Din’s, taking effortless control of the kiss. Din opened his mouth for Boba, letting him in. He was starting to get the hang of this, of the pressure, the strange feeling of someone’s tongue brushing against his own. 
He was starting to learn what Boba liked, too, because Din wasn’t surprised when Boba’s kiss turned sharp, teeth nipping at Din’s lip hard enough to bruise. Din opened up to that too, leaning in. The pain was bright and sweet. 
Boba still had Din’s wrist held tight in his hand. “I think,” Boba said, voice gone rough with kissing, “that I might have a better idea.” 
“You usually do,” Din admitted, a little dazed. 
Boba chuckled and tugged Din, pulling him towards the bed. Boba pointed. “Sit,” he instructed. 
Din sat. Something in Boba’s tone – the lingering anger there, though most of it had faded with the kiss – told Din that tonight was not the night to argue. 
Din sat. Boba stood over him for a moment, surveying, eyes black, then nodded to himself and pushed his way between Din’s legs with such casual ownership that Din’s breath caught. 
“Why did you take your armor off?” Boba asked, looming above Din. There wasn't that much difference in height between them, not even like this, Din sitting and Boba not, but something about the way Boba stood made him seem  enormous, implacable. 
Din shivered. “I had sand in it,’ Din said, honestly. He knew that they’d shifted into some new, nebulous territory – not quite their agreement, but not business either. This was something new, and Din wasn’t sure he knew all of the rules. 
 Better to stick with what I know, he decided. 
Boba huffed. “Sand,” he said. 
“It gets everywhere,” said Din. 
Boba snorted, amusement pulled out of him, and then leaned forward and casually pulled open Din’s fight suit with one hand. The various buttons and buckles popped, Din startled, surprised – a jolt of blind heat went through him, raised by the easy  strength in Boba’s grip – but didn’t fight as Boba worked efficiently, undoing the rest of the fastenings holding the flight suit together. 
Din let Boba undress him, dazed and trying to gather his thoughts. The almost careless dominance – the expectation that Din would let Boba do this, strip him bare like this – left Din’s head spinning. 
 But I’m not fighting it, Din realized. He was tense, but not afraid. He moved his arms to help Boba peel the suit off over his head, lifted his legs when prompted. Boba didn't leave Din the protection of his underclothes, either. Within a few more seconds Din was naked on the bed, shivering a little with both anticipation and the chill. 
Boba’s eyes roamed over him. His fingers, oddly gentle, brushed the edge of the bacta patch on Din’s knee. 
“Ori’jate,” said Boba, his voice just as gentle as his fingers, and leaned down, tipping Din’s chin back to bring Din in for another kiss. 
This was a kiss like the one in the water. Hungry and devouring. Din opened to it, let Boba take what he wanted. Boba rumbled against him, a deep, groaning sound, and tilted forward. 
Under Boba’s guidance, Din crawled backwards deeper into the bed. His heart picked up, irregular, but he tried to ignore the apprehension. Boba followed, crawling up to cover Din’s body with his own, pressing Din back against the mattress and kissing Din until he was breathless. 
Boba finally pulled away, nosing the bottom of Din’s right ear. 
“Same rules as a normal session,” Boba said, roughly. “It gets to be too much – you need to stop, for any reason – just say  gev, and we stop, okay?” 
“Okay,” Din said, once he was sure he’d be able to say the word without stammering. His heart was beating so fast that he thought it might catch fire. 
“Good,” said Boba, and pressed a deep, bruising kiss to the side of Din’s neck. This kiss had teeth too, and Din tilted his head to give Boba better access, sensations flickering across his skin. Metal dug into his chest and he shivered at the contrast. 
“You’re not – you’re not going to take those off?” Din panted, meaning the robes. Boba hadn’t even stripped all the way out of his armor. The edge of his breastplate dug into Din’s chest. The metal of one of his gauntlets was cold as it brushed the inside of Din’s thigh. Din turned his head and let Boba worry the soft skin behind his ear. Boba’s breath made Din flush hot and cold all over, his body trying to decide what it felt. 
“Why should I?” Boba rumbled. Even his  voice  scattered chillbumps down the side of Din’s neck. “All I need is  this, isn’t it?” 
Boba rolled his hips in one smooth motion, fabric dragging across Din’s thighs, against his cock where it was trapped against his stomach. Din moaned, shocked. The sensation – rough fabric, Boba’s own cock hard and hot through the layers between them – sent a dozen mixed signals sparkling up through Din’s belly, his spine. Faint pain, close pleasure. Hot skin, cold beskar. 
Boba rolled his hips again. Din clutched at Boba’s arms desperately, not sure if he wanted to shove Boba away or drag him closer. 
“Yeah,” Boba said, mostly to himself, “this will do nicely.”
Din swallowed. “That other idea you had,” he started, wary, and Boba gave him a smile that was all teeth. 
“I’m going to fuck you,  Djar’ika,” Boba said. Din sucked in a breath. His whole body thrummed in anticipation, something rising in Din’s chest like beskar struck by an anvil. “Do you want that?” 
Din licked his lips, mouth suddenly dry. 
“Yes,” he said, hoarsely. “Yes, I do.” 
Boba made a pleased, low noise. “Good,” he said. He pressed their hips together again. Din could feel the shape of Boba’s cock through the fabric between them, the heat of it, the weight. His own twitched, blood and heat rushing to pool in his belly. 
“Stay here, then,  Djar’ika,” Boba said. His voice softened. “Hold your legs open for me. Let me see you.” 
Din flushed all the way down to his chest, mortified. He’d never – the thought of doing that was  obscene, was –
 But this  is  obscene, Din thought. That was the point, wasn’t it? His brain was confused, caught between Boba’s casual dominance, his strength, and his gentleness. 
Biting his lip, Din slowly, cautiously did as Boba asked. He hooked his hands underneath his knees and lifted a little, as much as he could without feeling like he would burst into mortified flames. The position was  vulnerable, just as vulnerable as Din had been with a razor pressed to his face, Boba looking at him like they both weren’t sure if Din wanted to be cut or not. Breeze drifted across Din’s body, stirring his already sensitive skin. He could feel Boba’s eyes on him – on the most vulnerable, intimate parts of him – like blaster bolts. 
“Good,” Boba said, still soft. He climbed off the bed to rummage around beneath it, then returned with a small bottle of – something, Din could see a label but nothing else – in his hands. Din’s hands shook, but he held the position. Boba was staring at him with open, raw desire. 
“Very good,” Boba praised, pressing back in like a desert wind, warm and everywhere all at once. His body covered Din’s and Din let go, letting his legs drop back to the bed. His face was still red with embarrassment but Boba rewarded his obedience with long, lingering kisses, to Din’s mouth and his jaw and the side of his neck, trailing bites and bruises all the way down to Din’s chest. 
Din’s erection, which had flagged a little when embarrassment had swept over him, returned in full force. He could feel Boba pressed against him too. His cold beskar plates were warming up, heated by Din’s body. 
“How long has it been since someone’s fucked you?” Boba asked, hunger plain in his voice. 
“Years,” said Din, honestly. It had been years. 
Boba made a pleased little noise. “You ever play with yourself?” he asked, fingertips brushing against Din’s balls, the thin skin behind them, then Din’s hole. Din’s whole body twitched. 
“No,” Din said, ragged with shame. He didn’t – he was going to die before Boba  got anywhere, if Boba kept talking like this. Din’s heart hammered in his throat. “No, you know I haven’t I don’t  – "
“You don’t do this,” Boba agreed, pressing his mouth to the corner of Din’s jaws again. “Relax,  Djar’ika. Relax. You’re alright. You’re doing well. You’re being good.” 
The praise washed over Din, lessening some of the hammering fear.
It wasn’t that Din thought that Boba was going to – going to laugh at him, or mock him, or pull Din down onto his cock without any preparation just to see Din cry. Boba was – well, he was cruel, when he wanted to be. He’d written agony onto the backs of Din’s eyelids and had held Din’s life in his hands more than once. 
But he wasn’t – vicious. He didn’t do these things to watch Din bleed or suffer. Boba did them because he liked them, because  Din liked them. 
“Udesii,” Boba murmured, and the roll of  mando’a  was comforting. “What are you thinking,  Djar’ika?” 
Din took a steadying breath. Boba hadn’t pulled his hand away, his fingertips resting against the rim of Din’s asshole. Din knew what the bottle Boba had gotten from underneath the bed was for now. 
“I’m thinking,” Din said, voice uneven with both fear and desire, “that I – that I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I’m hard. But I want it. And I’m thinking that I don’t know what that says about me.”
“That says,” Boba began, in between small, fluttering kisses down the other side of Din’s throat, “that you’re very brave,  Djar’ika. And that I am honored by your trust.” 
Din swallowed. His eyes stung and he didn’t know why. “By my,” he started, but didn’t get any farther than that. 
Boba pulled his hand away and unscrewed the little bottle in his other hand. A familiar scent hit the air – this was what Boba had used just the night before, the oil that had made every glide of his cock against Din’s feel smooth and easy, almost textureless. 
Boba let Din watch as he poured a small measure over one hand. He smiled. 
“Udesii,” Boba repeated, like he was gentling a wild animal, and then he wrapped a hand around Din’s cock. Din choked back a moan, feet kicking a little. Boba let him shift and squirm, jacking his cock a few times until Din was panting again, breathless, sweat pooling in the hollow of his throat, and then Boba let go, watching appreciatively as Din’s cock bobbed back towards his belly, wet and red, and ran a wet thumb over the sensitive skin of Din’s hole. 
Din  did twist this time, jerking hard on instinct. Boba caught him easily. 
“That’s enough,” he said, firmly. The authority in his voice was enough to calm Din down. Boba’s thumb pressed against him insistently. Din took a deep breath and tried to relax, to loosen the tension in his stomach, in his back.
“You need to relax,  cyare,” Boba murmured. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
“I’m trying,” said Din, teeth gritted. He  was.  He wanted this. He wanted this. But his body wasn’t quite as sure. Din hadn’t ever done this, hadn’t ever laid back and  taken it. He’d always done this quickly, hurried, trying to get it over with before an elder caught him at it. He’d never done this with someone who could see him, see all of him, and Din was terrified that Boba would see too deeply, would see all the way down to the parts of Din that were weakened and rusted through, and – 
Boba made a thoughtful sound, pulling Din out of his thoughts. “Would it help,” he said, seeing more than Din wanted him too – he seemed to always see more than Din wanted him too " – if I  made you take it?” 
A high, thin sound slipped out from between Din’s teeth before he could catch it. 
Boba’s eyes went black with desire. “Alright,” he said, hoarsely. “Alright. I can – yes. I can do that.” 
Din’s heart kicked up, entirely outside of Din’s control. His breath caught. He wanted –
“Djar’ika,” Boba said, dark and sweet. He set his free hand on Din’s hip. Shifted his weight so that he – wasn’t pinning Din down, exactly, but could with another half-inch of movement. “Is that what you need to hear?” He traced the fragile skin behind Din’s balls with a finger, making Din squirm. The lubricant left Din cold and open. Vulnerable. 
“That you can fight all you like?” Boba continued. He set the tip of finger against Din’s hole. Din twitched – he couldn't help but twitch, flanks shuddering. He wanted to wrench away. He wanted to press closer. He wanted Boba to get it  over with.  
Boba, of course, had his own ideas. 
He bore in with patient, unfathomable slowness. Din’s body fought him, tension coiled so tightly in Din’s stomach that he thought he might snap in half, but Boba didn’t let up. 
It  did hurt a little. It had to hurt, with how tense Din was. But Boba went achingly slow, fingers so wet that oil dripped down onto the bed, dripped down the skin of Din’s ass to pool underneath him, and then Din couldn’t bear the tension any more and took a deep, shuddering breath, and – 
“Ori’jate,” Boba murmured. The praise rushed warm through Din’s belly. Boba’d gotten a finger inside Din to the second knuckle, and Din hadn’t split in half or snapped from the fear of it. 
Din let out a breath and shifted a little on the sheets. 
“Better?” Boba asked. “Do you need me to stop?” 
Din thought about it,  gev  hovering on the tip of his tongue, but shook his head. It was – well, it was  different, an alien feeling, knowing that Boba was inside Din, even if it was just a finger. 
But it wasn’t bad, and the praise had certainly helped. 
 Okay,  Din thought.  One finger. I can take more.  
“No,” Din said, clearly. “Don’t stop. I can – I want – ”
Boba hummed. “Alright, then,” he said. “You can squirm all you need to, then. You’ll take more.” 
Din nodded. Boba started by moving his index finger slowly, getting Din’s hole wet, getting Din used to the strange sensation. Then, when Din was tossing his head a little, restless, heat climbing in his skin and something pooling in his belly, Boba withdrew his finger and came back with two. 
Din’s body didn’t fight as hard, this time. Boba had coated his fingers with enough oil that it was almost  easy to take a second finger. It didn’t hurt at all – there was pressure, insistent and present, but no pain. 
Boba rumbled a wordless noise of approval, shifting his fingers, using them to spread Din’s hole open enough that he could fit a third finger inside.  That almost hurt, a full feeling rooting itself at the base of Din’s spine, but it was a good hurt. It felt like stretching a sore muscle after a good fight, or like earning a bruise. It felt like something Din would be able to feel and to remember for days.
Din moaned. 
Boba chuckled, moving his hand a few more times. The tips of his fingers brushed against – something, a bundle of nerves that made Din moan higher, pleasure swarming in his stomach. 
“Good boy,” said Boba, warmly. “I knew you could do it. Now move with me.” He took his fingers out of Din – Din tried not to moan at the loss, skin too hot, too cold – and rolled them, gently, so that it was Boba who was on his back, Din draped bonelessly in his lap, dazed. 
Din made an unhappy sound, shifting – he wanted Boba’s fingers back, wanted that bundle of nerves inside him to light up again – and Boba chuckled. 
“Be patient, little Djarin,” he said. “I’m almost ready.”
 Almost ready for – oh, Din thought, as Boba poured more oil into his hand. 
“Why don’t you make yourself useful?” Boba invited, tone sly. “Take me out. I won’t bite.” 
 Take – But Din understood that too, even as he flushed all the way down to his belly. He obeyed, turning the corner of Boba’s robe up. Boba’s rants were rucked low around his hips, shifted and bunched by their rolling around. 
Din bit his lip. 
Boba didn’t rush Din any further, for which Din was grateful. He reached down, set his hands at the waistband of Boba’s pants, and carefully tugged them down. 
Boba’s cock sprang free, hard and beaded with fluid. Seeing it – the proof that Boba wanted this as much as Din did – sent relief crashing through Din’s chest. His fingers shook. Boba took Din’s left hand first, set it on his shoulder, then did the same for the right. With an easy roll of his hips, Boba slid Din so that their hips were flush together, Din cradled in the safe heat of Boba’s lap. 
Boba still had his armor on. That kept catching the edge of Din’s thoughts, that Boba still had his armor on, his clothes, that he was going to – that he was going fuck Din like this. Boba saw him think that and grinned, wickedly. He used his wet hand to spread oil over his cock. 
Din’s mouth was dry. Boba had big hands, had thick fingers, but compared to his cock – 
 It’s not going to fit, Din thought, distantly. Boba settled his hands on Din’s hips and guided him up, positioned Din over his cock. 
“Keep your hands on my shoulders,  Djar’ika,” Boba said. His voice was still gentle despite the ragged edge to it, despite the desire that was eating Boba alive just as it was eating Din. 
Din swallowed. He nodded. 
“We’ll start slow,” Boba promised. 
 Start slow,  Din thought, hazily, because  starting  slow implied that they wouldn’t  end slow, but then Boba was running a thumb against Din’s wet, open hole and guiding the head of his cock there, and Din couldn’t think anymore. 
Boba slid inside of him in a slow, deep, continuous push. It  didn't hurt, not between the oil and Boba’s patient preparation. Din’s brain fizzled. Sparks swarmed behind his eyes.
“Good?” Boba asked, and something in his voice told Din that this was the last time he would ask, that Boba was also on the frayed edge of his self control. 
Din nodded. His mouth had fallen open and his breath came in harsh gasps. “Good,” he managed. It  was  good. He was full, so full, but he was full of  Boba,  and it felt  right – 
“Stay with me, then,” Boba ordered, and then he began to  move. 
Even like this, Boba was in control. Din was on top of him, could theoretically push himself up and off of Boba, but Din’s legs were trembling like a newborn dewback's and Boba's grip on his hips was  bruisingly tight, like Boba was holding Din by the bone, the spirit – Din couldn’t go anywhere. 
All he could do was rock along, mouth open, slack. Boba guided his hips through a rolling motion that had Din biting back a shout, white lightning flashing behind his eyes. 
He could feel Boba everywhere. His hips, his chest, the throbbing bites at his shoulder, the junction of his collarbone and his neck.  Inside him, huge and overwhelming. At the back of his tongue. 
“There you are,” Boba growled, rolling Din’s hips for him again. Like this he barely had to thrust – every shift and roll did the work for him, brushed against a place inside of Din that made fire climb up his spine. 
All Din could do was hold on. He curled his fingers over Boba’s shoulders and whined when Boba moved him again, gently fucking Din on his cock. They were both panting. The air between them was sticky, humid. Boba was all Din could feel, could smell. He was dizzy with it. 
Din’s cock bobbed with every roll of his hips, leaking. Din let go of Boba’s shoulders to take himself into his left hand, moaning high in his throat. White sparks gathered behind his eyes. He was so  close – 
“No,” Boba growled, tearing Din’s hand away. Din cried out at the loss of sensation, frustrated, but Boba made a deep, wordless sound, a  snarl  Din felt in his bones, and said, low, “You’ll take what I give you,  Djar’ika.  Do you understand?” 
Din bared his teeth, sparks fading from his eyes. Boba, unamused by Din’s small defiance, did the worst thing Din could think of – he stopped moving. Boba slowed his hips, and Din’s. He had one hand wrapped around Din’s hip, fingers pressed to the jut of Din’s hipbone, and the other gripping Din’s wrist so tightly he could feel the small bones there shift. True pain began to crawl up his arm. His other, his bad hand, still pressed against Boba’s chest, twitched. 
“I said,” Boba rumbled, “do you understand?” 
“Yes,” Din panted, giving in. “Yes, damn it, I understand.”
“Good boy,” Boba said, rewarding Din with a long, slow roll of his hips. Din felt like Boba was going to fuck right through him, like he could taste Boba’s cock on the back of his tongue if he tried hard enough. The thought made his own dick jump without being touched. 
“Put your hands back on my shoulders,” Boba instructed. “And hold on. Clearly I’m not working hard enough, if you can still find the words to be a  mir’sheb.” 
“I can – " Din started, bringing his hands back to clutch at Boba’s shoulders, but Boba didn’t let him finish. Boba planted both of his feet flat against the bed, something wicked and bright gleaming in his eyes, and fucked  up into Din with all his strength. 
Din  did shout, the sound punched out of him. Boba repeated the motion again and again – he couldn’t work up a brutal pace, not like this, not supporting nearly the entire weight of Din’s body, but Boba could still fuck him hard and deep. The wet sound of skin on skin filled the air. Din couldn’t hold up his head anymore, couldn’t do anything but cling to Boba’s shoulders and try to roll his own hips, weakly, bringing himself down to meet Boba’s thrusts. 
Within a handful of thrusts Boba’d brought Din to the edge again, to white speaks and inevitable heat, pressure building in his belly. 
“Boba,” Din panted. He sounded utterly alien to his own ears, breathy, wrecked. “Boba,  please – "
Boba thrust up again and undid Din. He came with a thin cry, slumping against Boba, sticky come caught between them. Boba chuckled. Like this, Din slumped boneless over him, Boba’s mouth was close to Din’s ear, which Boba nipped affectionately.
“That’s it,” Boba crooned. Din shivered. Boba wasn’t finished. He was  still fucking him,  deep and inexorable, rocking Din back and forth on his cock. “That’s it. Just let it happen,  cyare.” 
Din mumbled against the salty skin of Boba’s collarbone. He closed his eyes. This was – it was almost nice. Boba was everywhere, scent and sensation, all around Din. All Din had to do was – 
Boba took Din’s easy submission as his due and shifted suddenly, before Din could so much as protest; he flipped them, rolling over so that Din was pressed against the bed and Boba was looming over him, their legs tangled together. Din clung to his shoulders like he’d been told and Boba hummed in wordless approval. 
Like this Boba  could  work up to a steady pace. He fucked into Din’s body steadily, deeper and deeper. Din wasn’t sure how Boba could keep going, how every thrust could drag against the raw, oversensitive spot inside him that  still sent weak, shivery flickers of heat and pleasure up Din’s spine, but Boba did. 
Boba mouthed at Din’s ear, at the soft skin he’d already bitten and sucked bruises into. Din bared his neck, letting him, eyes rolling up in his head –
Boba’s hips stuttered, rhythm failing, and then he came too, a bolt of wet warmth that Din could feel. Boba’s hips stuttered again and he pressed his forehead to Din’s, shifting them so that they were flush together, skin to skin. 
They stayed like that for a long moment, just sharing breath. Din felt his heartbeat slowing, vision clearing as he came down from whatever edge he’d been up on. 
Boba’s armor was hot and sticky against his chest. Din wriggled, disgruntled, and Boba chuckled hoarsely. 
“Hold on,'' Boba said, and then he went through the very complicated feat of undressing without breaking skin contact, shifting and grumbling and cursing as he got tangled in the straps of his armor, the twists of his robe. 
Affection swelled in Din’s chest, so sharp and sudden he didn’t know what to do with it. It dizzied him, left him feeling like he’d been punched, and his breath came in short and fast.
“Udesii, udesii,” Boba soothed, once he’d kicked off the last of his clothes and flopped down on top of Din, skin touching skin everywhere. He kept up a stream of nonsense words – well, maybe they weren’t nonsense, but Din didn’t know what they meant – and traced patterns on the sticky skin of Din’s flanks until Din was able to get his breath under control. 
“I'm fine,” Din grumbled, the words thick and heavy in his mouth. 
“I’m glad,” Boba returned, dryly. “You okay if I get up for a minute?”
 No, Din thought, not wanting to lose the feeling of Boba’s skin on his skin, but he made himself nod anyway. They had – there was still work to do, wasn’t there? Some of the urgency had fallen out of Din’s head and was probably rolling around on the floor somewhere, but if Boba wanted to find out what Gorga had been planning, what that third man had been ordered to do –
Din propped himself up on an elbow and did  not whine when Boba peeled himself away, rolling off the edge of the bed and padding into the ‘fresher. 
 Just get up,  Din encouraged himself, trying not to feel too cold or bereft at the loss of contact. He was – well, he wasn’t a Mandalorian anymore, but he’d been one for  years. Din was a warrior. He didn’t need someone to hold him. 
But Boba was back before Din could do more than plant his feet on the floor, working through the steps of standing up in his head. 
Boba looked at Din, unimpressed. He had a wet cloth in one hand. “Lie back down,” Boba grumbled. “You’ve got no business trying to stand and walk around. And let me clean you off a little, so you’re not uncomfortable in the morning.” 
“Lie back – but Gorga – Gida,” Din started, not understanding. 
Boba huffed and pushed Din on the shoulder, gently enough. Din was so unsteady that he went down anyway, flopping back onto the bed. Boba followed, pressing up against Din again. He used the rag to clean up the worst of the mess between Din’s legs, his belly, then wiped himself down too and settled against Din with a contented noise. 
“Gorga,” Boba said, his anger all worn away, “will wait until morning.”
“Are you – are you sure?” Din asked. He tried not to sound too vulnerable, to open, but wasn’t sure that he succeeded. He cleared his throat, made his voice stronger, and said, “because I can – I can go out over the sands and look for others, if you need me too, and someone needs to talk to Gida’s mother, she's probably afraid that she didn’t come home, and – ”
Boba slapped a hand over Din’s mouth, shocking Din into an affronted silence. He nipped Boba’s palm, which made Boba grumble and pull away. 
“I’m not a child,” Din growled, but he got the message – Boba had no interest in running all over Mos Eisley tonight. Boba wanted to stay here, with Din. At least for a little while. 
Some kernel of – something, Din didn’t dare call it simple affection but didn’t want to name it either, in case naming it made the feeling disappear – glowed warm in his chest. 
“You’re a menace,” Boba muttered, not for the first time. Din decided that it was a term of endearment, like  cyare  or  Djar’ika. “War councils later, Din. For now, just enjoy this.” 
With the way Boba had thrown a heavy arm over Din’s stomach, with the enticing warmth of Boba’s body pressed against Din from shoulder to hip, then again at the knee, Din figured that he probably didn’t have much choice. 
 I,  he thought, settling back against Boba,  don’t think I mind, either.  
 
It was past dawn when they finally made it out of bed and into the ‘fresher. Din grimaced when Boba gently peeled him off the bed – Din should have argued harder about at least rinsing off in the sonic before they’d fallen asleep. Boba’s cloth had cleaned up the worst of the mess, but they were both sticky with dried sweat. 
Boba manhandled them both into the sonic. It wasn’t really big enough for two grown men – between Boba’s bulk and Din’s height they were packed in like krill, putting elbows in each other’s stomachs and knees in each other’s thighs – but the size of the sonic had its advantages, too. Din finally had Boba just as naked and bare as he was and took shameless advantage, pressing in close and rolling their hips together.
It was a bold move, one Din wouldn’t have had the nerve for if he hadn’t been still half-asleep and half-drunk on the smell of Boba’s body, on the touch of his skin. 
Boba indulged him for a while, turning the sonic down to its lowest whisper, guiding Din’s hips through lazy rolls. 
Din could still feel the echo of Boba inside him. Din bit his lip, still emboldened by sleep and by Boba’s hands fitted over his hips, and reached back to feel himself. He hissed when his fingers skimmed over his hole. Heat rose in his cheeks. 
Boba chuckled. “Still open?” he rasped, nosing at Din’s jaw. 
Din nodded, wordless. 
Boba rumbled. Their lazy rolling seemed less lazy, now. Boba’s cock was hard against Din’s own. 
“Up for another round?” Boba asked. 
Still wordless, Din nodded. 
Boba fucked him slowly there in the cramped, tiny sonic. Neither of them were up to anything strenuous – Boba just guided Din to turn around, chest pressed to the sonic’s cool wall, and fucked him like that. 
The burn was sweet and low and good – Boba didn’t bother stretching Din open further, just guided the blunt head of his cock against Din’s open hole and rolled his hips until he was fully seated. 
It was  indulgent.  
Din had never done anything like this before. What they’d done at night, Din seated in Boba’s lap, taking a fucking hard and fast – yes, he’d done that before. Speed had usually been of the essence, down in the covert. There wasn’t any real privacy down there. 
But this – only three people in the entire galaxy had the access codes to Boba’s rooms. This was as private as Din had ever been and for the first time in his life, he could take his  time.  
Boba was certainly in the mood to do just that, pressing into Din and then pulling out slowly, inch by inch, before driving forward again. 
Boba wrapped one thick arm around Din’s waist, pulling him close. He pressed soft kisses to the edge of Din’s shoulder blade, to the knobs of his spine. The fervor of last night, the biting kisses, the urgency, was gone, replaced by steady pressure and the rasp of skin on skin. Given that Din’s back was still a patchwork of bruises from their flogging, Din appreciated Boba’s restraint. 
Din groaned as Boba slid past that sparking place inside of him, making his cock twitch. 
“Do you think you can come like this?” Boba asked, the words vibrating against Din’s shoulder. 
Din had to think about it, reaching for coherent thought. It was hard – gentle, warm fog had enveloped him. It wasn’t the all-over floating or flying sensation he’d found at the end of a flogger or with Boba’s hand wrapped around his throat, but it was good. Nice. 
“I dunno,” Din managed, words thick in his mouth. “I – maybe?” 
Boba  hmmed and pressed a kiss to a particularly sore bruise over one of the ridges of Din’s spine. “Do you want to come?” 
Din had to think about that too. He didn’t  need to – he’d come hard enough last night to banish the stress of almost getting blown to pieces. Din wasn’t a teenager any more. He didn’t need to come every day – or even every week – to feel full or satisfied. 
“I get to decide?” Din asked. 
Boba chuckled. “Not if you don’t want to,” Boba said. He shifted his angle, bracing his thighs. Din could feel them trembling with the effort of holding himself back. “I can choose.” 
“You choose,” Din agreed, letting his head loll forward to hang down. He opened his eyes. His own cock bobbed against his belly, red and neglected, but it felt like such a distant concern that Din wasn’t bothered. 
“Good boy,” Boba murmured against the back of Din’s neck. “Cyare. Sweet thing. Hands on the wall, then. Don’t come, unless I tell you that you can.” 
Boba started fucking Din in earnest then, picking up the pace. It still wasn’t as urgent as last night, but Din didn’t mind. He felt so  full like this, cared for, safe as Boba worked him over. It didn’t take long for the new pace to take its toll on Boba, who slowed and pressed as deep into Din as he could get before stilling and coming with a groan. 
They stayed like that for a moment while Boba caught his breath, and then Boba pulled away for a moment, leaving Din to shiver without hands on his skin, before returning with another wet rag. Boba cleaned Din up, then turned the sonic back up to shake away their new layer of sweat. 
Neither of them touched Din’s cock. 
Din didn’t mind. The fog in his head was thick and warm. He didn’t protest when Boba ran a rag over his face, his belly, scraping over the stubble that had grown in overnight, and let Boba nudge him out of the sonic and back into the room. Din didn’t even care that it was approaching daylight and the windows were open, curtains billowing in the breeze. 
He flopped back down into Boba’s bed, content to laze for a few more minutes until the warm fog in his head dissipated, then wrinkled his nose. The bed was damp and sticky.
Boba followed him out of the ‘fresher and chuckled. 
“That’s two nights in a row you’ve made me change my sheets,  Djar’ika,” he said, tone heavy with fondness. “Sit up. You’re going to need another trip into the sonic if you stay there much longer.”
Din groaned, but did as he was told. He sat up with a sigh.
Din could feel all of his thoughts underneath the fog, all of the concerns that needed his attention. They were pushing at him gently.
Din sighed. 
“Where’d my – there,” he muttered, casting around on Boba’s floor for his discarded clothes. 
Boba chuckled. He hadn’t bothered to pull on his clothes yet either, so Din propped himself up on his elbow and looked at him, without any urgency. He’d never seen Boba naked in what was approaching full light. He’d only seen Boba’s body under the silvery light of the moon or the dim lights in the pool beneath Jabba’s tower. 
Boba had brown skin and more scars than any other living human Din had ever seen. Acid scars had scored their way down the back of his head and across his shoulders, about halfway down his back. Boba had been raked by claws and shot by blasters. He had, at some point, been whipped. 
Despite that, Boba moved with the easy grace of a very large predator. Generously-padded muscles shifted smoothly underneath his skin and Boba padded around his room like he knew the position of his body all of the time. 
“Like what you see?” Boba asked, catching the direction of Din’s gaze. Boba’s eyes slid down Din’s body too, the bruises, the scars, the half-hard cock. 
Din flushed. “I do,” he said honestly. 
For some reason  that  made Boba look away, a faint flush darkening his own face. Din blinked, surprised. He didn’t think that Boba  could be embarrassed. 
“Ne’johaa,” Boba said. “Put your clothes on. I’ll have breakfast sent up, and then we can go find Fennec.”
The mention of Fennec – of business, of Gorga the Hutt maybe coming for them all – pulled Din out of his foggy thoughts. He nodded and slid off the bed, scooping his clothes up and tugging them on. He didn’t armor up fully, choosing instead to just tug on his flight suit and leave a few clasps undone, then joined Boba at the worktable. 
Boba looked Din up and down. “You’re walking well,” he observed. 
Din flushed again. He could still feel Boba inside him, a faint burn that would, if Din let it, drive him to distraction all day. 
But fortunately Din had other hurts, big and small, to distract himself. He could still roll his shoulders and feel the sweet pain of the flogging. He could take in a deep breath and feel Boba’s hands imprinted against his hips. He could even flex his fingers and feel the sprain in his right arm, faint now after a night with bacta on, but still there. 
“I,” Din said primly, knowing now that Boba  could be teased, “have had bigger.” 
Boba stared at Din for a moment, expression thunderstruck, then laughed. “You,” he said, in the same tone he used when he called Din  Djar’ika  or  cyare,  “are something else, Djarin.” 
Din counted that as a victory. Breakfast came and went quickly. Neither of them wanted to leave Fennec waiting for long. Din finished his breakfast first, washing it down with his customary cup of red tea, then left Boba to finish his own food. Din pulled his armor on piece by piece. 
He  was sore, but he knew that Boba was watching, so he was determined not to show it. Din had just slid the last seals into place when Boba set aside his plate and did the same, gathering the scattered pieces of his armor and fitting them on one by one. 
They left together, helmets on. Everyone knew by now that Din lived in the same tower as Boba. Gorga’s people had known enough to try and shoot Din down, to try and remove him from Boba’s arsenal. Din wasn’t embarrassed by walking out into the throne room with Boba at his side, not anymore.
The throne room was mostly empty. Fennec was by the throne, talking to Zero in low tones, and Noora was at the bar, wringing her hands. She caught sight of Din and burst into tears. 
Din sighed. “I’ll go talk to Noora,” he said. “You’ve got Fennec?” 
Boba nodded and peeled off. 
 Sorry, Fennec, Din thought, but he was pretty sure that Boba was over the worst of his temper, now. He could probably manage a civil conversation with Fennec. 
“I am so sorry,” Noora said, as soon as Din got within earshot. Her eyes were bright with tears and her lekku were twitching in distress. “I never thought – I just thought it was some  sleemo  creep, I didn't think that anybody would try to  hurt you – ”
“It’s alright,” Din said, alarmed by Noora’s tears. He held out his arms to show her that he was – more or less – unhurt. “I’m fine. A few bruises, that’s all. Gida got the worst of it, but she’s going to be fine too.” 
“It’s my fault,” Noora said, still wringing her hands. Her lekku twitched again. “If I’d just told the boss – ”
“It’s fine,” Din repeated, firmly. “We think – we think it wasn’t supposed to happen, last night. The idiots on the ridge just got trigger happy. You couldn’t have known.” 
“But I – ”
“Noora,” said Din, seriously. “It’s  fine.”
Noora’s eyes darted over to Boba. “He’s not – he’s not angry?” 
“He’s… mostly angry that we got hurt,” he said. “That he couldn’t protect us. He’s not mad at you, Noora.” 
Noora chewed her lip. 
“And even if he was,” Din said, gently, “he doesn’t have a rancor. He’s not going to throw you to the sarlacc. You’re fine. I promise.” 
Noora shook her head, sniffling. “I’m being ridiculous,” she admitted. “I know I am, but – back in Jabba’s day – ”
“He’s not Jabba,” Din said. “You can trust Boba. As long as you don’t betray him, he won’t hurt you.” 
Noora looked Din over for a minute. “You trust him,” she said. “Don’t you?” 
That was an easy question to answer. Din had answered it half a dozen times by now. “I do,” said Din. 
Noora relaxed. “Okay, then,” she said. “And believe me, next time somebody comes to me with a problem – ”
She didn’t finish. There was a clang and a shout, some commotion from beyond the throne room, up in the stairs, and then the unmistakable sound of a body toppling down a set of steps. 
Theran hit the floor flat on his back, dazed and groaning. Blood leaked from his nose. Din had a blaster out and drawn before he even realized that it was Theran – a door guard – who’d been thrown. He didn’t have to look to know that Fennec and Boba had drawn blasters of their own, too. 
A shadow crossed the floor, followed by the sound of slow, deliberate footsteps, heavy, booted feet on stone, and Din saw a shoulder appear in his field of view –
He fired before the assailant could fully clear the stairs. The bolt sizzled through the air, then bounced off Din’s target, the unmistakable sound of struck beskar ringing in the air, and splashed harmlessly against the palace wall. 
A Mandalorian stepped down off the bottom of the stairs and surveyed the throne room. 
The Mandalorian was humanoid and a few inches shorter than Din. Her armor was painted a faded, scuffed black, lined with stripes of peeling yellow down her legs, at her gauntlets, around the edges of her kar’ta beskar. A circle of gold glimmered around one side of her visor, like a scope or a crosshair in a rifle sight. Her armor was so dented and chipped in places that the true color of her beskar shone through, as silver as Din’s, and one of her legs had been wrapped with a hasty bandage. 
 Black armor.  Din’s mind caught on that.  She has black armor.  
Din took a step towards her, something in his chest rising, pulling tight, but he stopped when Boba held out a hand. Boba was too far away from grab Din, but Din had gotten so used to listening to Boba that he stopped on instinct, freezing a few meters away from the other Mandalorian. 
“Su’cuy, Mandalorian,” Boba rumbled. He had shifted so that he was in front of Fennec, shielding her with his armor. Din was frozen. 
“Who are you?” Boba asked. “What do you want?” 
The other Mandalorian looked Boba up and down, then turned her back on him entirely. Her visor fixed on Din. “I’m with Vizsla,” she said. “And I need your help.”
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Din’s first thought was sheer, overwhelming, crushing relief. Paz was  alive.  Din hadn’t cost him his life by waiting around in the palace. He hadn’t killed Paz on Nevarro. He was  alive, and Din was going to have the chance to help him. 
Then Din’s mind caught up with his heart and he realized several things at once. First, he didn’t know this Mandalorian. He’d never seen her before – she wasn’t Annika or one of the others from the covert in freshly-painted armor. She was a stranger. Second, Din couldn’t see anything on her – on her armor, hanging from her belt, tucked into one of the pouches strapped to her leg – that would help him figure out who she was. 
Third, she was injured. The bandage wrapped around her lower leg was smudged with dried blood and she was holding herself to keep most of her weight off the injured limb. Her armor was beaten-in and dented in places, badly scuffed in others. Carbon scored her cuirass and one side of her helmet. 
She was also unarmed. She had blaster holsters on both hips, another strapped across one thigh, slots for knives on the undersides of her gauntlets and the outer edges of her boots. All of her holsters and sheaths were empty. 
The sight of a Mandalorian without weapons was shocking.  Wrong, like seeing the pile of broken armor plates and abandoned helmets in the covert underneath Nevarro City had been. The only thing that might have been more surprising was the idea of Paz following down the stairs behind her, also weaponless, his helmet in his hands. 
But Paz, despite the Mandalorian’s use of his name, didn’t appear. This Mandalorian was alone. 
“Yeah,” Boba said, tone as dry as the desert, “I’m gonna need more than that, Mandalorian. Who are you, and what do you want?” 
“I’ve told you what I want,” the Mandalorian said, still staring at Din. “And it’s nothing to do with you, Boba Fett.” 
Boba made a rough sound, a rumble or an overblown breath, and Din decided to step in before anyone could level their blaster. His own dropped towards the ground. 
 She’s unarmed,  Din thought.  That  means  something.  
No Mandalorian would walk into a place like this – a place ruled by another Mandalorian – after being disarmed by an enemy, not unless they had no choice, which meant one of three things; that this one had left her weapons behind on purpose, either as an insult to Boba or because she, and by her extension her companions, including Paz, were in desperate straits and needed Din’s help at any cost, or this was some kind of trap. 
Din’s eyes kept catching on the rusty smudges on the Mandalorian’s bandages. The dents and scuffs in her armor. 
 I didn’t see any signs of fighting beneath Mos Entha,  he thought.  They left in a hurry, but no one was hurt. No one was killed.  

   But that doesn’t mean that they’ve been safe, since they left the city. It’s been days.  

“This is his court,” Din said, jerking his head in Boba’s direction. “And I’m with him. So it is his business.”
The Mandalorian in black blew out a breath of her own, the sound of it crackling through the still throne room. 
Out of the very edges of his visor, Din could see Noora half-crouched behind the bar, watching the Mandalorian with wide eyes. There was a snub-nosed, rather large blaster in her hands. Din could see Fennec too, taking a flanking position with her own blaster drawn, already aiming for the gaps in the Mandalorian’s armor. The guard the Mandalorian had tossed down the stairs stirred feebly. 
“You’ll vouch for him?” the Mandalorian asked Din, skeptically. “You know who he is?” 
“He’s a friend,” Din said, firmly, before Boba could open his mouth and make the situation worse. “I will vouch for him. He’s always kept his word with me.” And more – Boba hadn’t just kept his word, and Din knew that by now. Boba’d helped him, had gone out of his way to make Din comfortable, to make Din happy, to help him focus. 
 He is a friend,  Din thought. He purposely tried not to think of Boba as  more than a friend, not here, not like this. Whatever had grown between them – whatever was sheltered by their bodies at night, whatever had taken root in Din's chest, behind his lungs – had no place here. 

   Paz is in trouble. That’s what’s most important right now. The rest of it – we can deal with the rest of it later.  

The Mandalorian finally turned to consider Boba, her head canted to the side. Boba watched her back, posture stiff. Neither of them said anything. The Mandalorian stared at Boba for a long minute. She looked at Din again. 
Din’s jaw worked. “I would – like to know too,” he said, watching Boba out of the corner of his eye. Boba was so still that it had to be intentional. Boba was  making  himself keep still, was wrestling with some instinct, like a cornered bladeback trying to decide to charge for the kill or bolt for the open sands. That meant something too, Boba’s sudden and awful tension, but Din wasn’t sure what it  could  mean. “Who you are, I mean. I don’t know you. You say you're with – Vizsla,” he continued, almost tripping over Paz’s name, “but who are you? Who’s your  alor? You’re not from my covert.” 
At that, the Mandalorian broke her staring contest with Boba and inclined her head, conceding the point. “I’m Strill,” said the Mandalorian. “From – well, we’ve been a lot of places, same as you, but most recently we’re from Mygeeto. That’s where Vizsla found us, after his covert fell.” 
Din winced.  Paz has been with them for a while, then. If this Mandalorian was telling the truth, it sounded like he’d gone straight to Mygeeto. Paz had been tasked with the care of the children. He would’ve known where to find one or two other coverts. He must've run for help as soon as the Remnants had stormed covert. 
“Us?” Boba rumbled.
The Mandalorian – Strill, though Din wasn’t sure if that was her name or the name of her clan – eyed Boba again. “Us,” she said. Her tone was firm. She wouldn’t say more. Din understood anyway. 

   Her covert. Her tribe.   

“Is he alright?” Din asked, meaning Paz. He brushed past Strill’s unwillingness to name any others. He wouldn’t have named any of his tribe either, not to an outsider. “Why are you here, and not him?” 
Strill dropped her gaze for a heartbeat, helmet dipping towards her chest. The carbon burns scored down the side of it looked fresh. Din’s heart sank. 
“Like I said,” said Strill. “He needs your help.” 
 They were attacked. That was the only thing that made sense. Strill’s weaponlessness, her battered armor, her injury, Paz’s absence – they had been attacked, somewhere outside of Mos Entha. 

   Paz is hurt.  

Din set his jaw, even though Strill couldn’t see it. “He has it,” he said. “Where is he? What’s wrong? What’s – ” Out of the corner of his eye, Din saw Boba twitch. 
“How do we know that you’re telling the truth?” Fennec cut in smoothly, before Boba could. Din glanced at her, surprised. Fennec usually let Boba do the talking. “Mando here’s said that he doesn’t know you, just that you know his – ”
“Brother,” said Din, quietly.  That made Boba move, snapping his head around to stare at Din instead of the outsider. Din lifted his chin. He didn’t understand this, the tension that had filled the room as soon as Strill had said Paz’s name, but Din wasn’t going to pretend that Paz meant less to him just because Boba was upset. 
“...Brother,” said Fennec, in dubious tones. Din scowled underneath his helmet. Fennec turned back to Strill. “How do any of us know that you’re telling the truth?”
“I came unarmed,” said Strill. She cocked her head again, like a hunting animal studying a sound or a smell Din couldn’t hear or taste. “And I have this.” Slowly, so everyone in the room could see her do it, Strill reached into a pouch at her belt and pulled out something too small to be a blaster or a grenade. 
Boba and Fennec both twitched anyway. Din didn’t, but his blaster was still drawn. At some point it had wavered, the barrel drifting towards the ground, but when Strill moved he snapped it back to ready position, aimed for a vulnerable gap between her cuirass and her shoulder. 
“Here,” Strill said, unbothered. “Catch, brother.” 
She tossed the small object at Din. 
He caught it with his free hand and knew what it was as soon as his fingers closed over it. The shape and weight were so familiar Din could feel the tusks even through his gloves. 
It was a mythosaur pendant, the exact same size and shape as Din’s had been, before he’d given it to Grogu. The edges of its tusks dug into Din’s hand. 
“What is that?” Boba asked. Din wordlessly opened his fist to show him. He could hear the frown in Boba’s voice. “A  kyr’bes?” 
“A sign,” Din murmured. His heart clenched. His own pendant had been hung on a simple leather cord, but Paz’s had always hung from a thin chain of beskar. A gift from his father, who’d had more beskar to spare than anyone else in the covert. The same chain winked and glittered in Din’s hand now. 
Din looked up at Strill. “You could have just taken this,” he said. He desperately hoped that she  hadn’t – Paz had worn his pendant underneath his armor, close to his chest. They’d all worn their pendants that way. If Strill had taken it from him – 
 If she took it, she killed him, Din thought. 
Strill shook her head. “I didn’t,” she said. “It was given. He said you’d recognize it, and if you still had doubts, he told me where it was made too.” 
“Where was it made?” Din asked. His fingers tightened over it. There were two answers. The chain had been made on Concordia, where Pallas Vizsla had lived with his family as a child. It had been made by  his father and kept safe during the Purge – Paz had bragged about it to the other kids, flashing it as a tangible connection to an idea of Mandalore that the rest of the foundlings didn’t have. 
The pendant itself had been made on Bracca, when Paz had completed his Foundling’s Trial and had won his place in the covert. When he and Din and Annika had been made full warriors, adults of the tribe. All three of their pendants had been made at the same time, from the same lump of beskar. Pallas had donated it from his own days as  beroya, proud of all three of them for proving themselves as warriors. 
“The chain,” Strill asked, confirming that she was who she said she was, that she  had come from Paz, and was a trusted ally, “or the pendant?” 
“The pendant,” said Din. 
“It was made on Bracca,” Strill said. “When you all lived in an old  Lucrehulk hull.”
Din tossed the pendant back. Strill caught it one-handed and tucked it back safe into her pouch. She looked at Din, who nodded. 
“She’s who she says she is,” he told the others. Boba didn’t relax, but Fennec did. Fennec shrugged and stopped obviously flanking Strill, padding back towards Boba to give her some breathing room. She paused to help the dazed Theran up off the floor and started to haul him over towards Noora.
“If you’re sure,” said Fennec. “Boba?” 
Boba blew out another crackly, irritated breath, but he didn’t question Din’s judgement again. “What help are you asking for?” he demanded. 
Strill was still watching Din. “Whatever help you can offer,” she said. She paused, then added, “An extraction would be good. We’re… in a bad way.” 
“What  happened?” Din pushed. 
Strill finally gave in. “We were hunted,” she said. “We were – we were in Mos Entha for a little while, working. My brother and I. Your Vizsla – he’s not much of a hunter. But my brother and I are alright. But Vizsla’s being hunted. Has  been hunted, since Mygeeto. We left Mos Entha when we saw enemies starting to sniff around, but got caught before we made it off-planet. Vizsla’s hurt. My brother is too.” 
“The kids?” 
“One of the kids,” Strill said, tightly. Even Boba looked up at that. Din could imagine his face underneath his helmet, his eyebrows drawing together in concern. Boba liked the idea of injured foundlings as little as Din did, even though these foundlings were Din’s tribe, not Boba’s. 
“Where are you?” 
Strill hesitated. “Close enough,” she hedged. “Off planet, but still in the sector.”
Din nodded, already running through the logistics. The  Fly still had fuel and some supplies on board. Boba kept a stocked infirmary too – a quick visit would get Din most of what he needed. “Give me a minute,” he said. “I’ll get bacta, I’ll get some medical supplies – did you fly here? Where’s your ship?” 
“The landing pad,” said Strill. She looked at Boba again. “That Nuxan of yours isn’t very good at his job. Your door guards are better.” 
Boba grunted and ignored her. “Mando,” Boba said. “Wait a minute.” 
“Wait a – no,” Din said, incredulous. “Didn’t you hear? People are hurt. They need help. I just need some bacta. It’ll be fine, I’ll be back before you know it.” 
“Yeah,” said Boba, tone firm, “you’re not going off with her by yourself. I’m coming too.” 
“I don’t remember inviting you,” Strill observed. 
Boba snorted and tilted his helmet at Din. “He invited me,” he said. “He said he’s one of mine. And I’m not sending one of mine off with someone he doesn’t know, no matter what you’ve got in your pockets or who you say you run with.” 
“I’ll be fine,” Din started, trying not to soften in Boba’s direction too obviously, warmed by his care, but Boba shook his head once, sharply. 
“The Remnants have a bounty on you,” he said. “And half the planet’s seen you by now. You’ve said it yourself – people know who you are. They know where to find you.” 
“I’ll hold the throne, boss,” said Fennec smoothly, cutting Din off before he could argue back. He shot her a dark look, not that she could see it underneath Din’s visor. 
 Since when did she decide to play diplomat? he wondered. 
Something had happened that Din didn’t understand. Something with Boba, or to Boba –| Din didn’t know why Boba had changed once he’d heard Paz’s name, but he  had.  
 But Paz almost never left the covert, and if he did, he didn’t use his name. Boba couldn’t have met Paz before. 

   So what’s the problem?  

But there wasn’t time to sort it out. If Strill’s people were injured, helping them was the first priority. Everything else could be settled later. 
And Boba – he’s trying to protect me. He was trying to return the loyalty Din had shown in front of Strill. "He’s one of mine," Boba’d said. It was a warming thought, like returning to a campfire after a long night out in the cold of the desert. 
 But Paz doesn’t know him.  
Din’s stomach twinged, faint nausea flickering in his belly. His arm hurt. 
 Doesn’t matter,  he decided.  We have to help the others.  
“Will you vouch for him, Djarin?” Strill asked. 
Din startled – he hadn’t told Strill his name. 
 But Paz probably did,  he realized.  Either because he thinks Strill’s one of us – really one of us – or to help me trust her.  
The pendant had done the job well enough, but Din nodded anyway. 
“I will,” he said. “You can trust him. He keeps his word.” 
“He hasn’t given me his word,” Strill said. 
“You haven’t given me any word, either, Mandalorian,” Boba rumbled. 
“Enough,” Din snapped, reaching the end of his patience with whatever grudge Boba seemed to be holding. He stepped closer to Boba, trying to catch the other’s eyes through their visors. “I trust you,” Din said, looking at him. “And – maybe I don’t trust  you,” Din added, looking back at Strill, “but I trust my brother.”
“You haven’t even asked how many others she has with her,” Boba pointed out lowly. “You have A’Shek and Valarian’s intel, but – ” 
 It doesn’t matter, Din almost said. Strill could have an entire covert twenty warriors strong injured somewhere and Din would still be duty-bound to help, just like twenty warriors had been bound to help Din and the kid. 
Strill snorted. “Hardly an army,” she said. “There’s his brother, me and my brother, plus the foundlings. You’re not scared of foundlings, are you, Boba Fett?”
“I said  enough,” Din cut in sharply, slashing a hand through the air. Strill startled. “I’m going to help you. I’ve already said that I will. Don’t antagonize us.” 
“Us?” Strill asked. Her tone was light, but the question wasn’t – Strill was assessing Din’s loyalties. 
Din straightened his back. The motion jostled his bruises and the pain was clarifying, a reminder of who Din was now, of who he trusted, where he stood, why. 
“I told you,” Din said. “I’m with him. An insult to him is an insult to me.” 
Din could feel every eye in the throne room on him. He refused to let it bother him – Din stood as tall and as straight as he ever had walking into the covert or facing down an enemy. He didn't waver. He had meant what he'd said. 
Boba moved first. He reached out and bumped his gauntlet against Din’s, wrist to wrist. Their beskar sang. 
Strill was watching keenly. When Din lifted his chin at her, challenging, she held up her hands. “Fine,” she said. “Narudar,  then.” 
 The enemy of my enemy. A temporary ally, with Boba at least. 
Din nodded. He could handle that. 
“Wait here,” Din instructed. “I’ll grab some medical supplies. What do you need?” 
“Here,” Fennec said. Having decided that Strill wasn’t a threat – or at least that she was a threat Din and Boba had in hand – Fennec had padded off to join Noora behind the bar, where she had fished out a battered leather bag. Fennec tossed it and Din caught it, peering inside. 
 A field kit, he realized. Fennec hadn’t tossed him a full-service medkit by any means, but the bag was stuffed with rolls of bacta, a few hyposprays, painkillers and gauze. Din even saw a sewing kit tucked into a pocket, stocked with thick black thread. 
“Vizsla’s leg is broken,” Strill said. “Some ribs too, we think. The rest of us are in various stages of bruised and battered, but he’s the worst off. We can’t move him without help.” 
“Like I said.” Din closed the field kit and stung it over his shoulder. He gestured at himself and at Boba, who’d kept his silence. “You have it. Now where are we going? You flying?” 
“Yeah,” said Strill. Now that she had found the help she needed, she had relaxed some. Her shoulders had slumped and she’d fallen out of the balanced stance she’d been in. Din hadn’t realized how tense she’d been until she relaxed. 

   She was afraid.  

Din tried to shove down the burr of protectiveness rising in his chest. Strill wasn’t a foundling who needed Din’s care – she was another warrior, an equal. She wouldn't want Din to try and coddle her. 
“Lead the way, then,” said Din. He cast a glance at Boba, checking to make sure that he really was willing to go. Boba was inscrutable, but steady at Din’s back. He was coming. 
“Don’t worry, boss,” Fennec called, still behind the bar with Noora. “We won’t burn the place down. Djarin, be careful.” 
That made Din smile a little. He appreciated Fennec’s concern, and appreciated even more that she didn’t seem inclined to try and talk Din out of going with Strill. Boba  hmmed, loud enough that Fennec could hear it, and he and Din set off after Strill. 
Strill evidently didn’t know the palace as well as Din did; she led them up the stairs, where they found another guard slumped over against a wall – Boba bent to check that he was alive, then made an irritated noise under his helmet – and around another winding hall. 
Din couldn’t help but be a little impressed. Strill had made it from the landing pads at the back of the palace around to the front, where she’d found the steps down into the throne room. Din knew that she couldn’t have found much resistance – if she’d fought more than a few guards, someone would have raised the alarm – but still, it  was impressive, and made even more so by the fact that Strill had come in unarmed. 
“So it’s just you and your brother, with Vizsla?” Din asked, keeping pace with Strill. Boba seemed to want some distance between himself and Strill, so Din let him have it. “No others?” 
“It’s just me and Jaig, yeah,” Strill said. Behind them, Boba snorted. 
“What,” Boba muttered, when Din and Strill both turned around to eye him. “You have a brother named Shatual, too?” 
Din didn’t understand the word, but Boba’s tone put his back up. Din resisted the urge to put his elbow into Boba’s chest, ready to snap at him for continuing to antagonize Strill, but to his surprise, Strill laughed.
“Got a younger one named Rawl, actually,” she said. “But he’s too young to be out in the stars. He was as upset as anything when he couldn’t come, but he’s still got a year before his Trial.”
 “You don’t sound much older,” Boba returned. “How old  are  you,  verd’ika? Just newly blooded?” 
That did make Din pause and plant an elbow in Boba’s chest, aiming for a soft spot underneath Boba's armor. Boba’s breath went out of him in a rush.  Verd’ika  was a term for foundlings and raw trainees,  not  for warriors who’d earned the right to go out into the stars. Boba was trying to upset Strill, and Din couldn’t figure out why. Strill hadn’t  done anything to him, aside from turning her back on Boba when she’d first come down into the throne room. 
 Boba doesn’t get along with other Mandalorians,  Din remembered. Fennec had told him as much too.  But why? 
“I’m old enough,  ijaan ori’vod,” Strill shot back lightly. 
Boba growled and rubbed the spot where Din had elbowed him. “I am not,” he said, “your brother.” 
“Ijaan dar’vod,  then,” said Strill, unperturbed. Din blinked – Strill’s grasp of  mando’a was better than his. 
 Her covert must be different than mine,  he thought. If she'd learned even a little Mandalorian, her covert had to be different. Din and Paz had picked up a few words, but not enough to string a phrase together like Strill had, a phrase that was intelligible – Boba had understood what Strill'd said. But how different? 
She’d given up her name without much fuss, too, and the names of her brothers. Din's covert hardly shared names even within its own ranks, let alone with outsiders.  
“I’m the oldest of the three of us, if that’s what you’re asking,” Strill continued. “Jaig’s still got the shine on his besk.” 
“There aren’t any elders with you?” Din got in, before Boba could open his mouth again and say something scathing about Strill’s brother. 
Strill shook her head. “No one else could leave the kids back home,” she said. There was an odd, strained note in her voice, something almost like grief. “We decided to move, after Vizsla showed up on Mygeeto. Wasn’t safe for our own foundlings. We didn’t know who’d followed Vizsla from Nevarro. Tamsin gave the order to move, but I didn’t feel right letting Vizsla go off on his own, so I decided to tag along. Jaig invited himself.”
“Are you your covert’s hunter?” Din asked. 
“Why?” Strill didn’t turn around to look at him. “You gonna say that I’m too young too?”
“You’re probably the same age that I was, when I started hunting,” Din said. Strill  did  sound young, Boba wasn’t wrong, but Din had been young too. Twenty-two, twenty-three standard, when he’d won that fight against Paz. “But you’re not their only hunter, are you?” Din couldn’t imagine that an  alor would let their tribe’s only hunter go off on an extended mission, even if they were going to help another covert.
Strill deflated a little at that. “No,” she allowed. “I’m not. We’ve got another – my  buir.  She stayed with Tamsin to make sure the rest of the ‘vert gets fed. Jaig was supposed to stay too, but he wants to be  beroya.  Not sure he’s got the  mandokar for it, but he’s been alright.” 
Din twitched at the word. Boba’d said that to him before,  mandokar – he’d said it while he and Din had been wrestling up in his rooms. But Din didn’t know what it meant and Boba, usually quick to offer a little  mando’a lesson, was still dangerously silent. 
Din suppressed a sigh. “How long have you and your brother been with Vizsla?” he asked. “The last time I saw him on Nevarro, everything was fine.” 
“His covert was ransacked,” Strill said. Din nodded, that tower of helmets imprinted behind his eyelids. “He told us he came to Mygeeto straight from Nevarro, about a standard year ago. Then maybe a week later the first Imp patrol showed up. We’ve been moving around since then. Us and Vizsla and his kids from your ‘vert – Tamsin would’ve taken them in, but they didn’t want to leave without Vizsla.” 
“Imperial patrols?” 
Strill nodded. “Yeah. From Nevarro, Vizsla thinks. We’ve been dodging them ever since. They’ve got it out for your brother.” 
Din’s heart sank.  This is my fault.  
“It’s not him they were after,” Din said, mouth dry. “It was me.” 
Gideon must have been hunting for Din. Din’d thought him dead, had thought the Imperial threat over – they’d seen Gideon crash on Nevarro. 
 But he was just biding his time,  Din thought.  Looking for us until his darktroopers were ready. He'd probably Paz hunted on the off chance that Din and Paz had managed to reunite. That seemed like the sort of think Gideon, methodical and coldly precise, would've done. 
 How many others have I put in danger? Din wondered. He still didn’t know who’d made it off Nevarro. He was reasonably sure the armorer had made it. She’d honored the dead and left. But the others – 
“Vizsla didn’t seem to think it was your fault,” Strill said, shrugging. “He said they’d all taken a swing at the Empire on Nevarro. And it’s been alright, up until recently. We’ve moved a lot, but it hasn't been too much trouble. Those kids of yours – I dunno what your  alor teaches you all that ours doesn’t, but your foundlings are damn useful. Quick learners, too.” 
We’ve always had to move around, Din thought. Before Nevarro, the covert hadn’t stayed on any one planet for longer than a standard year. The foundlings were as used to packing up and moving out as anyone. 
“How long have you been on Tatooine, then?” Din asked. They were close to the landing bays now. Din hoped that they could get there before whatever coiled tension was leaking from Boba finally spilled over. “Is it you I’ve been seeing in the desert?”
Strill nodded. “Yeah, probably. Jaig’s stayed close to Vizsla and the kids. I’ve taken on a few jobs. I think you saw me in the canyons first, right?” 
“I did,” said Din. That was where he’d first seen her, a glimmer of beskar that had caught him by surprise while he’d been hunting Zhalto. It felt like it had been months ago, now, but it had really only been a matter of weeks. “What were you doing there?”
“Following you,  ori’vod,” said Strill cheerfully. 
“Me? Why? Why didn’t you come and introduce yourself?” 
“Well, I wasn’t sure that I knew who you were,” Strill said. “I was in Mos Eisley when I saw you land, but I didn’t know who you were. Vizsla described you, but he described a warrior who hunted alone, and one who didn’t have a signet. You’re signed, and even back then you were circling this one,” she jerked her helmet at Boba, “like a tame shriek-hawk.”  
Din’s hand went to the mudhorn stamped across his pauldron. He’d forgotten that Paz had never seen it. Din and Grogu had killed the mudhorn before they’d come back to Nevarro, but the  alor hadn’t given it to Din as a signet until she had named him and Grogu clan and had charged Din with Grogu’s care.
“How’d you figure out that I am who you thought I was, then?” Din asked. “That was weeks ago, and I didn’t see you again until – ”
“Vizsla told me that you were a friend of the Tuskens,” Strill explained. “I saw you hunting with that band outside of Mos Entha and figured you must be his brother. But I didn’t know for sure until today.” 
“You came in here,” Boba interrupted, listening intently, “knowing  my name, but not knowing if you had an ally?” 
Strill shrugged. “We’re desperate,” she said. “And it worked, didn’t it? You can’t always wait for a green sylop in your hand. Sometimes you just have to play what you have.”
Boba and Din were both silent for a moment. 
“Dinii,” Boba finally muttered, which made Din snort, surprised.   
“What kind of work have you been doing, then?” Din asked. “Nothing with Valarian’s outfit in Mos Entha.” 
“No,” Strill said. “Couldn’t get a toe into her operation. The old hog isn’t the only employer there, though. We were bedding down in Mos Entha for a while. A month, maybe, or a little more. We made it work. I did courier jobs, mostly. Some cantina owners would pay Jaig and Vizsla to stand in the corner and look menacing. Did one protection job out on a moisture farm. The Tuskens may like  you, brother, but they didn’t care much for me.” 
“The Tuskens aren’t just one group,” Din said. “Some Tuskens like me. Some others… ”
“Well, the ones I dealt with were a bloodthirsty lot,” Strill said. She held up an arm to show Din a particularly deep scratch in one of her gauntlets where all of the black paint had been sheared away. “Those  gaffi sticks they have? Terrifying.”
“It’s never a good idea to tangle with the Tuskens,” Boba rumbled. “They don’t take too kindly to outsiders and settlers, and there’s no honor in helping moisture farmers steal Tusken land.”
Strill shrugged again. “Maybe you can be concerned with what’s honorable or not, Boba Fett,” she said. She said his full name like she knew it, like she knew  Boba, and Din tried not to bristle on Boba’s behalf. 
Boba had done enough bristling for all three of them, not that Strill was helping. 
“But I’ve had foundlings to feed,” Strill continued. “My kids can’t eat ideas.” 
That sounded like something Din’s  alor  would say.  Our people can’t eat stories. Din understood the point that Strill was making – it was one thing to try to be honorable, to try and follow through on every contract or to only take bounties on those who deserved it, but when there were hungry kids down in the covert, waiting for something to eat… 
“We’re here,” Din said unnecessarily, shaking off his troubled thoughts. They’d reached the end of the hallway and the bright, searing light of the desert reached out for them, the landing pad just beyond it. “Quit squabbling. Strill, where exactly in the sector are we going?” 
“Arkanis,” Strill said, stepping out into the suns. Din followed, squinting as his helmet adjusted to the bright light, and then he stopped. 
Strill’s ship was a beaten, scuffed VCX-700 class heavy courier, its broad, blunt nose missing a few thermoregulation panels and bristling with ion cannons. She was called the  Huntress,  her name painted along her nose in peeling Aurebesh, and she was somehow in even worse shape than the  Crest  had ever been, even when it had been stripped down to its bones on Arvala-7. Next to the  Huntress  Din’s  Kirik-Fly  and even Boba’s ancient  Firespray-class ship looked fresh off the assembly lines. Din was frankly amazed that Strill had managed to make it to the palace at all. 
Boba had similar doubts. “That thing’s capable of hyperspeed?” he asked.
Strill coughed. “I came over in sublight,” she admitted. “Arkanis isn’t far.” 
 They couldn’t get away, Din thought. In a ship as battered as Strill’s seemed to be, Paz’s little band hadn’t even been able to make it to the relative safety of hyperspace. 

   No wonder Strill finally came and found me.  

“I’m not getting into that thing,” said Boba. “No offense.” 
Din signed. “I will,” he said. He didn’t want to start another argument about who was flying what and where. “If you’re sure we can make it to Arkanis and back. We could take my ship.” 
Both Mandalorians turned to look at Din. Din scowled to himself. 
“I am not,” he said, tone firm, “leaving injured warriors and scared foundlings on  Arkanis.” Arkanis wasn’t necessarily more dangerous than Tatooine – it had fewer Tuskens but more cartels, and ten years ago it had been crawling with Imps too – but it certainly wasn’t any safer. At least on Tatooine Din had friends and allies that he trusted to keep Paz and the others safe while they got over whatever grievous injuries had forced them to go to ground. 
“Where are you going to put them?” Boba challenged. His tone very clearly said,  Not in my palace.  
Din’s scowl deepened.  Why is he being so difficult about this? Boba had taken Din in without any sort of trouble. He didn’t like other Mandalorians much, Din knew that now, but Din would vouch for Paz. He couldn’t really vouch for Strill or her brother, but if Strill was telling the truth then she was tribe too. They’d keep their word and behave, at least if Din asked them to. 
 Strill came to me for help, Din thought. That meant that she had at least trusted Din to hear her out, to help if he could. She wouldn’t have come otherwise. Din would’ve had to wait for Vanth’s network to track her and the others to Arkanis, and that might have taken days. 
“Mos Pelgo,” Din said. Vanth would – Vanth would help. And if he didn't want the risk of quartering Mandalorians in his town, Din would go out into the sands and find the White Bantha, or he’d try A’Shek. 
“Mos Pelgo?” Strill asked curiously. 
Din pointed out over the sands. “A mining town, out in the Dune Sea,” he explained. “I have friends there. It’s pretty safe.” As safe as Boba’s guards, Vanth’s network and a bunch of Tuskens could make it, anyway. There were smugglers in the canyons, but if Boba wouldn’t offer up his palace – and with Gorga the Hutt circling them, that was probably a good idea even if Boba had refused to shelter the others out of spite – Din couldn’t think of a safer place in the sector. 
 If I could get them all back to Nevarro, Cara and Karga would look after them,  Din thought.  Or Kryze might take them in, but… I don’t want to subject Paz to the light cruiser.  
Paz wouldn’t take it well. Din would have to tell him about Kryze eventually – would have to tell him several things in a matter of hours, actually – but telling Paz about other Mandalorians, other Ways, was different than making Paz live among them, making him depend on them for protection. 
Strill just shrugged. “Can’t be any worse than where we’ve been,” she said. “You flying with me, brother? If we go in another ship, we’re gonna stress Vizsla out.” She said it in a tone that indicated that stressing Paz even further would be a bad idea. Din winced. He could imagine that Paz, if he was hurt and cornered, was not particularly happy. 
Din nodded. 
“Not-brother?” Strill asked. 
Boba stood like a stone, still and tense, but then, to Din’s relief, he finally gave a jerky nod and stepped closer to Din, close enough that their wrists brushed. The gesture of support settled Din. 
“One ship draws less attention than two,” Boba grunted, when Din cocked his head. “‘Specially one ship that looks like  this.” 
Next to the  Huntress, Boba’s ship positively glittered. 
“You trust me not to throw you out of the airlock, then?” said Strill, tone light. “I’m touched.” 
Boba made a rough growling sound underneath his helmet. “I don’t trust you not to vent this one,” he jerked a thumb at Din, “as soon as you’re in the black. But it’s harder to vent two than one.” 
Strill looked at Din. Din had no idea what she looked like, underneath her armor. She was humanoid, that much was obvious, but she wasn’t necessarily human, and even if she was Din had no frame of reference to guess at what she might look like underneath her helmet. She sounded young and her accent was Outer Rim, but those were his only markers. 
Despite that, Din was pretty sure that Strill was looking at him with her eyebrows raised, an expression of disbelief splashed across her face. 
 He means well,  Din wanted to say.  He’s just trying to protect me, even if he’s being a karking ass about it.  
He resisted the urge to elbow Boba again. The first time hadn’t slowed Boba down any, after all. 
“Good,” said Strill, deciding that pushing back against Boba was a losing fight. “Climb aboard, then. It’s about four hours by sublight.” 
 Four hours, Din thought, trying not to let anxiety claw its way up his ribs. Four hours – if was Paz was as badly hurt as Din feared, four hours could be a long time. And four hours was quite a stretch to be packed into an unfamiliar ship with an unfamiliar warrior. Din wasn’t sure that Boba could hold back his scathing remarks for that long. 
 I’ll make him, Din told himself, grimly determined. Whatever Boba’s problem was with Strill and Paz and the others, Din would – Din would keep it under control, at least until they were all safe. 
Strill climbed up into the  Huntress’s dark underbelly. Din shot Boba a challenging look and followed her. There was a pause behind him, and then he heard Boba’s boots climbing up the ramp, each step slow and deliberate. 
Relief flickered behind Din's ribs. 
Din  did  feel better, with Boba at his back. The only thing that Din had in common with Strill was Paz. Her covert, even though it had been a covert, had been different. She was young. She had siblings and a  buir,  and all Din had was his armor and Grogu, was Boba at his back. It wasn’t that Din thought that Strill was actively dangerous – she  was hurt, and she clearly needed help – but with Boba here, Strill would have a fight on her hands if she was lying to Din or trying to clink in on whatever bounty the Remnants had put out on Din’s head. 
 She might have been able to take one of us, if she surprised us,  Din thought.  But she can’t take us both.  
Safety in numbers had been the reality down in the covert. Din had gotten used to going without it in the black, but it was good to have Boba with him. It felt right. Like that campfire in the desert, warm and safe. 

   Like clan.  

 Maybe if I told him that, he’d settle down,  Din thought wryly. Boba  had appreciated Din’s show of loyalty in the throne room – loyalty was a currency that Boba respected and understood.  
Din decided to wait until they got out of the atmosphere to pull Boba aside and talk to him. Strill took the pilot’s seat and didn’t seem to need a co-pilot, her gloved fingers flying over the controls. The ramp and plug door closed behind them as soon as Boba crossed into the  Huntress’s bay, sealing them inside, and the ship began to rattle as Strill coaxed it awake. 
The interior of the ship was in better shape than the exterior, but not by much. Din left Strill to the business of getting them off the ground and gingerly took a seat in what looked like a converted cargo bay. There were boxes and crates everywhere. A rack of weapons – rifles and blasters and even a traditional  kad – had been bolted to the wall opposite Din. Doors branched off the main bay into smaller holds and sleeping quarters. 
Din leaned back, resting his head against the wall. The  Huntress vibrated, resonating through his beskar and making his teeth ache, a metallic taste filling his mouth. Din had hoped that Boba would follow his lead, take a seat and leave Strill alone, but Boba didn’t. 
He stayed upright, pacing the length of the cargo bay, sticking his head down narrow halls and into doorways. Din let him – he’d done the same in new places before. He’d even wandered through the halls of Boba’s palace, when he’d first started taking jobs from Boba. It was good to knew where the best cover was orf where to go to make a quick escape. 
Finally, Boba ran out of suspicions to poke and settled, though he didn’t sit. He leaned against the wall opposite Din, silent, and waited for takeoff. 
Strill didn’t make them wait for long. With a great, creaking groan the  Huntress wobbled into the air, pitching a little to one side and nearly dumping Boba on his face before evening out and beginning a more-or-less smooth climb into atmo. 
Boba, now gripping the nearest grate to avoid toppling over, huffed to himself and sat down. 
The  Huntress rattled and moaned a few more times as she made her way off planet and into the stars, but she didn’t burst into flames or start plunging back towards the sands, and soon Tatooine was just a ball of reddish dust growing smaller and smaller in the hold’s tiny viewport, the stars expanding around them. 
Din waited until they’d stabilized in sublight before pointedly clearing his throat. He glanced towards the pilot’s cabin. The door was shut. That didn’t mean that Strill wouldn’t be able to hear them at all, but it was as much privacy as they’d get until Din had stashed Paz and the others somewhere safe. 
“What,” Din said, once he had Boba’s stubborn, prickly attention, “is your problem?” 
“You’ll have to clarify,” Boba growled back. “I’ve got several.” 
“What’s your problem with my brother?” Din asked, settling on his most immediate concern. He’d talked about his tribe with Boba before. He’d even talked about Paz, a little. He didn’t understand why Boba seemed to have an issue with Paz  now. 
“Your brother,” Boba echoed. “Vizsla.” 
Din cocked his head. “Yeah,” he said, confusion deepening. 
“You didn’t mention that bit.” 
“What bit?” 
“His  name,” Boba snarled, with so much venom in his voice that Din pulled back until his shoulders were flush against the  Huntress’s hull. 
“His name? It’s not important,” Din said. “It’s just – it’s just his  name. We rarely use our names outside of the covert.” 
“I know the name Vizsla,” Boba said, flatly. He stared at Din across the cargo bay. Even though the visor of his helmet, his gaze was piercing. Din wanted to shy away from it but had nowhere to go. “Clan Vizsla, of House Vizsla. That’s an old Mandalorian name. Anybody from Mandalore, from Concordia or Concord Dawn, knows that name.” 
Din’s skin prickled. 
“I… don’t know any House Vizsla,” Din said carefully. He’d crossed into dangerous territory and couldn’t figure out how. “My tribe… we’re not from Concordia or Concord Dawn or any of those places. Well, none of us who are still alive are. Some of the elders – it doesn’t matter. We didn’t have any  Houses.” 
Kryze had introduced herself that way. Bo-Katan of Clan Kryze, House Kryze. And Woves and Reeves had done the same too – their clan names were Woves and Reeves, but they’d tacked on "House Kryze" after. 
Din shook his head, chasing thoughts of Bo-Katan and her  tal’vode away. “Didn’t really have any clans either,” Din commented. “We were just… one tribe. One covert. Some of us had different names, but it wasn’t – it didn't matter who anyone was.” 
What had mattered was that Paz – Din, Annika, their  alor,  any and every foundling, warrior and elder – were  tribe. That they'd all followed the Creed and looked after each other as best as they could. That was what had brought a warrior honor. Actions and adherence to the Way, not the names they’d carried with them off of Mandalore or the ones they’d brought from outside the covert. 
Din had thought that Boba was the same way. That Boba didn’t care who Din was, what his name or his clan were, but maybe Din had miscalculated. 
 Fett is a Mandalorian name too, Din rationalized. Not an old one, if Boba’s father had been a foundling, but still. It had been important enough to Jango Fett to pass on to his son.
Din licked his lips and tried to make Boba understand. He wanted to take his helmet off so Boba could see his eyes, but he didn’t know if Strill would understand if she came into the bay and saw Din with his face bare. Din needed to make sure Paz was alright before he let the others shun him, before he let them know that he was  dar’manda.  
“I don’t know who you’ve met before,” Din said. “But our Vizslas, my brother – he’s not your enemy.”
“A man named Vizsla murdered my father’s father,  twice,” Boba said, quiet as an anakkona coiling to strike. “A man named Vizsla destroyed my father’s  life,  killed his friends, sold him off to die in slavery. And when  that  Vizsla was finally defeated and killed, another Vizsla took his place and sold his own people to a karking  Sith Lord, thinking he’d win over everyone in the end. You know how that ended?”
“Not well, probably,” Din muttered. Tension was beginning to twitch and tighten in his jaw. He flexed his fingers and tried to convince his body that it wasn’t about to fight – they couldn’t afford to fight here. A good spar might help Boba bleed off some of his awful tension, but there wasn’t  room, and they both needed to be fighting fit if they ran into trouble. 
Din pressed his back up against the  Huntress’s hull. The ship rattled his bruises, woke all of his nerves with cold fire. 
Boba didn’t seem to hear what Din had said. He’d turned his face away again and Din couldn’t tell what he was thinking or feeling, what he looked like underneath his helmet, how tightly his jaw was set or how fierce his frown was. It was such a startling change from just a day ago, when Din had been able to read Boba through his armor like Boba hadn’t been wearing any at all, that Din wanted to take Boba by his shoulders and shake him, to make him understand that nothing had changed. 
The easy feeling that had grown between Din and Boba was gone. Din wasn’t sure that he liked what was left. 
“And  you’re going to sit there and tell me that you claim a Vizsla as your brother?” Boba continued, his voice a low growl. 
Din  did  bristle at that. “I do,” he snapped. “Paz and I were brothers before he was adopted, and even if we hadn’t been, he’s been – he’s always looked out for me.  Always. ” 
“He’s a Vizsla,” Boba snarled. “They don’t know how to look out for anyone but themselves.” 
“You don’t know him,” Din said coldly. Slow fury spread like ice in his veins. 
Paz was – well. He  was  obnoxious, sometimes. He was hard and unyielding. He was nosy. He took the Creed so seriously that he’d made it his job to enforce it, to hunt for weakness in the covert like Din hunted out in the stars. Paz was  still jealous, fifteen years after Din had won the right to hunt for the tribe, that Din had beaten him. 
But Paz was still Din’s tribe. Paz had always been there for Din, even when he’d been angry, even when he and Din had been fighting, had disagreed with each other, when fifteen years had passed and they’d found themselves grown warriors, different men, and not the boys they’d once been together. 
Paz had helped Din learn how to fight. Had protected him when the covert had been attacked, had put a hand on Din’s back when Din had killed his first sentient trying to protect himself and the covert. He’d helped Din paint his first set of armor and had taught Din how to make  uj’alayi. He had come to Din’s rescue on Nevarro when Din had hacked off more than he could wrestle with the Imps, and had saved Grogu’s life too. 
“He is my brother,” Din said, as firmly as he could manage. “He’s – aliit. Clan.” 
Boba finally looked at Din. His visor was expressionless. “Your clan is a pack of murderers, then,” he said. 
“Paz hasn’t murdered anyone,” Din shot back. He didn't deny the charge for the rest of them – he couldn’t. They  had  killed, Din and his tribe. Din was pretty sure that they hadn’t  murdered anyone, at least not according to the Creed, but Din hadn’t been with the covert properly in years. 
 You’re a murderer too,  Din didn’t say. A man like Boba Fett didn’t get the reputation that he had by handing out bacta patches and  uj  cake. But pointing that out wouldn’t help. Din tried to order his thoughts, to address the problem at hand. “He was – we were adopted during the Clone Wars,” Din said. “I don’t know where he was found. He was found before me. But he and I, we were the same. Foundlings. He  can’t have killed your father’s father – he’s my age.” 
“What about  his  father, then?” Boba challenged. Din couldn’t see his expression but could hear the sneer in his voice. “The Vizslas ran  Kyr’tsad.  In my father’s time  and after.” 
Din’s heart sank. He didn’t know that word, but the tone –
He knew Boba’s tone. 

   I need to understand.  

“Boba,” said Din, seriously. “What does  Kyr’tsad mean?”
That managed to stop Boba in his tracks. Boba pulled his head up and stared for a moment, silent. Then he said, “It’s – you know what it means. You’ve traveled with Bo-Katan Kryze.” 
“I’ve already told you, my tribe – we didn’t learn Mandalorian.  Mando’a.  We learned bits and pieces, the odd word or insult, but that’s it. I don’t know what  Kyr’tsad means. Is it another word for assassin?” 
“No,” said Boba, slowly. “It means ‘Death Watch.’”
Vertigo roared in Din’s ears. He was here on the ship with Boba, looking at him through the blue tint of his visor, and he was on Trask staring at Bo-Katan and her  tal’vode, the taste of sea water still thick in his mouth. 
“You’re a Child of the Watch,” she’d said. 
Din reached out and gripped the nearest crate to steady himself. “Death Watch,” he said, mouth numb. “What  is that?” 
Kryze hadn’t said  anything about a Death Watch. She’d – she’d called Din a Child of the Watch but hadn’t elaborated, and she hadn’t identified herself beyond her name and the fact that she was Mandalorian. 
 And I didn’t think to ask, Din thought, dazed. He'd been so – outraged, to see Kryze take her helmet off. Disappointed. He'd thought that she was like him. A Mandalorian. When she'd taken her helmet off, Din had wanted to get away from her as fast as possible. To get Grogu away from her. He hadn’t even thought to ask Kryze what a Child of the Watch was. 
 There is only one Way of the Mandalore. He had been Mandalorian, on Trask. Fully armed and righteous with the Creed. And Kryze had been – 
 A pretender. Din had thought her a pretender. A false Mandalorian. Someone who’d put on the beskar when it was convenient but would take off the helmet to hide or to disappear into a crowd. Din had dismissed her words, what she’d called him and his people – zealots, she’d said, following an ancient Way – and had gone on with his life. 

   But I’m not Mandalorian anymore.  

Din should have asked her what she’d meant. He should have checked. And Boba had called Kryze  Kyr’tsad before. 
Boba was still watching Din, holding himself very, very still. He had deflated a little, disarmed by Din's question. “You really don’t know, '' he finally said. “Do you?”
Din shook his head. “We didn’t – there’s a lot that I don’t know,” Din said. He tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice and couldn’t quite manage it. He was  angry.  He was – these were things that his  alor  should have taught him. Din should have  known. He’d been the one sent out into the galaxy, after all – she should have told him that there were other Mandalorians, that their Ways and Creeds were different. That some Mandalorians would help each other and others would go out of their way to shed Mandalorian blood. 
 Why weren’t we told? Why wasn’t  I  told, at least? I’ve been out in the galaxy for years. That was my  job.  If I’d known that there were other Mandalorians out there, I would’ve – 
Boba let out a breath and Din wrenched himself out of his thoughts with some effort. He kept gripping the crate, holding on so tight that his injured arm protested. The rushing noise in Din’s ears hadn’t faded. 
“Death Watch,” Boba said, lowly, fiercely, “was – a pack of  dar’mishe animals. Murderers and thieves. They – in my father’s day, when he was young, the Death Watch was a band of warriors. They followed Tor Vizsla, who thought himself Mandalore the Great come again. Jaster, my father’s father, was his enemy. All true Mandalorians were.” 
 Wait,  Din thought, listening closer. Boba hadn’t said "true Mandalorians." He’d said "True  Mandalorians."
He doesn’t mean an  idea,  like ‘all true Mandalorians followed Jaster’s Way,’  Din realized.  He means True Mandalorians, like a faction. A clan.   
Din tried to order that in his head. There was Death Watch, apparently, and there were the True Mandalorians. Din had known that, sort of – Boba’d told him about the True Mandalorians when he’d told Din of the Supercommando Codex, the Creed his father had once followed, the Creed that Boba was more or less following now. 
 So the True Mandalorians and the  Kyr’tsad,  the Death Watch, were enemies.  And someone named Vizsla had  led the Death Watch. 
“Murderers and thieves,” Din said, slowly. He was trying to understand. “Why? What made them murderers and thieves? Did they – did they have a Creed?”
Boba snorted. “If they did, it wasn’t much of one. They were – they thought that they had the  right to do what they wanted. To kill who they could. Steal whatever they saw and liked. They didn’t have any honor. They wouldn’t hold to their side of a deal and they turned on their allies whenever it suited them.” 
Din shivered. He couldn’t help it. He couldn’t imagine being lawless, not following any sort of Creed at all. Din didn’t  have to follow the Creed anymore – couldn’t, not really – but he still kept to the things he’d been taught as best as he could. 
“They said that they were the  only Mandalorians,” said Boba, darkly. “Because they were strong, and everyone else was weak.” 
 There is only one Way of the Mandalore. Something cold and horrifying writhed in Din’s stomach. 
 Death Watch. Extremists.  Murderers.  Is that what we were? What I was?  
“Paz isn’t like that,” Din said. “Neither was his father.  I’m not like that.” 
Boba froze. 
Din swallowed. “I’m not,” he repeated. “I’m not.” 
“You’re Death Watch,” Boba said. It wasn’t a question and all of the color and life had bled out of his tone. 
“I don’t know what I am,” Din admitted. “We didn’t – there wasn’t a name we ever used for ourselves, down in the covert. We were just – us. The tribe. Mandalorians.”  The only Mandalorians left in the galaxy.  
Din forced himself to keep talking. It wasn’t fast, like ripping a bacta patch off a mostly-healed wound, but it was important. Boba – Boba deserved to know. “Kryze said… she said that I was a Child of the Watch. I don’t know if she meant Death Watch or if there were other Watches, other groups, but.” Din had all of the pieces in his hands, now, or at least enough of them to start fitting them together. 
He wasn’t sure that he liked the shape that was emerging. 
 A cult. Bo-Katan had called Din and his people that. Din had brushed it off at the time, or at least the implied rebuke that had come with Kryze’s words. The tribe was the tribe. It wasn’t – no one had forced Din to be there. He’d chosen it himself, every day, just like all of the other warriors did. If he’d wanted to leave, he could have. It would have cost him everything he’d ever known, but he could have done it. 
 But if we’re not a cult,  he thought,  why didn’t our elders tell us about the others? Din kept coming back to that. 
Growing up, Din’s teachers had told him, had told all of the foundlings, that Mandalore was lost. Cursed. 
 But it wasn’t lost until a few years ago, not entirely.  The Empire had only glassed the planet a decade ago. They’d  controlled the planet for longer than that, had been gathering beskar and picking warriors off for years before that, but the planet itself had been there, whole, for most of Din’s life. 
 There were people who lived there. Mandalorians. Maybe not Mandalorians who wore armor and fought and hunted, but – they were born there. They  lived  there. And we didn’t know about them.  
And now, confronted with Boba’s raw anger, Din couldn’t help but wonder  why  he hadn’t been taught about the others. Why none of his teachers and trainers, why his  alor, had never told them about other Mandalorians. 

   We only knew about the other coverts, and they all followed the same Creed.  

Had Din’s teachers been afraid that the foundlings would choose other Creeds to follow? Had they been trying to protect the kids, to shield them from the wars raging on Mandalore, from the Empire’s slow, inexorable campaign to crush anyone who could fight but wouldn’t do it in the Empire’s name?
“Whatever we are, we’re not murderers,” Din said, rallying some. That had been true. “We had – have – our honor. There’s no honor in murder. In defeating an enemy, yes. In killing an enemy, if you have to.” If killing an enemy protected the covert, it was honorable. Just. But to go out and kill without reason, to  murder, that wasn’t honorable. That was the way of the wurrek. And Din had been taught, had been trained, to be better than that. 
“You’re  Death Watch, ” Boba repeated, in that same flat, lifeless voice. 
Din closed his eyes. “Yes,” he said. “I think I am. Or – was.” 
“Was,” said Boba.
 I can’t tell him. Not yet. Paz – Paz deserves to know first. Din opened his eyes again and drew back, pain lancing his chest. 
Boba’s head was in his hands. His shoulders were bowed. He looked – he looked  defeated, almost, as if Din had shot him in the gut and left him to die in the desert. 
The feeling of finding a sheltering fire was gone. In its place Din was left with a chill that spread and grew, aching in his chest and his hands.
“I’m – ” Din started. He didn’t know what he was going to say.  Sorry? Not the Death Watch that killed your father? Not even a Mandalorian anymore? 
“Din,” said Boba, and the use of Din’s name stopped Din cold. “I need you to leave me alone for a minute. I can’t – if I keep looking at you, I – ”
“You won’t hurt me,” Din said, disbelieving. 
Boba didn’t look up. “I might,” he said. His tone was dark. His hands, planted on either side of his helmet, were curled into fists.
Chillbumps walked down Din’s back. For the first time in weeks, he was afraid of Boba. Of what Boba could do. 
 Of what I’d let him do.  Din didn’t want to fight Boba. A spar or a wrestling game was one thing, but a fight – Din wasn’t sure he  could  fight Boba. Not seriously. Din’s instinct towards self-preservation was strong enough, but this was  Boba. Din – 
 I like him,  Din thought.  I trust him. I –  
Other, deeper feelings churned beneath the surface of Din’s thoughts. He didn’t have a name for any of it but all of it was braided together, trust and respect and something fiercer, something true. And even deeper than that, lodged somewhere deep in the base of Din’s spine, was something that cringed, weak and afraid. 
Boba was angry, and it was Din’s fault. Din wanted to fix it. 
 I don’t know how to fix it.  
Din carefully stood up. “I’ll – yeah,” Din said, mouth dry. His heart twisted. He hated this. “Yeah, I’ll give you some time. I’m – sorry.” 
Boba didn’t say anything. Din left him like that, head in his hands, and made for the pilot’s cockpit. He rapped on the door and it slid open almost immediately. Din slipped inside and let the door shut, closing him off. 
Din’s heart hammered. A knot of something hot and heavy was pressing against his throat. Chewing underneath his collarbones.
Strill, still at the controls, canted her head. The vastness of space stretched out beyond the  Huntress’s blunt nose. One of Tatooine’s moons was visible just around the edge of the ship. 
“Got room for a co-pilot?” Din asked, collapsing into the co-pilot’s seat without waiting for Strill to reply. To her credit, she only shrugged. 
“Sure,” she said. “It’s a boring flight, though.” 
Din looked at her.  Stars, she is young. “Boring’s good,” he said. “Boring’s safe.” 
“Fair enough,” Strill acknowledged. “We could use some boring, I guess.” 
“Been an eventful year?” 
Din didn’t want to think about Boba any more. He didn’t want to think about Kryze either, or about his covert, about all of these things that didn’t make  sense.  
Strill took the bait. “Yeah,” she said. “You could say that.” 
Din settled deeper into his chair. Guilt and grief and confusion were physical pains in his stomach, his chest, behind his eyes. “Tell me about it,” Din said. 
Strill adjusted her controls, keeping the  Huntress level, and did. 
She and the others  had had an eventful year. Strill filled him in on most of the things Din had missed. Paz’s desperate flight from Nevarro, three foundlings packed into the only transport he’d been able to secure before the Imperials had shut Nevarro City down and made escape virtually impossible. The brief week Paz had spent on Mygeeto with Strill’s covert. The Imperial patrols that had started to comb the planet. 
Strill talked like she’d been given permission to go off with Paz, but Din had the sneaking suspicion that she and her brother had crept off without their mother’s permission – or their  alor’s, for that matter – and banded up with Paz to get a taste of adventure. 
They’d been all over the galaxy. While Din had been hunting for his covert the outskirts of the Outer Rim, Paz had been bouncing from Mid Rim-world to Mid Rim-world. A peaceful week on Naboo, teaching the foundlings how to swim. A longer stretch on Malastare, where he’d apparently wrestled a Dug and Strill had gotten her first taste of bounty hunting. Time on Wasskah dodging Trandoshans and even some time on Kashyyyk. 
“We only came back to rimspace a few months ago,” Strill explained. Her story had taken the edges off Din’s grief and guilt. He hoped that the space was doing the same thing for Boba. 
“Why? The Mid Rim’s a good place to hide.” Beings in the Outer Rim were naturally suspicious of strangers, which made establishing a covert, or even finding a safe spot to bed down for a few weeks, tricky. Middies were more trusting. 
Strill made a disgruntled sound. “More and more patrols kept showing up,” she said. 
“Imperial patrols? In the Mid Rim?” The New Republic was pretty well-established in the middies. Din hadn’t heard of an Imperial patrol venturing that deep into New Republic space for years. 
“They really wanted Paz,” said Strill. She’d switched to Paz’s first name now that she had Din to herself, which had surprised him – Paz must have liked Strill, must have trusted her, to have shared his full name. “He kept killing them, which probably didn’t help.” 

   They wanted me.  

Din sighed. “Did he tell you why the covert fell?” he said. 
Strill shrugged. “He said a bit about it, yeah.”
“It was my fault.” Din pressed his helmet against his face, the bridge of his visor digging into the old scar across the top of his nose. “I… took a job for a group of Remnants, on Nevarro, then went back on the contract. The covert came out of hiding to save me. If they’d stayed underground – ”
“Paz thinks the Imps knew where you all were anyway,” Strill said. “And besides, sometimes  kung like that happens. I know he’s been worried about you. He’ll be glad to see that you’re alive.”
“He’ll be angry with me,” Din muttered, more to himself than to Strill. Paz  would  be angry with him – Din didn’t see how he could avoid it. Paz would be angry that Din had allied himself with other Mandalorians,  different Mandalorians. He’d be angry to learn that Din had broken the Creed. 
Strill made a considering noise. “He might be,” she allowed. “It’s been – it’s been a hard year. For all of us. But he can be angry with you  and be glad that you’re alive.” 
Din paused. “Oh,” he finally said. He hadn’t thought of it like that. 
Strill laughed. “Oh,” she repeated. Her tone was light and teasing. Her easy kinship was a little baffling, honestly, but it wasn’t  bad, and Din found himself leaning into it. It was – nice. Din had started to feel comfortable around Boba, in the palace, had started to fit himself carefully into a new place in the galaxy, but Strill’s easy acceptance was good too. Homey, almost. Well-worn, like sitting down beside another warrior at a meal in the covert. 
“Tell me about your covert,” Din found himself saying. He didn’t want to think about Paz and puncture the fragile little bubble of kinship that had formed in his chest. He didn’t want to think about Boba, either, and how Din had probably ruined all of that too. “Tell me about your brothers.” 
Strill tilted her head a little, then nodded. “Sure,” she said. “We’ve got a few more hours in transit, anyway.” 
The stories she told about her covert were familiar. Training and hiding and sparring and learning, her tribe all banded together. There was grief threaded through her story too – Din learned that a few months before Paz had arrived on their doorstep with his kids in tow, a sickness had gone through Strill’s covert and taken several warriors off with it. 
 They don’t  sound  like a pack of honorless murderers,  Din thought, listening.  They sound like… people. Like Mandalorians.  Strill’s covert had its hunter. It had its  alor, who tended to its forge. It had its elders, though those were few, and its foundlings, and its young warriors like Strill who were eager to make names for themselves. 
 This can’t be Death Watch,  Din thought.  We can’t be Death Watch. We’re not trying to hurt anyone. We're just trying to live. 
Maybe they had been Death Watch, once. Din would have to find someone to ask.  Not Boba. And not Kryze either.  Jaig and Still’s  alor,  if Din could ever find them. But if they  had been, Din didn’t think they could be any more. They’d just been trying to survive, on Nevarro. Mygeeto. Kashyyyk and Dantooine and Onderon. 
 That has to mean something.  If Din could figure out  what it meant, he could tell Boba and patch over whatever had gone wrong between them. 
Din chewed on that thought while Strill, finally out of stories and approaching Arkanis, which was a growing lump of grey and blue in the viewport. 
“Making our approach,” Strill said, fiddling with the  Huntress’s  controls. “You might wanna make sure that your friend is strapped in,  ori’vod. Descents can be, uh. Rough.” 
Din grimaced. “Noted,” he said. He heaved himself up and left the cockpit, trying to ignore the nerves in his stomach. Boba’d had a few hours. He hadn’t told Din to stay away for good. He’d just asked for some time to himself. 
Time to think. 
Boba was where Din had left him, though he didn’t look quite so defeated this time. He’d come out of the slumped-over, strings-cut posture he’d been in when Din had brought up the Children of the Watch and was now leaning back against the  Huntress’s hull, arms folded across his chest. He was still wearing his helmet, and he wasn’t sleeping; he turned his head when the cockpit door opened and Din stepped out, though he didn’t say anything. 
Din cleared his throat a little. Guilt gnawed at his stomach. “Strill says – she says to buckle up,” Din said, stumbling over the words a little. He didn’t know how to fix this. 
Boba didn’t move. Din stood there, unsure of his welcome, and resisted the urge to fidget under Boba’s scrutiny. 
Finally, Boba said, “You’re not a liar, are you.” 
Din blinked, thrown. “I… try not to be,” he hedged. “Sometimes I have to lie but when I can avoid it, I do.” 
“And you promised me honesty, once,” Boba muttered. His voice was so quiet that Din half-assumed that Boba was talking to himself. 
“Yes,” Din said. “I did.” 
He’d promised Boba honesty on his knees. There had been conditions – Boba had only asked for honesty in his rooms, during the arrangement that they’d had, but Din had still tried to be honest with him even outside of that. 
Din swallowed.
He checked behind him. The cockpit door was sealed. Strill couldn’t see him. Couldn’t hear them. And Din –
 I want to fix this,  he thought.  As much as I can, I want to fix this.  He wanted to help Paz, that was true. He  had to help Paz. But Din didn’t want to lose Boba’s friendship to do it either. He didn’t want to lose his place at Boba’s side. 
 I don’t know how to say that. Din had never been very good with words. He was a Mandalorian – words didn’t matter. 

   Actions do.  

Slowly, deliberately, Din sank to his knees. 
This wasn’t the place for it. He  knew  that it wasn’t. Din and Boba had agreed to keep their arrangement private, had set that boundary between  work  and  pleasure, but the boundaries were already blurred. This, this rescue mission, wasn’t work. Din wasn’t sure what it was. Everything had gotten so confused, so complicated. 
But this, at least, was simple. 
Din knelt on the rattling floor of Strill’s ship. He’d gotten out of the practice of kneeling in full armor. His greaves dug into the bottoms of his knees. Boba was staring at him, utterly silent, so Din gripped the edges of his thigh plates hard enough that his fingers creaked. 
“I am sorry,” Din said, voice rough. “That – that some of my people might have – might have hurt yours. But I didn’t  know.” 
“Get up, Din,” Boba said. 
Din looked up at him, stubborn. He couldn't make Boba forgive him, but he could do this. He could give Boba the truth. “I didn’t know,” he repeated. “And I’m not Death Watch. I’m not. I am not your enemy.” 
“I believe you, you stubborn idiot, now get  up,” Boba said, crossing the distance between them and taking Din by the elbows. Despite his tone Boba was gentle as he hauled Din up to his feet. 
“You don’t have to kneel,” Boba said. His voice was rough too, even through the vocoder. “You don’t – I believe you. You don’t have to  apologize.”
“If I hurt you – ” 
“You didn’t karking hurt me,” Boba said gruffly. He still hadn’t let go of Din’s elbow, and Din was relieved. “Or – you didn’t mean to. It’s just – ”
“The Death Watch was your enemy,” Din said. 
Boba snorted. “No,” he said. “They weren’t. They didn’t even know that I existed. Or if they did – it doesn’t matter. They didn’t care about me. They stayed out of my way, and I stayed out of theirs.” 
“Then why – ” Din started, confused again, but Boba shook his head. 
“It’s – complicated,” said Boba. “It’s not your fault, but it’s complicated. And it caught me by surprise. After this… after all of this, we need to talk.” 
Din thought about the other truth that was hiding underneath his tongue. The truth that Din wasn’t a Mandalorian at all, and had been letting Boba assume that Din was one for weeks now.  
“We do,” Din agreed, even as his stomach twisted at the thought.  Paz first. And then I’ll tell Boba.  
Boba sighed. He still had Din by the elbow. They were close enough together that their breath would be mingling, if they’d been out of their armor, and Din found that he missed the closeness, the heat of Boba’s body. 
 This has gotten complicated, he thought, ruefully. 
But Din didn’t regret it, and he was relieved that Boba didn’t regret it either. That Boba wasn’t pushing Din away, despite the revelation that, if Mandalore hadn’t fallen to pieces years ago, Din and Boba might have been enemies.
Boba made a rough noise, half a breath, and tugged Din closer, close enough that he could press his forehead to Din’s, though Din had to stoop a little to meet him. 
This – helmets pressed together, beskar resonating softly, the edges of his visor creasing into his forehead – was affection Din knew what to do with. He didn’t  mean to sag into it, to lean his weight against Boba’s, but he did it anyway. Boba met and bore it. His hand was tight around Din’s elbow. 
“We’re gonna argue about it, probably,” Boba said. His voice was soft. “I’m – I have a temper. You know that I do.” 
“I’m not very patient either,” Din admitted, wry. 
Boba snorted. “No,” he said. “I’m not sure I’ve ever been told to be quiet in my own throne room before.” 
“Sorry,” Din said. 
Boba shrugged, the motion carrying through his whole body and pushing gently against Din. “Don’t be,” he said. “I am – I don’t want to be Jabba the Hutt. I don’t want any of my people to be scared to tell me that I’m being a bad-tempered  chaakar.” 
“It… sounds like I surprised you,” Din said. 
Boba snorted again. “Your  vod’ika did, anyway. She’s not a Vizsla, is she?” 
“I don’t think so,” Din said. “We really didn’t keep track of names and clans. She’s from – a different tribe. Like us, but also different. She hasn’t given me a clan name.” 
“Mm. And you said you just had the one Vizsla?” 
“Paz,” Din confirmed. “His father died a while back. Took an injury on a hunt.” 
“And his father was?” 
“Pallas,” said Din. “You know him?” 
Boba let out a breath. “No,” he said. “I didn’t.” 
A knot in Din’s chest loosened. His tribe  hadn’t been Boba’s enemy, then. At least not directly. 
“We can argue about it,” Din said softly. “Later. After – after we get the others somewhere safe.”
“After,” Boba agreed. He finally pulled away, breaking the connection between them, and let Din go. “We should be making planetfall soon, yeah?” 
“Yeah,” said Din. “I came back out here to tell you to – ”
Din didn’t get to finish, because the  Huntress bucked like a stung ronto, metal hull shrieking as she began her descent into Arkanis’s atmosphere, and Din was thrown so hard that he pitched sideways into a crate. He was only able to stay upright by clinging to the crate’s edge and scrambling to regain his balance. Boba wasn’t so fortunate – Boba went down like a stone, armor clattering. 
Boba swore violently and scrambled for his feet again, skidding across the cargo bay as the  Huntress continued to buck and shudder her way through atmo. A particularly hard jump sent Din’s bag of medical supplies sliding across the floor. Din nearly fell over again trying to rescue them. 
The  Huntress stabilized after another handful of nausea-inducing seconds, leveling out in what Din hoped was the bottom layer of Arkanis’s atmosphere. 
Boba climbed back to his feet, still swearing. Rolls of bacta had gone everywhere. 
Din cleared his throat and let go of the crate he’d been using for balance. “I came back here to tell you,” he said, “that you should strap in. Strill said it’d be a rough descent.” 
Boba replied with a scathing string of  mando’a.  “I’m flying next time,” he growled. “This pile of rust is gonna come apart at the bolts.” 
“Strill made it to Tatooine alright,” Din pointed out, gathering up the medical supplies that had spilled everywhere. “We should be fine.” 
Boba kept up his muttered stream of abuse – directed at the  Huntress,  the  Huntress’s engineers, Strill’s piloting skills and the planet of Arkanis itself – while the ship slid lower and lower in the air. From the viewport, Din saw grey skies and trees and sheeting rain, the rough shapes of a settlement – buildings and landing bays and other ships, artificial lights flickering through the rain – shifting in the gloom.
He stuffed the escaped bacta back into the field kit and slung it back over his shoulder. 
“Grab onto something,” Din advised. “We’re about to land.” 
Boba did what he was told without argument. 
The  Huntress touched down with a mighty thump and rattle, the floor swaying underneath Din’s feet. Strill released the seal on the plug door, letting the ramp extend out and Din’s first look at Arkanis wash in. 
He was not impressed. 
What little of Arkanis Din could see through the driving rain was mostly duracrete and metal. Strill had picked a public landing bay, though  public was a loose term – the bay was entirely deserted. A few buildings were visible through the rain. Water sheeted off the sides of Strill’s ship and reduced the world beyond it to a swirl of grey. Condensation beaded up on Din’s beskar. 
“Does it always rain like this?” Din asked, balking. 
“Unfortunately,” said Strill. “C’mon. You’ll get wet through your kute, but there’s nothing for it. Tunnel entrance isn’t far, anyway.” She waded into the rainstorm, her dark armor almost disappearing. Din sighed and followed her. Strill was right – within seconds the rain had drenched Din through his kute, sloshed around his boots. Din switched over to thermal imaging to help track Strill through the storm. 
Behind him, he heard Boba swear as he stepped into a particularly deep puddle. 
“Here, follow me,” Din said, matching his path to Strill’s so that they were all moving in a single line, like a Tusken war party. “Strill knows where she’s going.” 
“I can handle a little rain,” Boba grumbled. “I grew up on a planet like this. It rained all of the time. I could count on one hand the number of times I’d seen a clear sky.” 
Din almost kept his mouth shut, wanting to preserve the quiet admission, but curiosity got the better of him. “Where are you from?” he asked. 
“A place called Kamino,” Boba said. 
Din frowned a little, sorting through his memories, but he wasn’t sure he’d ever heard of Kamino before.
No, he thought, that's not right. Boba's mentioned it before. But outside of talking to Boba, Din had never heard of a planet called Kamino.
“I don’t know where that is,” he said. 
“No, you wouldn’t,” said Boba. “It was a little place. Out of the way.” 
“Was?” 
“The Empire destroyed it,” Boba said. “It was one of the first planets they glassed, back when they took over.” 
“Oh,” said Din. “I’m… sorry.” 
Din heard Boba shrug, beskar plates clinking. “Don’t be. I said I grew up there, not that I  liked growing up there. It was just a place.” 
“Oh,” Din said again. He supposed that he understood that. He didn’t really miss the planet he’d come from. He barely remembered it, and most of what he did remember was the last day, the Separatist attack. 
Boba picked up his pace a little, drawing up until he was side-by-side with Din despite the puddles, and roughly knocked his elbow against Din’s. It wasn’t as intimate as their wrists pressed together, but the motion warmed Din’s chest anyway. 
 Maybe he will forgive me, Din thought, brightening some. 
“It’s fine,” Boba said. “It was all a long time ago.” 
Din could understand that too. He wanted to ask more questions but ahead of them, Strill turned a corner and came up to a nondescript, dingy old building. It looked like an old ordnance depot. A faded, spiky Imperial sign was painted on one wall. Rain had washed almost everything else away and mud lay thick around the building’s doorway, which yawned black and dim in front of them. If it had ever had a door, it had lost it a long time ago. Parts of the wall had crumbled away and parts of the roof had caved in.  
“Through here,” Strill called. “And watch the tripwire – Jaig’s gonna be tense enough at is it without one of us tripping an alarm.” 
Din scanned the doorway quickly and found the wire, a simple circuit like the one he’d seen on Mos Entha. He pointed it out to Boba, who obediently ducked. 
Like the old cantina on Mos Entha, this building had a lower floor, which Strill escorted them to, and the lower floor had an opening into a long, dark tunnel. Strill hopped in without bothering to wait for Din or Boba. Din made to follow, but Boba balked. 
“Is this… normal?” Boba asked. “Because this feels like a trap to me.” 
“This is pretty normal, for our people,” Din confirmed. “Sewers, old smuggling tunnels, bunkers – all of it makes a pretty good place to hide, and a pretty good way to get around without being spotted.” 
“....Hmm,” said Boba, which wasn’t a sound Din had time to parse. Din just rolled his eyes underneath his helmet and followed after Strill, trusting that Boba would follow even though they’d – not argued, on the ship, but had found themselves at odds. 
Din had gotten half a dozen steps into the tunnel when he heard Boba swear softly and follow behind. 
 Yeah,  Din thought, some of the tension coiled in his chest loosening a little.  He’ll forgive me.  
Strill knew where she was going. The tunnel was dark, pitch-black except for a small light on the side of Strill’s helmet that she’d turned on to serve as a guide. Din did the same, switching his visor over to night vision, casting the tunnel in green. Strill took turns and twists with confidence, moving unerringly through the tunnel. Din knew that they were getting close when Strill’s stride lengthened, her pace quickening. 
They rounded one more corner and Strill called, “Jaig? It’s me, and I brought help.” 
Din slowed. He didn’t want to surprise this Jaig. Boba came up behind him and slowed too, and together they watched as Strill stopped, waiting, and another Mandalorian came out of the darkness. 
Strill’s tiny light only illuminated a few features. The other Mandalorian – Jaig – was tall, maybe two or three inches taller than Din, and what Din could see of his armor was painted black. He had a rifle in one hand and his visor reflected a little bit of light. 
“Found him, then?” the other Mandalorian asked. Despite his height, he sounded even younger than Strill. Din’s heart twisted. 
He stepped a little closer, so Jaig could see him better. “Yes,” he said. “She found me. We’re here to help.” 
“Oh, good,” said Jaig, in the same sort of dry, wry tone Din had gotten used to hearing from people like Cobb Vanth or Boba. It was the voice of someone who’d gotten used to having things go sideways. “‘Cause we’ve got trouble. The patrols are back, Strill. Saw two this morning. The Empire’s here.” 
Strill swore. Din stiffened. Even Boba, who’d arguably been on the best terms with the Empire of all of them, tensed. “How many?” she asked. “Have you been seen?” 
“Nah, it was Kieran who saw them, and she’s hard to spot. But it’s only a matter of time.” 
Din took another step forward, fairly confident now that Jaig wasn’t going to try and shoot him. “We’re here to help,” Din repeated. “Where’s – where are the foundlings? Where’s Paz?” 
“We’re all inside,” said Jaig. “C’mon. Best to hurry. You Djarin?” 
“I am,” said Din. He tilted his head in Boba’s direction. “And this is Fett.”
“Boba Fett?” Jaig craned his head around eagerly, sounding almost surprised. Din cocked his head. Strill had known who Boba was when she’d walked into the throne room. “The Boba Fett?” 
“As far as I know,” Boba said, dryly. 
“Is it true you won a firefight with Cad Bane?” Jaig asked. 
Din half-turned towards Boba, surprised. Din had heard of Cad Bane. 
“Jaig,” Strill cut in. “Interrogate him later. Where are the kids?” 
“Ah, in the back,” said Jaig, turning away reluctantly. “Kieran’s keeping watch over everybody. You brought some bacta, right?” 
“Brought a field kit,” Din said. “How badly is everyone hurt? The foundlings?”   
“The kids’re fine,” Jaig assured him. “Took’s got a banged-up head and maybe a broken arm, but he’s still talking and walking. Kieran’s got a few burns. Mirda is – well. Mirda’s Mirda. But she’s not any worse than she was when you left, Strill. She’s holding steady.” 
“Good,” said Strill, relief plain through her vocorder. Din wondered what was wrong with Mirda. Strill had been closed-mouthed about the foundlings. She hadn’t even told Din their names. 
 I should have known their names, Din thought. It was Din’s beskar, Din’s clink, that had kept the foundlings fed on Nevarro, after all. But the foundlings had been in Paz’s care, and Din had mostly stayed clear. He wasn’t around often enough for the kids to get to know him, and he hadn’t wanted to upset any of them by getting close and then leaving. 
Jaig had led them into another, smaller tunnel. It reminded Din of the little chamber Paz and his people had claimed underneath Mos Entha. There was light here – a dim light cell flickered and cast yellowish shadows over a small cookfire, a tiny cache of supplies, a bedroll. Someone had painted  yaim on the wall in Aurebesh. Din wondered if it had been Jaig or if it had been one of the foundlings. Someone trying to make the grimy little tunnel feel more like home. 
Beyond the bedroll was another darkened tunnel. Jaig stopped just before he reached the cookfire, then whistled twice, a high note and then a low one. The sound echoed, distorted by his helmet. There was a moment of quiet, then a small figure emerged from the mouth of the far tunnel. 
The foundling was human – Din could see her skin between the edge of her helmet and her collarbone – and short, though she was clearly well-cared for. She was clean, anyway, and her clothes were in one piece, though Din could see where they’d been mended here and there. She had a small blaster in her hand, which she dropped once she saw Jaig and the others. 
“Strill!” said the kid. “You brought help!” 
Behind the girl, another foundling stuck his head warily out from the tunnel. This one didn’t have a beskar helmet – his was the molded metal and Kartarn construction their  alor had favored when Beskar had been thin on the ground. One of the kid’s arms was pinned into a sling. 
 Took, Din thought. The skinny girl must be Kieran, then. Neither of them looked much older than ten or eleven standard. 
 Too young to be on the run like this, Din thought. 
He cleared his throat gently, catching the foundlings’ attention. “I’m Din,” he said, keeping his voice soft. “Do you remember me? My armor used to be red.” 
“I remember you,” said the girl, Kieran. She touched her helmet and Din saw a raw, shiny burn spanning the back of her hand. He winced. She’d strayed too close to an engine, it looked like. Scavenging, maybe. “You brought back the beskar for me an’ Mirda’s helmets. You sponsored us.” 
“I did,” Din said, nodding. He took a careful step closer, bringing the field kit off his shoulder. The boy, Took, shied away, ducking back into the safety of the other tunnel, but Kieran wasn’t afraid. “That was my job. Do you mind if I take a look at that burn on your hand? I’m here to help.” 
Kieran looked at Strill and Jaig first. Strill nodded encouragingly, which was all that Kieran needed to dart over to Din and offer her hand. 
The back of her hand was one raw weal. Someone, probably Jaig, had done a good job cleaning the burn out and keeping wound rot from setting in, but the edges of the burn were red and angry and the center was translucent, filled with fluid. 
“Here,” Din said. “I brought bacta.” 
“I don’t need any,” Kieran said, pulling her hand away. Din let her, not wanting to startle her. “Paz needs it more. Or Took.” 
“Don’t worry,” Din said, opening the kit all the way so that Kieran could see all of the supplies Din had brought. “I have plenty.” 
“And there’s more where we’re going, kid,” Boba added, gruffly. “Take the bacta. That looks painful.” 
“Who’s  he?” Kieran whispered, shifting a little closer to Din. 
Din smiled and used the opportunity to fit a bacta patch over Kieran’s burn. It would do in a pinch, anyway. “He’s a friend,” Din assured her. “I met him after I left the covert.” 
“Like we met Jaig and Strill?” 
Din nodded. “Just like that,” he said. He let Kieran go, looking behind the kid to eye Took, who was still fidgeting at the mouth of the other tunnel. Din fished out a few more rolls of bacta and gave them to Kieran. “For Took,” he explained. “You can help him put them on, okay?” 
Kieran nodded seriously. All foundlings were taught basic first aid. Din straightened back up, looking at Strill. “Where’s Paz?” he asked. “We’ll need to leave, as soon as everyone is stable enough to travel. And your other foundling, Mirda – does she need bacta?” 
“Probably can’t hurt,” Jaig said. Din tossed him a few rolls. He looked at Boba, who was watching Kieran try to get some bacta on Took. 
“Paz is back there,” Strill said, jerking her chin at the other tunnel. “With any luck he’s unconscious, but if he isn’t, just go slow. He’s twitchy.” 
Din nodded seriously. “I’ll be careful,” he said. “When do you want to leave?” 
“Soon,” Strill muttered. “Go on, go get Vizsla upright.  Dar’vod, wanna come with me and make sure the coast is clear?” 
“Stop calling me that,” Boba growled, but he didn’t complain. Strill went back the way they’d come, Boba trailing behind her. Jaig had the foundlings in hand. 
Din nodded again, steeling himself, and skirted the others, stepping into the last, darkened tunnel. 
There was a light cell in here too, but it was set so low that Din had to take a moment to adjust. More bedrolls were here – three little nests for the foundlings, a heap of blankets big enough for someone Jaig’s size, and a rough pallet. 
Din switched his visor’s viewfield again, trying to maximize his field of vision. 
On top of the pallet, swaddled in blankets and stripped of all his armor except for his helmet, was Paz. 
Paz was awake. He was so still that it was hard to tell, at first. He was propped up against the wall, lower half covered by a thick blanket, his big barrel chest barely moving. He’d been stripped out of his kute, too, left in just a thin shirt. But he did have a blaster in his hand, and he cocked it when Din stepped into the tunnel. 
Din put his hands out so that Paz could see him and shifted so that if Paz did shoot, he’d catch Din’s armor and not one of the foundlings. 
“Paz,” Din said. “Paz, it’s me.”
Paz made a raspy, awful sound. Even in the dim light Din could see the sheen of sweat that covered Paz’s skin. 
 He has a fever,  Din thought. An infection had set in.  No wonder Strill came for help.  
“Paz,” Din repeated. “It’s Din. I’m here to help.” 
Paz lifted the blaster a little. Din edged closer, still using his body to block the doorway. Paz’s hand was trembling. As Din got closer, the sickly sweet stench of a rotting wound, of fever, slipped underneath his helmet. 
“It’s me,” Din said again. “Your brother.” 
“Brother,” Paz rasped. His voice was broken and gravelly. He had been screaming. But then, to Din’s immense relief, Paz chuckled. The sound of it wasn’t any better than his voice, but Din relaxed a little anyway. Paz knew him. Paz was at least still well enough to know who Din was. 
Paz lowered the blaster. “Took you long enough,” Paz said. “I was – I was starting to think I’d die before I saw your ugly can again.” 
Din smiled. Everything – Boba’s anger, the circular snarl in his thoughts about Death Watch, about their own tribe, the truth Din would have to tell Paz sooner or later – paled in the face of his sheer, simple  relief.  
“You’re not dead yet,” Din said. “And it’s good to see you. Where are you hurt? I’m going to get you stable, and then I’m going to get you – all of you – out of here.” 
Paz tipped his head back against the wall. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s good to see you too.”
 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: We hit some of the cultural/religious trauma head on. Din refers to the Children of the Watch as a cult. Other factions (Death Watch) are mentioned. Boba and Din have a disagreement. Mentions of canon-typical violence. 
Chapter notes:
-A strill is a predatory animal native to Mandalore. Imagine a flying squirrel combined with a wolverine, in terms of temperament, natural musk and appetite, and add a few extra legs. Strill can be domesticated and sometimes serve as hunting partners for Mandalorians. They also live a long time, so the care of a strill is passed from clan member to clan member.
-"Jaig" is short for 'jai'galaar,' shriek-hawk, which is another predator native to Mandalore. Shriek-hawks are highly respected symbols and sigils in Mandalorian culture. A warrior with jaig eyes painted onto their armor -- usually their helmets -- earned the right to wear jaig eyes through bravery in battle or by status as clan leader. (Captain Rex notably wears jaig eyes on his helmet, as does Kanan Jarrus on his visor after his injury on whatever fuck-off Sith planet that is. If I think about Sabine -- because it has to be Sabine who painted them on -- painting those for Kanan, I get too emo to do anything for several minutes.)
-A rawl is a type of venomous snake found on several planets, including Naboo, Mandalore and Kashyyyk. Mandalorians seem to have a deep and profound admiration for things that can kill you.
-A shatual is a prey animal native to Mandalore. Boba's being a shit - Strill and Jaig are both named after animals, so he's basically asking a woman named Badger if her little brother's name is Deer.
-(Strill's an ass right back; ori'vod translates loosely to "older brother." Dar'vod translates loosely to "not-brother.")
-Fun fact: Tor Vizsla, who led the first Death Watch during the time of the Republic (before Pre Vizsla took up the torch during the Clone Wars), killed Jango's father TWICE! Tor Vizsla orphaned Jango and his sister Concord Dawn, and then he later killed Jaster Mereel, Jango's adoptive father, in an ambush. Tor Vizsla also arranged Jango and the True Mandalorians' defeat at the hands of the Jedi (good ol' Dooku), resulting in several very bad years for Jango. 
Now, you know and I know that Clan Vizsla is probably pretty sprawling. Jango managed to finally kill Tor and much of the original Death Watch was disbanded forced into hiding only to later adopt a bunch of war orphans during the Clone Wars or defeated. The Death Watch Pre Viszla runs is a little different -- the ideology is the same, but they're not acting out in the open any more. Pre hides in plain sight, publicly claiming to be a supporter of the Neutrals (and probably the only reason he's able to collect some power), but he wasn't close enough to Tor to be involved in the first Death Watch, despite being old enough. My guess, based on clan feuds across history, particularly among noble clans, is that Tor's immediate family -- any siblings, spouses, children, etc -- were aligned with him and either died in war or in reprisals against Death Watch. It was pretty common, historically, to execute a traitor's sons along with said traitor, and it doesn't make sense to me that Satine, also hunted by Death Watch for several years, would assume power and then put someone close, either biologically or politically, to Tor Vizsla on Concordia as Governor. 
The fact that she appoints Pre, and seems to trust him up until the Clone Wars period, indicates to me that there are probably several cadet branches of Clan Vizsla which range up and down the Mandalorian political spectrum. 
So it makes sense to me that Tor Vizsla wasn't a monolith. Clan Vizsla (and its House, which I assume is the ruling branch of the family) has been around since the Sith Wars era -- over a thousand years. There's probably, pre-Purges and several civil wars, hundreds, if not thousands of Vizslas or Vizsla-adjacents. Paz -- and his adoptive father Pallas, who I did make up -- aren't from the same branch of the clan that followed Tor, but come from the extended clan. 
How Pallas ended up with the Children of the Watch is... another story. For the purposes of this fic, assume that the Children broke from Tor Vizsla after Jaster took over and kicked Death Watch out of the Mandalore sector. The Children went to ground, avoiding both other Death Watch splinter groups and the True Mandalorians, and just... decided not to emerge after Death Watch was finally put down, probably due to a) dwindling numbers and b) general galactic turmoil.
-Bear with Boba. This has been a pretty big series of shocks for him, finding out that this guy he's pretty sweet on may actually be a part of the group that ruined Jango's life. 
This has been your "Mandalorian Inter-Clan Politics Are A Fucking Nightmare, Actually" episode of the week.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which there is a family reunion, and an escape from a truly unpleasant planet.



    Chapter Notes
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  or’trikar.
 
Din let himself relax, just a fraction. Relief made his knees shake. “You could have made yourself a little easier to find if you missed me so much,” Din said, taking a few steps closer.  
Paz didn’t suddenly change his mind and light Din up, so Din crossed the remaining space between them and knelt at Paz’s side. 
The stench of a rotten wound nearly overwhelmed him. Paz’s whole body was slick with sweat, his normally rich blue skin almost translucent and colorless. His undershirt stuck to his collarbones.
“You look awful,” said Din, bluntly. He tugged the field kit down off his shoulder. “What happened? Where are you hurt? Strill said you have a broken leg.” 
Paz snorted. Even that sound was thin. “Got a bit more than that,  ner vod.” 
Din was startled to hear the rough edges of  mando’a  from Paz’s helmet. He must’ve learned from Strill and Jaig, Din thought. 
“Show me,” said Din. “I brought supplies. There’s more where we’re going, but we need to get you stable first.” 
“Check on the kids first,” Paz said. “Kieran, at least, she’s got a bad burn. And Took broke his arm – ”
“I’ve checked over the kids already,” Din said gently. “Kieran’s got bacta for her burn, and Jaig’s looking after the other two. From what I hear,  you’re the one with the serious injury.” 
 You’re the one nearly dead with fever, Din didn’t say. Paz was practical – he probably knew that he was sick, dangerously sick. He didn’t need Din to point it out. 
Paz huffed. “Fine,” he said. “If you’ve seen to the kids.” Slowly, faint tremors wracking his hands, Paz shifted to prop himself up further against the wall. The blanket draped over his lap slipped some, and Paz took one corner and peeled the blanket away. 
Din didn’t flinch or recoil, but it was a near thing. A terribly sweet, sticky smell filled the air, flooding the intake ports on Din’s helmet. Din could see why Paz was so sick. His right leg was broken, and broken badly; Paz had fallen somehow and shattered the thick bone in his thigh four or five inches above the knee. 
 Broken femur, Din thought. He couldn’t help but hiss. A broken femur was a long recovery at the best of times, when the break was clean, when proper medical care was right at hand. 
Paz’s break wasn’t clean, and while it was clear that someone had tried their best to tend to his injury, setting the bone, strapping Paz’s leg between two narrow boards to hold it straight, stitching the wound, the skin of his lower thigh was dark with infection.
“The bone came through your skin?” Din asked, mastering his nausea and leaning closer. The dim light didn’t help much, but Din could see well enough. 
“Yeah,” said Paz. There was a jagged gash, four or five inches long, following the inner edge of Paz’s thigh. The skin there was swollen and fetid, weeping around a line of uneven stitches. “Thought I was dead right there, but my kute kept me from bleeding out long enough for Strill to get to me.” 
“How bad was the break? Clean?” 
Paz snorted again. “No,” he said. “Came out sharp enough to cut. Cracked one of the smaller bones in my calf too, I’m pretty sure. The whole leg’s bruised.” 
The whole leg was poisoned. There  was a bruise, a darker, deeper blue flushed from Paz’s groin to his knee, but there were also swollen veins and dark nodes clustered near the edges of the wound. Paz’s fever, his tremors and his sweat, the pallor of his skin, made an awful kind of sense. 

   He’s dying. 

Din hissed. “What  happened?” 
Paz grunted. “Got shot, in the desert,” he said. “Some karkhead with a pulse rifle got me. Impact knocked me off the side of a cliff. There’s only so much beskar can do.” 
“Where were you shot?” Din asked, checking Paz reflexively. Fennec had gotten Din with her pulse rifle once, the first time they’d crossed paths in the Dune Sea. She’d been two klicks away and had still knocked Din flat on his back. 
“Doesn’t matter,” said Paz. “My armor took it. Got a bit of a dent, but – it’ll survive.”
“I’m not worried about your armor, you idiot,” Din muttered, still searching. There was a dark bruise peeking out from the edge of Paz’s undershirt, spanning the front of his shoulder. Where he’d taken the pulse rifle’s bolt, if Din had to guess. He’d been lucky that it had caught him at the edge of his cuirass and not in any of the gaps between his armor. “How far did you fall?” 
“Dunno, twenty, twenty-five feet?” 
Far enough to shatter his leg, then.  That explains the smell, Din thought. 
“I’m no welder,” Din warned, bending closer to examine the injury. Whoever had strapped Paz’s leg straight had done a decent job. The bones had been shoved back underneath the skin, at any rate, and the wound had been stitched up, though with so much inflammation around the wound Din was pretty sure he was going to have to cut it back open anyway. “This is… this is pretty serious, Paz.” 
Paz snorted. “I’m not a child,” he said. “I know what a rotten wound looks like.”
“I have bacta,” Din said. “Fresh bacta, even. That’ll help with the swelling and the infection. But the bone...”
A break this bad might not ever heal, not all the way.
“There’s not much to be done for it, no,” Paz said. “Not unless you know a good welder.” 
Din thought for a moment, flexing the fingers on his right hand. His arm ached. “I know a med droid,” he said, slowly. “It did – well, my break wasn’t half as bad as yours.” The darktrooper had done its damage, but the break hadn’t gotten infected. Din had spent three days in bacta before the med droid had put his arm back together. “But it was more than willing to bolt me back into one piece.” 
“A med droid? The kark did you find one of those?” 
Din smiled faintly. “It’s been an eventful year,” he said. 
“Yeah,” Paz muttered, subsiding a little. “That it has. You got a med droid with you?” 
Din shook his head. “No. It’s not mine, it’s – it’s with an ally. I can comm her once we’ve got you settled. It might be able to make sure the bone is set right, anyway.” Din didn’t want to subject Paz to Bo-Katan and her  tal’vode – or them to him, if Din was being honest – but if he  didn’t call for help, Din wasn’t sure Paz’s leg would heal properly.   
Paz grunted. “I’m less worried about that,” he said, “and more worried about the whole thing rotting off.” 
“I can help with that, at least,” said Din, rummaging through the field kit. “You still afraid of needles?” 
“Kark off, Djarin.” 
“That’s a yes, then,” Din muttered, rolling his eyes. He found one of the hypos and fished it out, checking the label.  Anticeptin-D  , he thought, impressed.  That’s powerful stuff. Boba – or Fennec – didn’t spare much expense.  
Din found a trio of painkillers, too, and a syringe full of imobilin. There were even a few small jars of  tihaar, labeled in spiky, jagged script. Din hoped that it was to clean a wound or a tool, not to drink, but he supposed that a few jars would take the edge off most injuries. Din showed his haul to Paz. 
“You’re getting the anticeptin,” he said. “But it’s your choice if you want symoxin or imobilin.” 
“Symoxin,” said Paz, almost immediately. “I’d rather not feel the leg at all than lie here stiff as a board while you drag me around.” 
“I wouldn’t be dragging you,” Din said, prepping a vial of symoxin. As a painkiller, it was decent. Din would have preferred numbspray or comaren. Too much symoxin would knock Paz out and while that would probably help his body heal, Din wasn’t sure any of them were in good enough shape to drag an unconscious Paz, and all of his armor, back to the  Huntress. Jaig was big enough to manage it, but if there were Imperials around, Din wanted Jaig fighting. “I’d make your trainees do that.” 
“They’re not trainees.” Paz had turned his face away from the gleaming edge of the needle. “They’ve been blooded.” 
“Doesn’t mean they’re not  your trainees,” said Din, who had seen Paz take young warriors under his wing before. “Strill told me a little bit about how she met you. They were still young enough that they hadn’t been sent off to explore the galaxy on their own, right?”
“...Right,” Paz admitted. He sounded a little guilty. “I didn’t ask them to come with me, you know. I wouldn’t – I wouldn’t  steal them.” 
Din made a noncommittal noise low in his throat and studied Paz’s leg. The wound really did look awful. 
 Better work fast, then, Din thought. 
“Neither of them seem to mind being stolen,” Din pointed out, more to keep Paz talking than anything else. “And there’s nothing wrong with wanting to get out and explore the galaxy a little, before taking a place in their covert. Or ours, if you decided that you  did want to steal them. You spent your time in the stars before settling in.” 
“So did you,” Paz said. 
Din half-smiled. Din’s time out in the galaxy had been non-traditional, to say the least. Typically young warriors were sent out for a year or less, to gather new skills, to see the galaxy beyond the covert and test their commitment to the Creed. Din had been gone for much longer – he’d been stranded on Tatooine. When he’d finally managed to get off-planet and find the covert again, Paz and Annika had been half-convinced that Din had died. 
“Strill and Jaig will just have more experience than the rest of their age-mates when they go back,” Din said. “That’s not a bad thing. Could give them an edge. I think Strill wants to be  beroya.” 
“She’d be good at it, too. She’s reckless, still, but you were reckless and you managed to not die, so – kark.” Paz broke off with a snarled curse, hands spasming as he reached for his injured leg. 
Din, still pressing the hypo to Paz’s leg, caught his wrist in his free hand. He pressed down until the syringe was empty. “It’s alright,” he soothed. “Just give it a minute.” 
Paz grunted. His hands curled and uncurled. Sweat shone at his collarbones.
Din waited him out. Symoxin worked quickly. Paz took a few deep, rough breaths, then pressed his head back against the wall. “‘S working,” he said thickly. “I can’t – it feels better.” 
“Still hurts?” 
“Everything hurts,” said Paz. 
Din winced. That was fair. An infection this bad – Paz could probably feel the hurt of it in the back of his mouth. 
“I’m going to cut out your stitches first,” Din told him. “Clear out some of the infection, if I can. Then we’ll do the anticeptin and get you wrapped up with some bacta. Okay?” 
“Just do it,” Paz growled. “You don’t need to hold my hand,  Din’ika.” 
Din snorted at the nickname. Paz felt worse than he let on. “Don’t grab at the wound, then,” Din said. “Keep your hands to yourself.” 
“Fine.” Paz tugged his arm out of Din’s grip and set them deliberately at his side, curled into loose fists. 
He didn’t need to be told again, not even as Din shed his gloves, took one of his  verd  knives out of his boot, poured a measure of  tihaar over his hands and the edge of the knife, and quickly cut through Paz’s stitches. 
The stitches were clumsy, laid unevenly over the wound, which was probably part of the reason why the wound had festered. Parts of it hadn’t been closed well enough. 
“Who stitched you up?” Din said, his estimation of Strill and Jaig’s survival skills dropping a little. 
“I did,” Paz muttered. “I didn’t – I didn’t want the kids to see how bad it was.”
Din looked at him, then down at the mess of Paz’s thigh. 
“Shut up,” said Paz. “You’re here now, aren’t you?” 
 I think,  Din thought to himself, shaking his head before turning his attention back to the wound,  that I understand a little bit more about Boba, now. At least, I understand why he calls me dinii. 
Din didn’t repeat the endearment to Paz, who had never appreciated nicknames. Instead he focused on clearing out the worst of the infection. He had to cut the wound wider, removing flesh that had started to rot. There wasn’t much he could do about the dark veins tracing up Paz’s leg, the wound leaking poison into the rest of Paz’s body, not here. Din could dose Paz up with anticeptin, could clear away most of what had already festered, but blood poisoning was serious enough that Paz needed a proper medbay, not first aid on the floor of a tunnel underneath Arkanis. 
Paz kept himself very still while Din worked. His skin was feverish, clammy, and faint tremors wracked his body from time to time. Din did his best to work fast. 
“Alright,” said Din, once he’d gotten as much of the bad wound as he could. There was blood everywhere. “I’m gonna stitch you up, give you some anticeptin, then we’ll get you on your feet. Okay?”
“Just  do it,” Paz panted. His hands were curled into tight fists, now, and the tremors had gotten worse. 
Din pressed his mouth into a thin line, concerned, but nodded. 
“I’ll be quick.” 
There was a needle and thick, sturdy thread in the field kit, both of which Din cleaned with another pour of  tihaar.  
Din had more practice stitching a wound than he did at clearing an infection. He worked quickly, pulling the edges of the wound together until they closed, a row of twenty neat, dark stitches keeping Paz together, then he rummaged around in the kid again and came up with a small container of what looked – and smelled, once Din cracked it open – like  jurab.  
 Boba stocked this, then,  he thought. He was sure that Boba’d gotten plenty familiar with Tusken medical care, during his time with the Spotted Anooba. Din felt marginally better about Paz’s chances.  Jurab, despite its stink, was good stuff for a bad wound. 
“Tusken wound glue,” Din explained, as Paz caught wind of the smell and started to cough. It made Din’s eyes water. Din wasn’t entirely sure what the Tuskens made it out of,  mellifa  honey and ground japoor, a whole host of herbs the Tusken grandmothers guarded with their lives, but he knew that the stink came from the rendered bladeback grease. 
“What’s it do?” said Paz. “With a smell like that – are you sure it’s not going to make it worse?” 
“It can’t get much worse, Paz,” Din pointed out, quietly. 
Paz was silent for a minute. “Yeah, okay,” he said, relenting. “Might as well, right?” 
Din uncapped the jar of  jurab  and scooped a few fingers out, smearing the substance carefully over Paz’s injury.  Jurab  could keep infection out – it wouldn’t do much for an infection that had already set in, but it would at least keep the new edges of Paz’s wound clear, and it would hold the stitches in place. Ideally Paz would  sit still for a week or two and let his own body do its healing, but that wasn’t really an option now. 
Din finished with an injection of anticeptin, giving Paz enough warning to turn his head away again, then wrapped Paz’s entire thigh up in long, overlapping strips of bacta. Paz made a protesting noise at the quantity, but Din hushed him. 
“There’s plenty more where we’re going,” Din said. 
“Moving up in the galaxy, are you?” Paz grunted. 
Din shrugged. “I’ve made some good friends,” he said, thinking of Boba and the easy care he’d offered Din without stopping to think about it or count bacta patches. “Now come on. Quit laying there like a dead snapfish and get some clothes on. We’ve got to go – Jaig said he saw a few Imp patrols.” 
Paz swore. “Can’t seem to shake them,” he muttered. “You’re gonna have to help me, Djarin. I’m – ”
“It’s fine,” Din said, to spare Paz’s likely already-injured pride. Paz had never liked asking for help, not even as a kid. “Where’s your kute?” 
Paz tilted his head to the right, towards his pile of armor. Wordlessly, Din went over and fished out Paz’s flightsuit, which he tossed – gently – in Paz’s direction, then started to collect Paz’s armor. 
“Can you wear this?” Din asked, arms full of beskar. “Or do you need it carried out?” 
“I have a broken leg, Djarin,” Paz growled, wrestling his body into his kute with hands that still shook. “I’m not a  corpse. I’ll wear my karking armor.” 
Din didn’t argue. The shape and structure of the beskar would give Paz’s leg some support, anyway. He went back to his brother and helped him get his arms into the kute. Paz swore when Din did the same thing for his leg, voice thick with tears, but Din didn’t mention that either. 
Once he’d gotten Paz strapped and buckled into his kute, Din helped him fit his armor on. 
Paz’s armor had more pieces than Din did. Heavy plate was  bulky.  It was designed to be – warriors like Paz were front-line fighters. When trouble came to the covert – or an idiot needs rescuing from his own stupidity, Din thought wryly – warriors like Paz were first to rush into the blasterfire. 
Paz’s armor protected Paz on the battlefield, but it did  not make him easy to heave to his feet. 
Din’s back, still sore, his thighs, the muscles in his stomach, complained as Din helped Paz climb, unsteady, until he was standing, almost all of his weight shifted to his good leg. 
They swayed for a moment, but Din planted his feet, braced himself, and they managed to stay upright. Paz flung an arm across Din’s shoulders. Din grunted – his bruises  hurt – but a few sore bruises weren’t a broken leg, so he kept his mouth shut. 
Once Paz was upright and Din was fairly sure he wasn’t going to collapse under his own weight, taking Din with him, Din nudged him with a hip and gently, firmly started them in the direction of the main tunnel. 
Paz tottered a little, but the painkillers Din had given him were still working. He managed it. He didn’t put his bad leg on the ground, hopping more than he was walking, but he managed it.
When they emerged into the main hideout again, Din had to blink, surprised. While he’d been tending to Paz, a third foundling – another girl, with Pantoran-blue skin and a dented durasteel helmet – had appeared, and Boba and Strill had come back. 
 Mirda, Din thought. He studied her. She couldn't be older than nine or ten, slight as she was, and her clothes were all clearly Kieran's cast-offs, too big in the sleeves. Din couldn't tell if Mirda'd been banged up at all or not.
Strill was in a corner with her brother, talking urgently. Her hands were tracing a troubling picture in the air. 
Boba had been mobbed by the foundlings. 
To Boba’s credit, he was holding very still. Foundlings from Din’s tribe weren’t quite as benignly pushy as kids from Mos Pelgo or a pack of Jedi younglings – they hadn’t started climbing on Boba and hadn’t started tugging at pieces of his armor, either, but they  were all crowded around him, talking all at once. Boba had apparently decided that his best line of defense was to hold very still, like a mountain in the desert facing a sandstorm. 
Din couldn’t help but smile. 
He knew that he and Boba were going to – well, he  hoped  that they wouldn’t argue, but they were going to talk, about Din’s covert and the Creed, about what had happened to Boba’s father, about Din being  dar’manda,  and none of that was  anything Din wanted to talk about. He didn’t know what Boba would do, once he had the entire truth. Once he knew all of it. 
 But I can keep the memory of this, at least, Din thought. 
Paz caught sight of the kids and grunted. “They’re worse than vornskr cubs,” he muttered, voice pitched low for Din’s ears. 
Din chuckled. “You’ve never been to Myrkr,” Din said. “You don’t know  what vornskr cubs are like.” 
He was saved from a scathing reply by the foundlings themselves. The smallest one, the Pantoran, whipped around, caught sight of Paz on his feet and let out a happy cry.
“Paz!” she said. She flew over to him, the other two foundlings hot on her heels. 
“Be careful,” Strill called, but the foundlings didn’t listen. They mobbed Paz with much less restraint than they’d had around Boba. 
“Mind his leg,” said Din, gently. Only Kieran, the oldest, looked up. “He’s still hurt.” 
“Ah, they’re alright,” Paz grumbled, though his voice was tight with pain. “”S nothing.” 
Din raised his eyebrows, disbelieving, even though Paz couldn’t see him do it. “So if I let you go, you’ll stay upright?” 
Paz straightened. “Yes,” he said, stubborn. 
“Fine,” Din said. “Don’t fall. I’ll be back. Kieran, you’re the oldest, right?” 
Kieran looked up again and nodded. 
Din smiled. “That means you’re in charge,” he told her. “Don’t let Paz hurt himself, okay?”
The girl nodded again, very serious. “I won’t,” she promised. 
Din rapped his knuckles against her forehead gently. “Jate,” he said, borrowing the word from Boba. “I’ll be right back.” 
Din slipped out from underneath Paz’s arm, checked to make sure Paz stayed upright – he did, and managed to throw a rude gesture Din’s way to prove it – and went to join the others. Boba, free of foundlings, had gone to skulk by Strill and Jaig. 
Boba spoke first. “How’s the injury?” he rumbled, jerking a chin at Paz. “He looks – well, he’s upright.” 
“That would be the symoxin,” said Din. “And stubbornness. He’s – it’s not good. He needs a proper medic at least. A med droid would be better.” 
Strill swore. “That bad, huh?” 
“You didn’t see it?” 
“He wouldn’t let me,” said Strill. “We got the bone – well, we got it back  in, and we strapped him up, but – ” 
“He stitched himself up. Badly.” 
Strill swore. “The wound’s gone off, then? I  thought it had, he was so sick, but…” 
“He has blood poisoning,” said Din. “I redid his stitches and cleaned out the worst of the infection, and gave him some anticeptin, but I’m not a medic. He needs proper care.” 
“And there is some in this – in the town you’re taking us too?” 
Din winced. He hadn’t even thought of that. Mos Pelgo was so small it probably couldn’t  afford a trained medic. Its fortunes were turning around now with Boba’s business, but Din wasn’t sure he’d been introduced to anyone in town who doubled as a doctor or a healer. 
“He’ll be fine, if we can get him off Arkanis,” Din said firmly. He looked between Boba and Strill. Strill was trading looks with her brother, but Boba was watching Paz. Din wished that he could see Boba’s face. 
“You two did some scouting,” Din said. “Find any Imps?” 
“Planet’s crawling with ‘em,” Boba said, still watching Paz and the foundlings. “Not too many here on this side of things – this outpost’s abandoned, the Imps’ve all pulled back towards the city centers – but yeah, there’s patrols.” 
Din cursed. “Too many to get off the planet?” 
“Without being seen? Yeah.” 
Din swore again. 
“We can’t be seen,” he said. “With the kids, with Paz this hurt, we’re not going to be able to get out of here quickly.” 
“We need a distraction,” said Strill. “Someone to get the Imps’ eyes off of us, at least long enough for us to get into atmo, out of range. Most patrols don’t have anti-ship artillery anymore.” 
 A distraction?  Din thought. He hated to think of splitting them up – the presence of foundlings made Din want to pull  in, want to keep all of the warriors who could fight close at hand. 
But Paz, even though he was still upright, wasn’t in fighting shape. He couldn’t help fend off a patrol if they all got caught out. And with kids in the crossfire – 
“I’ll go,” said Boba suddenly, looking away from Paz. “I can make a lotta noise, when I want to. I know Arkanis, a little. If this outpost is set up like the others – yeah, I can draw some eyes.” 
“Outpost?” Din asked, his mind finally catching on the word.
“That’s what we’re living under,” Strill said. “An old Imperial outpost.” 
“Aren’t you  running from the Empire?” 
“They don’t usually come back to bases they’ve abandoned!” Strill said, defensive. “That’s how we’re used to living, our covert. Imperial bases are great hideouts. There’s tunnels, usually old supplies. We thought – we thought there might be medicine here, to help Paz.” 
Din shook his head. It was too late to argue about Strill’s choice of hideout – Din would  never bed down in an old Imperial base. The Empire was still around, after all. Just because a base was abandoned didn’t mean that everyone had forgotten where it was. 
“I’ll take the kid, too,” said Boba, tilting his head in Jaig’s direction. The younger warrior lifted his head. “You’ve got the armor for it. You know how to use that blaster you’ve got?” 
Jaig puffed up like a junda bird ruffling its feathers. “Of course I do,” he said. 
“Are you sure?” Din asked Boba, quietly. “I can go. Someone needs to help Paz, he can’t walk on his own, but I can go cause a distraction. I’m easy to spot.”
Boba looked at the little knot of foundlings pressed up against Paz, helping him stay upright. “I’m sure,” he said, gruffly. “Jaig, with me. We’ll cause a distraction. Strill, get the kids out. Djarin, you have your  vod?”  
“I do,” Din confirmed. He turned back around and rejoined Paz, gently prising the foundlings off of Paz and sending them in Strill’s direction. They went tamely enough, though the little fierce one, Mirda, protested and clung to Paz's hands until Din untangled her fingers, gently, and nudged her off after Strill. The boy, Took, grabbed Mirda's hand and held it tight.
Good kid, he thought. Din shifted so that he was flush against Paz’s side, propping him up with a shoulder, and drew Paz’s arm across his back. Din hooked his free arm underneath Paz’s shoulders. Paz’s bad leg was supported between them. With the painkillers still in his system he'd probably be able to manage walking. He’d be slow, but if Boba was going ahead to clear the way and keep any fire off of Din and Paz, slow would be fine. 
“You’re sure?” Boba asked. 
Din, bearing most of Paz’s weight across his shoulders, nodded grimly. He could get Paz back to the  Huntress.  He  would. The other option was leaving Paz here, and that was no option at all. 
“Be careful,” Boba said. 
Din nodded. “You too.” 
They both had their helmets on, but their eyes locked for a moment. Din felt it. 
“Kid,” Boba said, looking away first. “C’mon. Let’s see how good you are with that dee-cee, yeah?” 
Din adjusted Paz’s weight again, propping his brother up with his hip, and their group split apart. Boba and Jaig loped off down the tunnel, quickly disappearing into darkness, and Strill organized the kids behind her and took off in the opposite direction. Mirda looked back at Paz once. Din could almost feel her worry, concern sharp against him like a knife. 
Din and Paz followed Strill. She and the kids took off at a jog, which Din couldn’t manage. Paz’s steps were labored and faltering. 
Anxiety pounded like a headache behind Din’s eyes. He didn’t want to send Boba off to face the Empire with just Jaig for backup, and he didn’t much like letting the foundlings out of his sight either. 
 But there isn’t anything I can do about it. Boba knew what he was doing, and Strill and Jaig had managed to keep themselves – and the kids – alive for most of a year. Din had to focus on Paz. 
They quickly lost sight of Strill and the kids, too. Paz’s steps were slow, dangerously slow. Din could feel every labored breath against his own ribs. 
“Talk to me,” Din said quietly. “Stay with me, Paz. I’m not going to drag you by myself.” 
Paz grunted. “You’ve always been obnoxious,” he rasped. “I guess it’s good to see that a year away didn’t change much.” 
Din ignored the stab of guilt between his ribs. “If it keeps you awake, I’ll start singing,” Din threatened. “I’ve spent more time with the Tuskens – I have a whole new set of stories to sing.” 
“Please,” said Paz, with feeling. “Don’t.”  
Din chuckled. Humans and Tuskens didn’t have the same throat structures, so some of the particular intonations a Tusken storysinger could reach, beautiful and haunting like a krayt calling over the desert, Din could only mangle. 
“It’s not far,” Din promised him. “Just a little further, and then you can pass out all you want.”
“Can’t wait,” Paz panted. His breath came in short and fast. Din let them slow down even further, their pace dragging now, just barely limping along, but it didn’t help. “It’s – ‘s the infection, I think,” Paz said. 
“Probably.” 
“If it comes down to me or the kids – ”
“The kids are going to be fine,” Din interrupted. “Strill’s got them. She landed close to the tunnel entrance – they’ll make it to the  Huntress okay. And you will too.” 
That got a grunt out of Paz. He was leaning so heavily on Din now that they were bowed half-sideways, exertion burning in Din’s stomach, his calves. His back throbbed, all of his bruises complaining. 
 Just a little farther,  Din thought.  We’re nearly there.  
“Why are the Imps following you?” Din asked, trying to keep Paz’s attention focused on him, on moving forward. “They should’ve – we took Gideon down months ago. He was the Moff searching for – for me and the kid.” 
“I’ve killed a brace of them by now,” Paz grunted. His voice was dark with satisfaction. “Must be – must be six or seven officers now, plus all the grunts they’ve sent our way. Found a – kark – found a little outpost when we were staying on Indupar. Had a good time with Strill, killing ‘em all.”
Din raised his eyebrows, surprised. “You’ve been hunting the Empire?” 
Paz leaned across Din’s shoulders even harder. “‘S – seemed like a good idea at the time,” he said. “Hunt them before they hunt us. But it didn’t – it didn’t work so well, turns out. Didn’t think they’d follow us to Tatooine.” 
“Why’d you pick Tatooine?” Din asked. “It’s not exactly – well.” Din had been about to say,  It’s not exactly a safe place for foundlings, but Din himself had brought Grogu there twice. He couldn’t really judge Paz’s decision. 
“I was looking for you,” said Paz. 
That nearly stopped Din in his tracks. “For  me?” 
“You weren’t there, on Nevarro,” Paz said. “When the Empire came for us. I thought – I thought that if anyone was still alive, it’d be you.” 
“Why were – Strill knew where I was,” Din said. He didn’t understand. “I’d seen her in the desert. If you were looking for me, why didn’t you come  find me? I’ve been here for weeks. I – ” 
Paz was quiet for several steps. Din was more or less dragging him now, walking for both of them. Paz didn’t seem able to lift his feet up off the ground. His bad leg was dragging between them. 
“Strill didn’t know that it was you for sure,” Paz finally said. They were nearing the end of the tunnel, now; the light was shifting, shadows fading to grey, and the scent of rain was strong in the air. “And then she told me that you, whoever you were, were working for Boba Fett.” 
“I was,” Din said. “I  am.  He’s the one who came to help you. In the green armor, off with Jaig.” 
“That’s Boba Fett?” Paz asked, incredulous. 
“Yes,” said Din, confusion deepening. “Who else would it be?” 
“A Mandalorian,” said Paz. “One of our people.” 
“Oh. Boba’s not – he’s not one of us,” said Din, “but he’s – this isn’t the best place to talk about this, Paz, but he  is Mandalorian.”
“He can’t be,” Paz disagreed. “He’s – ”
“Helping me save your life,” Din cut in, sharply. “And the lives of your foundlings. Distracting the Empire right now, so  I  can drag your sorry  shebs to safety.” 
Paz was quiet for a stretch. Din hauled him towards the light, towards the mouth of the tunnel and the smell of rain. 
“You look to him like he’s your  alor,” Paz muttered. His voice was almost lost under the sudden rush of noise that hit them as they cleared the tunnel. Rain had continued to pour while Din had been patching up Paz’s wound, and there were other noises clamoring in the air. Sirens, distant shouting, even more distant peals of thunder. The scream of carbon burning through the air. A deep, rattling concussion that sounded like one of Boba’s rockets.  “That’s why I didn’t – I thought he had to be one of us. The other Mandalorian.” 
“My – no,” said Din, the insight throwing him off balance. “He’s not my  alor. But he’s a friend and an ally, and he’s done – he’s done a lot to help me. I am in his debt.” 
Paz didn’t have anything to say to that. Din let him keep his silence, this time. He knew the  Huntress was close. 
 He’s not my  alor, Din thought. Din – well, Din didn’t have one any more, technically, since he’d be formally kicked out of the tribe once Paz spread the news around, but Din would always think of the armorer, his armorer, as  his  tribe-leader. He couldn’t help it. She’d been the  alor for as long as he could remember, and had taught him just as much about being Mandalorian as Paz or Annika or any of the older warriors. 
 But he is  an alor,  and that means he deserves our respect.  Boba led his people just like an  alor led a covert. If Din showed Boba deference –

   It’s because he’s earned my deference.  

Paz should understand that. He’d grown up the same way Din had, after all. 
But something about the way Paz had said Boba’s name bothered Din. 
 It’s like he’s heard Boba’s name before,  Din thought.  Jaig had too – he knew who Boba was, who he’d fought in the past. But Boba has told me that he doesn’t have a tribe or a clan – he’s alone. It’s not like he’s part of a covert and his name's been passed around through the network by visiting warriors.  
Din shook his head, troubled, and set it aside for now. He’d have time to worry later, after all. He and Boba still had their argument to look forward to. Death Watch to discuss. Maybe Din could ask him why so many others knew who he was, when Din, who’d arguably had the most reason to know of Boba Fett – Din had been  beroya, after all – had never heard of him.
He dragged Paz out of the abandoned building that hid the tunnel and went in the direction of the  Huntress.  The rain was driving down so hard Din could hardly see. It rattled off his armor. Behind him there was another muted, concussive  boom. Din wondered how many rockets Boba had on him. 
Strill was waiting for Din at the top of the  Huntress’s slick ramp. The foundlings were nowhere in sight. Din hoped that meant that they were stowed safely aboard the ship. When Strill saw him coming, she hurried down the ramp and tucked herself up against Paz’s other side. Between them, they were able to drag him up the ramp without anything more than a few slips and muttered curses. 
“Over here,” said Strill, jerking her chin down one of the  Huntress’s small hallways. “I don’t keep a med bay or anything on here – it’s too small – but we’ve got a bunkroom with a bed, and it’s clean enough.” 
“Lead the way.” Din was grateful for Strill’s help. She was able to shift some of the burden off of his back, Paz balanced between them. 
Din saw a small silver helmet peeking at him from the end of the hall. He relaxed. The kids were safe, at least for now. 
With some pushing, shoving and more cursing, Din and Strill managed to get a mostly-unconscious Paz wrestled into the bunk, where they left him dripping all over the sheets.
“I’ll be back,” Din said, promising both Strill and Paz. “I’m going to go collect Boba and Jaig. Strill, you’ve got the ship?” 
“I do,” said Strill. She patted the blaster she’d strapped to his hip.
“Give us ten,” Din instructed.  “Any longer than that, you need to get him, and the kids, out of here. Go back to the palace. Fennec – Fennec Shand, Boba’s second – will help you get to Mos Pelgo, where you’ll be safe for at least a few days.” 
“I’m not leaving you behind,” Strill protested. She  did  sound young, just then, some of her earlier confidence shaken. “You – you’ve helped, you’re our brother too, and Jaig, and  dar’vod – ”
“Boba and I can take care of ourselves,” said Din, firmly. “And between us we’ll take care of Jaig too. But Paz needs help. I’m not a trained medic, and his infection is bad. And the kids – ”
“Fine,” said Strill, clearly unhappy. “Ten minutes, then.  Please don’t make me leave you behind.” 
“I’ll try not to,” Din promised her, then went back out into the rain, following the sound of blasterfire. 
Din didn’t have to look very hard, or for very long.  
He found Boba and Jaig tucked behind what looked like a recently-collapsed wall. Rain had turned the street to mud. Bolts of red light were flying – Din saw a collapsed AT-ST on the ground, one of its legs blown nearly in half, and a building across the street had lost half of one wall and most of a roof. Black smoke billowed up through the rain. 
Din ducked a blaster bolt and joined Boba, crouching down behind the wall. 
“You’ve been busy,” Din said. 
“The kid’s not half bad,” Boba replied. Jaig, a DC-15 in each hand, whooped. He wasn’t, as far as Din could tell,  hitting anything. Most of the enemy fire was coming from cover – Din saw a few blasters and shiny white helmets aimed at him from the smoking building and a few more from a building opposite.
There were bodies in the streets, though, so clearly Jaig hadn’t missed every shot. 
“The foundlings and Paz are on the  Huntress with Strill,” Din reported. “We should go before reinforcements come.” 
“Agreed,” Boba rumbled. “But there’s a problem.” 
He pointed first at the smoking building, then at the other. Din looked closer – the second inhabited building was tall, nine stories stacked on top of each other, and while most of its windows were blown out and its walls pocked with blaster burns, Din could tell that it had once been an administrative building and maybe a barracks too, the hub of the outpost. The Imperial crest wasn’t painted on the side of the building – it was cast in some kind of silvery metal and bolted there. 
 Defensible, Din thought, raising himself up out of his crouch a little to get a better look. A blaster bolt streaked across the street and fizzled out into Din’s chestplate. He ignored it. 
“Witnesses,” Boba continued. 
Din looked down at him. 
“I’m recognizable,” said Boba. “And so are you.” He pointed again at the shattered windows of the administration building, at the white helmets in the other. “If the Empire hears that we were here…” 
“They’ll know where to look next,” Din said. He bowed his head for a moment, grim, but nodded. 
 Paz has kids with him.  Kids.  I can’t – I can’t lead the Empire back to them.  
“I’ll take the two on the left,” said Boba, his voice gentler than it had been all day. “You’ve got the right?” 
Din nodded. “Stay here,” Din told Jaig, who was looking between Din and Boba with his head canted to the side, visibility confused. 
“I can help,” Jaig protested. 
“Not with this,” Boba rumbled. “Do as you’re told, kid. Stay here. We’ll be quick.” 
Din met Boba’s visor and nodded, once. He would be quick. 
“Lay down some cover fire, if you wanna be useful,” Boba suggested. “Djarin?  Now.” 
Moving together, Boba and Din rolled out of cover and split. Boba went left towards the smoking building and Din went right towards the administration building. A few red bolts shrieked past, one just barely grazing the side of Din’s helmet, but Jaig enthusiastically obeyed Boba's order, filling the street with blasterfire. 
Din dropped his shoulder and went in through the door. The wood of it, an ornamental touch instead of a security feature, gave way underneath his weight. Din had his blaster out and firing before he’d even fully straightened up, aiming for the windows. 
He took in several things at once, time expanding and smoothing out as adrenaline kicked in.
There were three Imps, not two. One was an officer in faded greys and the other two were stormtroopers. Din took one of the stormtroopers two steps past the door, shooting him through the chest. The acrid stink of burning plastoid filled the room. 
The room was also clearly abandoned – no Imperial presence was based out of here, not any more. The terminals had all been ripped out, cabinets and cases overturned and ransacked. There were old carbon scars in here, too, and heaps of empty plastoid, piles of grey cloth. The original Imperial occupants had been overrun and their bodies left to rot where they’d fallen. 
 A patrol catching us was just bad luck. That was good. That meant that, once this patrol had been wiped out, there wouldn’t be anyone left to tell a superior officer that they’d seen a pack of Mandalorians descend on Arkanis. 
Din ducked a bolt on instinct and fired again. He caught the second stormtrooper in the leg. Another shot took him through the throat and dropped him beside the other one. 

   Just the officer left.  

Din swung his attention to the remaining Imperial. The man was young, face still pocked with acne, a thin, patchy mustache creasing his upper lip. He was afraid. 
 It doesn’t matter, Din thought. He took aim. 
But the officer took aim too – Din pulled the trigger, but the kid had pulled his first. Stinging red light caught Din’s hand and he dropped his blaster, swearing. 
“Dank ferrik,” Din growled, shaking his hand. His glove was smoking. He went to get his blaster but had to duck. The officer kept firing. Bolts zinged off Din’s armor, diffusing across his chest, his helmet. The noise it made rattled Din’s teeth. 
 Kark this,  Din thought. He didn’t have  time for this. 
Din abandoned his blaster and crossed the room in three long strides. His body moved on instinct. There wasn’t room to draw his spear off his back and the Imperial kept firing, backed against the wall with nowhere to go, but Din didn’t need his spear. 
He had the darksaber. 
The Jedi in the holocron had explained that lightsabers could deflect blaster bolts. Din hadn’t had any time to try that out for himself in real combat, and he didn’t bother to try it now. He just drew the darksaber from his hip, the hilt made comfortable in his hand by long hours of practice, and ignited it. 
The Imperial screamed. Din buried the darksaber in his chest a heartbeat later, cutting his scream off. Din hadn’t needed to watch Jedi practice to know how to do  this – he drove the darksaber up underneath the officer’s ribs, using his other hand to swat the blaster aside and shove the officer back against the wall so he couldn’t get away. 
The darksaber hummed in Din’s hand. The officer’s scream softened into a wet gasp. His hands flailed for purchase and found only the edges of Din’s beskar. 
The Imperial looked down at the darksaber, then looked up at Din with wide, shocked eyes. “You’re,” he started, clutching uselessly at Din’s armored wrist. “You’re – ” 
And then he choked and died. His hand fell away. 
Din pushed his body off the blade, then swept the darksaber down into a guard position that his body remembered from its hours of running through katas. 
 The training held, Din thought, distantly. His body was moving on instinct, following procedures drilled into it from his earliest days in the covert. Din crossed over to the stormtroopers and made sure they were dead too. He tugged their helmets off roughly. One had a smoking hole in his throat and wide eyes. The other had managed to shut his eyes, but his face was slack and when Din felt at his neck, there was no pulse. Both of them were older than the dead officer. 
Satisfied, Din kicked their blasters away, just to be safe, and switched over to thermal imaging to scan the rest of the building. He couldn’t see up to the highest levels, but what he could see was clear. 
Nothing else was alive here. 
Din kept the darksaber activated anyway, doing a manual check of the room. No one jumped out at him and the dead men on the floor stayed dead. Convinced, Din let his body bend, collect his fallen blaster and walk him out into the street, where the driving rain hissed and steamed as it met the darksaber’s blade. 
Boba emerged from the munitions depot, his  gaderffii hanging loosely in his grip. Its brutal club was wet and dark. Boba looked at Din and nodded, confirming his own kills. Din nodded back. They were safe, for now. There was no one left to tell the Empire that Din and Boba had been here. 
Din finally deactivated the darksaber. 
“Kid,” Din called, voice rough. “Let’s go. Strill’s kicking off soon. I told her to wait ten minutes.” 
“What is  that?” Jaig asked, coming up from his crouch behind the crumbled wall. He was staring at the darksaber’s hilt in Din’s hand. “Some kind of  kad? I’ve never – ”
“Save it,  verd’ika,” Boba growled. “We need to move.  This particular town might be abandoned, but we haven’t been very quiet. Arkanis still has its fair share of Remnants and Remnant supporters.” 
“It does?” Din said. Boba had mentioned it down in the tunnels, but Din hadn’t had the time to parse the thought. He led the others off at a job, aimed for the  Huntress’s hiding place. 
“Parts of it, yeah.” Boba had to call to be heard over the rain. “Not so much out here on the outskirts of things, but in the cities – yeah. The Empire gave Arkanis a lot of power.” 
“Are you – have they caused you any trouble?” Din asked. He hadn’t realized that there’d been an Imperial outpost so close to Tatooine. Even back in the Empire’s day, at the height of their power, they hadn’t been well-established in much of rimspace. 
“Back home? No,” Boba said. “They’re too busy worrying about the New Republic to bother me.” 
“We’ll need to update our logs,” Jaig cut in, sounding unhappy. “We had no idea. We’d’ve gone somewhere else if we’d known there were Imps still living here.” 
“Well, let’s hope they don’t follow us where we’re going,” Din said. They rounded the end of the street and skidded past the old building that stood over the tunnels, then around the final corner to the  Huntress.  
“Fantastic,” said Strill, who was waiting at the top of the ramp with her blaster drawn again. “You’re not dead!” 
“We’re fine,” said Din. His body had mostly started to believe it, anyway, coming down from its frantic battle-state. He still had the darksaber hilt in his hand. Din tucked it back into his belt and went up the ramp, Paz and Jaig right behind him. 
“Enough action for you, Jaig?” Strill asked. 
“Not nearly,” said Jaig, still enthusiastic despite the rain that had to be soaking him to his skin, despite however many days and nights and weeks he’d spent in terror, expecting the Empire to knock his covert in and kill him and everyone around him. 
 Ah,  Din thought wryly.  Kids.  
Boba made a rough sound behind them all. “Enough chatter,” he said. “Strill, get us off the ground, yeah? The  verd’ika can fill you in once we’re in sublight.” 
“Sure,” said Strill easily, relieved now that everyone was back onboard the ship. “Jaig, with me, you’re on the gunner just in case. Brother and not-brother, there’s a ‘fresher at the end of the hall if you wanna clean up. Kids’re in the last room.” 
“How’s Paz?” Din asked. 
“Out cold,” Strill replied. “Probably for the best – the  Huntress  doesn’t really  do smooth take-offs.” 
“Or landings,” Boba muttered, so low only Din could hear him. Din smiled to himself. 
Strill took Jaig by the elbow and started to haul him into the cockpit. “How come you let  him  call you  verd’ika, but you get mad at me?” Strill asked, pulling her brother through the door. 
“You know who he is, right?” Jaig said, letting himself be tugged along. “He can call me whatever he wants. You see the rocket launcher he has? Turned half a building to dust before I could even – ” 
The door hissed shut, cutting Jaig off. Din had to push down a chuckle – Boba was looking at the closed door, a confused tilt to his head. 
“You’ve impressed him,” Din said. 
Boba grunted. “Kids that age are easy to impress,” he muttered. “Didn’t do anything particularly special.” 
“So those weren’t rockets I heard?” 
“That kid’s led a deprived life if all it takes to impress him is a rocket launcher.” 
Din snorted. Strill and Jaig’s covert seemed to have enough beskar to go around – both Strill and Jaig were fully-armored, as far as Din could tell. Maybe their parent had kitted them out well, but Din doubted that two young, barely-blooded warriors would be given full  beskar’gam before the older members of their tribe. 
“I’m going to check on Paz,” Din said. “You good? Didn’t take any injuries?” 
Boba held his arms out for inspection. His armor was beaded with rain, his boots and the bottom edges of his robe smeared with mud, but other than that he was in good shape. Din didn’t see any injuries that jumped out at him. 
The  Huntress began to rattle and moan again, lifting unsteadily into the air. Din and Boba were both expecting it this time, though, so neither of them toppled over. 
“I’m fine,” said Boba, tone gentling again. “You?”
“Took a bolt to the glove.” Din showed Boba the burned leather. “But that’s it.” 
“And your – Vizsla,” Boba said. “You’re… good, to be alone with him?” 
“He’s mostly dead, Boba,” Din muttered. “There’s not much he  can do to me.” 
“His injury’s that bad?” 
Din nodded. 
“Go see him, then,” said Boba. “I’ll keep an eye on the kids.” 
“The tall one’s name is Kieran,” Din said. “The littlest is Mirda, and the boy’s Took.” 
“The kark do I need to know their names for?” Boba grumbled. “Solus, T’ad  and  Ehn work well enough.” 
“Be nice,” said Din, firmly. He had no idea what Boba was saying, but wanted to make sure that Boba understood he needed to be gentle with the foundlings, regardless of how Boba felt about other Mandalorians.  These aren’t your enemies, even if we  are  Death Watch,  Din wanted to say.  They’re just kids. “They’re – they’ve been through a lot.” 
Boba sighed. “Go see your brother,” he said. “I’m not gonna eat the foundlings. You have my word.” 
Din relaxed at that. Boba had always kept his word, after all. 
“I won’t be long,” Din promised. He smiled to himself. “I don’t want the foundlings to overrun you.” 
Boba snorted and waved Din away. Din went, feeling a little lighter. Despite their argument on the way to Arkanis, Boba didn’t sound quite so angry and betrayed anymore.
 Maybe he does believe me,  Din thought.  That I didn’t know. That I wouldn’t do the things that Death Watch did to his clan.  
None of Din’s covert would. Not even Paz – Paz got angry, sometimes, but he wouldn’t turn that anger into – into dishonorable behavior. Paz would  fight, but he’d fight the right way. He’d fight with honor. 
The Death Watch that had murdered Jango Fett’s father – they didn’t sound like they'd had  any honor. 
 Boba will – he’ll come around,  Din thought, firmly.  He’ll forgive me. At least for this.  
Din found Paz where he’d left him. The bunkroom was small and cramped – there was really only room for the bed and a desk crammed against the opposite corner. The desk at least had a chair, which Din fished out and dragged over to Paz’s side. 
Despite what Strill had said, Paz wasn’t completely unconscious – he was aware enough to tilt his head in Din’s direction when Din came in, though he didn’t seem to have the strength to do much of anything else. 
“How are you doing?” Din asked quietly, turning to make sure the door was shut. He didn’t need Boba sticking his nose in, or worse, one of the foundlings. 
He collapsed into the chair at Paz’s side. 
Paz just grunted. “How do I look like I’m doing?” he growled. 
 Painkiller’s wearing off, then, Din thought. 
He looked Paz up and down. Now that Paz was fully-armored, it was easy to mark the differences a year had wrought. 

   He looks – well.  

Paz looked like he’d spent a year living outside of the covert, subject to anything and everything that the galaxy could throw at him. 
Down in the covert, Paz had always been – perfect. His armor had been in perfect condition. Any chips or scuffs he’d gotten in spars and training had been immediately buffed out and painted over. His weapons had always been in perfect shape. He’d held himself with the poise and confidence of the perfect Mandalorian warrior, a proud man of the tribe, the heir to Pallas’ long legacy. It was Paz who’d been charged with keeping the foundlings safe, after all. With training them and looking after them, with keeping threats out of the covert. 

   With keeping us strong.  

After Din had won the right to be  beroya, Paz had leaned into his own place as a protector and teacher and leader even harder. He’d gotten rigid with it, fierce and uncompromising – he’d expected the best of the foundlings and the best of everyone else, too. 
Din hadn’t blamed him for it. Not even as the months Din spent out in the stars had begun to yawn between them, the ground they’d once stood on as foundlings shifting until they’d found themselves on opposite sides of a canyon they couldn’t get across. Hunter and protector. Din always leaving, Paz always left behind. 
It had started to chafe at Paz, after a while. Always staying behind, always stuck. Every time Din had come home with his hands full of credits, Paz had pulled farther away. Din had let him. Din was never in the covert, after all – he’d come and stay for a day or two to lick his wounds and rest, and then he’d go out into the galaxy again, and Paz would stay behind. 
 Well, brother,  Din thought, sweeping his gaze over Paz,  you’ve been out in the galaxy now.  
Paz’s blue and grey armor, once immaculate, was chipped and battered and scuffed. The paint had faded in places and had been torn off in great strips in others. Somebody had come at Paz with a slugthrower – there was a dent in his cuirass as big around as Din’s fist, and Din winced to see it. Beskar didn’t dent easily. 
Something else had raked its claws across the front of Paz’s helmet, leaving four long, shiny scratches in the paint. Din could even pick out where Paz had been knocked off a cliff with a pulse rifle. Pulse rifles didn’t leave dents, but the bolt had burned off all of the paint on Paz’s right pauldron. 
Not even Paz’s carefully-curated pile of heavy weaponry was anywhere to be seen – his cannon, his customized WESTARs, his jetpack. All of it had disappeared, lost across the trail of planets Paz had run to after Nevarro. 
“You want another hit of symoxin?” Din asked. “There’s more in the field kit. It’ll be a few hours yet before we’re back on Tatooine.” 
Paz shook his head. “Rather keep my head clear,” Paz said. “Where are we going?”
“A town called Mos Pelgo.” Din would need to comm Fennec so Fennec could comm ahead to Cobb Vanth – Vanth was an easygoing, cheerful sort, but Din had the feeling that dropping six Mandalorians, most of them injured, on him would test even Vanth’s expansive patience. “Out in the Dune Sea.” 
“Is it safe?” 
“Safe enough,” said Din. “The townspeople – they’re friends. Allies. And they’ve got a Tusken band with them too. Not too many are stupid enough to cross them.”
“Your allies, or Boba Fett’s?” 
Din hesitated. “Mine first,” he said. “We – I was looking for other Mandalorians. Followed rumors to Mos Pelgo and met the town marshal. He’d found – he’d found some beskar in the desert, and was using it to protect his people. He gave it back,” Din added, when Paz made a thin, angry sound under his breath. “We fought a krayt dragon together. Vanth and me and his people. The Tuskens, too. He’s a good man. Trustworthy, for an  aruetii.”
“You’d trust him with the kids?”
“I trusted him with mine,” Din said. When he’d thought that he might die bringing down the krayt, Din had asked Vanth to look after Grogu and had trusted him to actually do it. The whole town would have pitched in to raise the kid. 
Paz stirred at that. “The little green thing? The one the Imps wanted?”
Din nodded. “Grogu,” he said. 
“He still alright? He’s – yours?” 
Paz always had been fond of foundlings. 
Din smiled. “He’s alright,” he confirmed. “I found his people. He’s – well, it’s a long story, but he’s a pretty special kid. He’s being trained.”
“He’s not with you anymore?” 
Din shook his head. “Not right now,” he said. “I couldn’t – couldn’t teach him, not everything he needed to know. But I found someone who can. We still talk sometimes, me and the kid. Well, I talk, he babbles. I’ve visited him, too. He’s where he needs to be, at least for now.” 
“Oh,” said Paz. Din nudged him gently, careful not to jostle his bad leg. 
“You’ll be safe in Mos Pelgo,” Din assured him. “At least for a few days, anyway. Long enough to heal, to maybe get a med droid out to you. Once you’re on your feet again, we can – I don’t know, find somewhere else to stash you. With the White Bantha, maybe.” 
“White Bantha? The Tuskens who took your sorry carcass in after you got your  shebs kicked by that boar?” 
Din scowled at the memory. “I was young,” he said, defensively. “I didn’t know what I was doing. And yes, those Tuskens. They’re good people.” 
“Must’ve been, to have put up with you for a year,” Paz taunted. 
Din narrowed his eyes. “Just because you’re injured,” he said, “doesn’t mean I won’t hit you. Annika’s not here to yell at me.” 
 That took the shine off Paz’s beskar. Din’s brother deflated, turning his head sharply away. Guilt prickled at Din immediately. 
Paz and Annika had always been close. Even as kids, before they’d picked each other as equal partners, as lovers. Din had been the last to join their covert’s little band of foundlings. Paz and Annika’d had the run of the covert for weeks before Din had been gently set on the ground by his rescuer and told to join the other kids. 
“Did you – ” Paz started to say, then stopped. He swallowed, his throat clicking over his vocoder. “Have you been back to Nevarro? Since you and your kid got away?” 
Slowly, Din nodded. 
“So you know what happened,” said Paz. His voice was flat. “You know what – who came for us.” 
“I do,” Din said. “I saw. We were – we went back to clear my business with the Guild. Greef Karga – you know him?” 
“I shot him, I thought,” said Paz. 
Din shrugged. “If you did, it didn’t stick. He called me back. Offered me a clean slate with the Guild if I helped him get rid of the Empire. I thought – I agreed, because it would get Guild hunters off my back. We went. We fought. It didn’t… go very well. We ended up outnumbered and outgunned, and tried to escape through the tunnels. That’s when – that’s when I saw what had happened.” 
That mountain of helmets, of familiar faces, would haunt Din for the rest of his life. 
“How’d you get out?”
“The  alor helped us,” Din said. 
Paz sucked in a sharp breath. “She’s alive?” 
“She was – she was alive, last I saw. Tending to the dead, building a pyre. I wanted to help, but I couldn’t stay. We were still being hunted. Me and the kid. More the kid than me, I guess, but – she was alive, then, and it’s hard to imagine anything that could kill her.”
“Did you – ” Paz started again, then stopped. His hands were curled into fists again. “Did you see any of Annika’s armor, in the funeral pyre?” 
Din shook his head. “I didn’t,” he said. Annika had worn red armor. Din didn’t remember seeing it underneath Nevarro City. “But I didn’t look, either. I was – I’d been injured, fighting the Imps. I was focused on the kid.”
Paz leaned back against the bunk. “No one I’ve talked to has heard whether or not she made it out,” he said softly. “She – we split up. I took the kids nearest to me, she took the ones closest to her, and we went separate ways. I didn’t – I don’t know. Tamsin – Strill and Jaig’s  alor, on Mygeeto – hadn’t heard anything. Up until you walked into that room down there, I – ” 
Din let Paz take a minute, his heart twisting in his chest. 
 It’s my fault,  Din thought again. He closed his eyes, remembering the others. He hadn’t let himself think of their names. Hadn’t wanted to remember the colors of their armor or the designs painted on their helmets. Denn and Ryna, who’d come up a few years behind Din and Paz and Annika. Tosho, an older boy who’d taught Din how to throw a knife. Wyrran, the oldest warrior still among them aside from the  alor, who’d guided all of the foundlings through their lessons with firm, gentle hands. 
 It’s my fault.  He thought of Annika, laughing as she jumped from the branches of a wroshyr tree. The cadence of the  alor’s voice as she gave counsel in the light of the forge. Paz and Denn and Tosho all singing together, warming the air after a meal. The hallways and tunnels of the covert – all of the coverts, every place Din had ever lived with his people – full of foundlings. 
He thought of the solid strength of the tribe, the feeling of safety, brothers and sisters pressed in around a cookfire, banded together like the clean layers of forged beskar. 
“I’m sorry,” Din said, roughly. Grief clawed at him. “I – it’s my fault. I brought the Imps down on us. If I’d waited to get the kid back – if I’d taken the time to plan something out instead of barging in – ”
“We would still be alive,” Paz agreed. Din flinched. His hands curled into loose fists. “We’d still be on Nevarro. But what would have happened to your kid?” 
“What?” Din didn’t understand. 
“Your kid,” Paz said. “What would have happened to him? If you’d waited, or if you hadn’t gone back for him at all?” 
Din thought of that cold, grim little laboratory. Pershing taking Grogu away. The stark certainty that had jolted through Din when he’d gone by the Imperial hideout again and had seen Grogu’s carrier broken, tossed out with the rest of the trash. 
“I was angry,” Paz continued. “Really angry. I’m  still  angry. I miss Annika. I want – I want my people back. But – my kids,” said Paz. He said it fiercely, proprietorially; he didn’t say  the kids of the tribe,  he said  my kids, like he’d already decided to adopt them. 
 Maybe he did,  Din thought. Paz had been with them for a year. He was within his right to adopt them. He’d been the one caring for them, protecting them, keeping them fed and warm.  Like I did for Grogu.  
All of that time out in the black with the kid, all of that grief and fear and all of that joy, too, that happiness that had struck Din behind the knees and brought him down the first time he’d heard Grogu laugh on Sorgan, the first time Grogu had curled up on Din’s chest to take a nap, the first time the kid had dragged Din away from the controls of the  Razor Crest to show him a lopsided tower cobbled together out of spare tools – 
 All of that made him  my  kid,  Din thought.  It made me his father. Even if – even if I never said it out loud. We were a clan of two.  Are  a clan of two. Grogu’s mine. Not Skywalker’s. He’s mine, and – and I wouldn’t change what I did. I’d still go back and get him.  
“My kids,” said Paz. He shook his head. “There’s a lot that I’d do for those kids. You’re my brother. But if it was your life, or the lives of my foundlings… I’d choose to take on the Imps too, and damn what happened next.” 
Din sat there for a minute, trying to parse his feelings. He swallowed. 
It wasn’t forgiveness, what Paz had just offered. He was still angry with Din. Still  right to be angry with Din. This had all been Din’s fault. 
 But he understands. And I want him to… I want him to understand all of it. 
“What happened on Nevarro… it’s not the only thing I’m sorry for,” Din said. He was too tired to be terrified, but a slow pulse of fear went through him anyway. But there wouldn’t be a better time to tell Paz. There wouldn’t. Not with Paz’s mind on the things  he’d do for his kids. 
“Din,” said Paz, warily. “What are you – ”
Din didn’t let him finish. He reached up, released the seals and tugged his helmet off in one rough motion, afraid he’d lose his nerve halfway through. 
Paz sucked in a breath. 
Din set his helmet in his lap, carefully, and looked down at his reflection. He wondered how different he looked to Paz. Din had worn a helmet since he was a child. Paz had only ever seen Din as a round-faced, wide-eyed kid, fresh off the battlefield. 
 I don’t even recognize myself, not really. Din had known his own face of course, but – 
Some stubble had grown in since he’d splashed around with Boba beneath the palace, but most of Din’s jaw was still visible. Some things were the same as they'd been the last time Din had looked at himself in a mirror on the Crest. The tiny scar between Din’s eyes, the bare places where his beard had never grown in. The lines on his face. 
 But  I’m  not the same.  
Paz hadn’t seen Din’s face since they were kids. New foundlings, waiting for someone to sponsor them. He’d never known what Din had looked like as an adult, just like Din had no idea what Paz’s face looked like. If he’d lost his baby fat, if he’d grown into his ears. If his hair had turned white like an adult Pantoran’s did, or if it had stayed sandy brown.  
Paz was utterly silent. 
“I broke the Creed,” Din said. He stared down at his helmet. He didn’t trust himself to say anything more. 
“Who – who took it off?” Paz demanded. His voice was strained. “Was it Fett? Do I – did you kill them? Are you avenged?” 
Din screwed his eyes shut. “Paz,” he said, “I took it off. Boba – he’d never – he wouldn’t. He’s an honorable man.” 
“You  took it – why?” Paz said. His voice had risen. “You – you’re  dar’manda!” 
The word cut like a slap across the face. Din flinched again, even though he knew he shouldn’t. It wasn’t  news, that he wasn’t Mandalorian anymore. Din had known that for weeks now. He’d known that since Morak. 
“Yes,” Din agreed. “I am. I – I had to.” 
“To save your life?” Paz growled. “Better to die than to be – to be – ”
Din lifted his head at that. Something that might have been anger rolled through him, distant and echoing but growing louder, like a krayt dragon approaching from the other side of a canyon. 
“Not my life,” said Din. “I broke the Creed to save my son’s.” 
That shocked Paz into silence again. 
Din took a steadying breath – Paz hadn’t reached for his blaster yet, which Din had decided to take as a tentatively good sign – and pressed on. “The kid was taken from me,” Din said. “We – the Imps were still hunting us, too. They stole him from me on Tython. I found a way to get him back, but… we needed to break into an Imperial base. And I was the only one who had a face that the Empire wouldn’t recognize.” 
“Your son,” said Paz. 
“I told you,” said Din, setting his jaw stubbornly, despite the prickling burn behind his eyes. “The kid – he’s  mine.  And he’s safe now,  and we took down the Imps who were hunting us. It was a victory.”
“How is that a victory?” Paz demanded. His fingers twitched, like he wanted to reach for Din’s throat. “You showed your face to do it. You lost – ”
 Everything, Paz might have been about to say. 
Din might have even believed it, weeks or months ago. To break the Creed, to become  dar’manda – it was worse than death. A dead warrior’s spirit would be honored. A dead warrior would join all of the other warriors who’d died before him. But someone who was  dar’manda couldn’t. 

   But I didn’t lose everything.  

Grogu was  alive. Din’s friends and allies were alive too. Din himself was alive. 
“I lost the right to call myself a Mandalorian,” said Din, fiercely, something hot and heavy lodged in his throat, at the hinge of his jaw. “But I saved my son. That was – that’s worth it. To me. It’s worth it. The Creed – ”
Din made himself stop talking. He didn’t know how to  say what he felt, what had been prowling in the dark corners of his heart, his thoughts, for days now. What was perched underneath his jaw, threatening to spill out. 
 The Creed is not a living thing,  Din thought.  Grogu is. It was the Creed or his life. It was –
“It was no choice,” Din said. “The Creed wasn’t worth his life. My life – maybe. Yes, my life.” Din had been willing to die on Nevarro. 
 But what if I had died there?  A small, quarrelsome voice hissed between Din’s ears.  What if I’d died? What would have happened to Grogu? To Cara? To everyone we’ve met since we left?  
Din pushed that thought away. He didn’t have time for it. “I know what this means,” Din said. “I wasn’t tricked or trapped or forced to take it off.” Not that it would have mattered – keeping to the Creed meant keeping the  strength  needed to protect oneself from  aruetiise. A Mandalorian who couldn’t keep an enemy from removing their helmet was no true Mandalorian at all. 
“You’re – you shouldn’t even be here,” Paz said. 
Din looked at him. 
“You – why did you come to help us?” Paz demanded. “If you – you’re  dar’manda.  The tribe isn’t your responsibility. You’re  dead.” 
“I’m not dead,” Din said, tiredly. “And – you are still my brother, Paz. Even if – even though I’m  dar’manda.  I wanted to help. I  could help. I have a duty to help, even if – even if the tribe is closed to me.” 
Paz would tell Strill and Jaig and the foundlings. He’d tell Annika, if Annika was alive and Paz managed to find her again. He’d tell the  alor.  He’d tell anyone who followed the Creed, and all of them would know that if they saw Din again, they could and should shun him.  Would shun him, if they didn’t try and kill him to spare him any more suffering.
“You’ve dishonored me,” Paz said. “You should’ve left me. I can’t accept your help.”
Din sighed. He stood up. He was reminded, oddly, of growling the same words at Boba weeks ago, over the payment Boba tried to foist off on him for bringing in Zhalto. You dishonor me. “Yes,” he said. “I did. But what if I  hadn’t come, Paz?”
“I would have – ”
“You still might die,” said Din, bluntly. He pointed at Paz’s bad leg. “That injury – if  I can convince Bo-Katan to lend me her med droid, it might help you walk again. The people of Mos Pelgo might have enough medicine to burn out your infection. But you might still die. And if I  hadn't come – if Strill hadn’t found me, you’d be dead in days. You – ” Din stopped, shook his head. 
“We’re not in the covert anymore,” Din said lowly. “Things were simple there, but out here – no.” Keeping the Creed even if it meant death – it had never been  easy but it had been easier, in the covert. Surrounded by others who had sworn the same Creed. Who understood the galaxy in the same way that Din did. But out in the galaxy, away from all of that –
There were people who depended on Din. People who needed him, who he couldn’t protect if he died. 
“You – ”
“No,” said Din, slashing a hand through the air. “No, I’m not going to apologize for  saving your karking life. If you feel dishonored, petition the  alor  next time you see her. See if she'll absolve you. Blame  me. But I’m not sorry. Not for coming to help, and not for breaking the Creed.” 
Din’s voice had risen louder than he’d wanted it to. He forced himself to calm down. He didn't want – he didn't want to frighten the kids. To put Strill and Jaig's backs up. They'd all been through enough today. 
“I’m not sorry,” Din repeated, fiercely. The depth of the feeling shocked him. “I don’t – I don’t need you to understand, or to accept it,” said Din. “And I don’t need you to tell me that I’m  dar’manda. I know. Of course I know. But I’m not sorry.” 
Paz was silent. His hands were still curled into fists. 
Din blew out a breath. “If you – if you don’t want me here anymore, I won’t be,” Din said. “You don’t have to talk to me again, if you don’t want to. If you think it dishonors you. I’ll stay away from the foundlings. From Strill and Jaig. But at least let me  help you, Paz. Dying for your pride, when you’ve got kids who need you, it’s – ”
“Don’t,” Paz cut in, quieter now. “I – don’t,  don’t frame this like I’m doing the kids a  favor  by talking to you, but accepting help from someone who’s  dar’manda.  You – the strength of the tribe is its warriors. You  were a warrior. And you’ve broken. That puts us all in danger. I can’t – ”
“Think of what will happen to them if you die,” Din said. It wasn't fair, he knew it wasn’t. It was a low blow, a  cowardly blow, but –
 The galaxy isn’t fair,  Din thought.  And I can be cowardly, now. I’m  dar’manda.  I can be – I can be whoever I want to be.  
“Strill and Jaig are good fighters,” Din said. “But you know them better than I do. Can they keep themselves alive, without you leading them? Can they keep the  kids alive?” 
“Don’t,” Paz snarled. “Don’t talk about them like you  care about them.” 
“Of course I care about them!” Din snarled right back. The distant, roaring anger wasn’t so distant now. It was alive in Din’s chest, in his fingertips. It burned in his throat. “I broke the Creed. That doesn’t mean I stopped caring about whether you lived or died. That doesn’t mean I want a bunch of foundlings to die!” 
“You  can’t care about us,” Paz argued, though he sounded a little less sure than he had before. “The Creed – ”
“I can’t be one of you,” Din said. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t care about you. That I can’t help.” 
Din knew that now. Ahsoka Tano hadn’t been Mandalorian, but she’d helped Din and Grogu find Skywalker.  Skywalker  wasn’t Mandalorian but he’d taken Grogu in with open arms, had let Din stay a part of Grogu’s life. Kryze and Fett, Reeves and Woves, they  were Mandalorians. They didn’t follow the Creed, but that didn’t mean that they hated Din, that they couldn’t accept his help when it was offered. 
Din took a steadying breath and stood up. His legs trembled, but he didn’t fall. 
“Paz,” he said. “We – the way we grew up,  our Way… it’s not the only Way of the Mandalore.” 
Paz recoiled. “Yes it is,” he said. 
Din shook his head. “It  isn’t,” said Din. “I’ve met other Mandalorians. Some of them even  from  Mandalore. They keep different Creeds. They’re not our people. But they’re not our enemies, either. They have honor. They  help. The way we grew up – ”
 Paz,  Din wanted to say, but couldn’t.  Paz, I think that there was something  wrong  with the way we grew up.  
Din didn’t have any other explanation. He kept tripping up on the desolation in Boba’s voice as he’d named Din part of Death Watch. About Kryze and the way she’d called Din an extremist. About the  hiding, the secrecy, the skulking from one planet to another, always hunted. 

   I need to talk to Boba.  

Din tucked his helmet under his arm. 
“I am not Mandalorian anymore,” Din said, voice steady. “I knew what I was swearing too, when I took the Creed. I knew what I was breaking when I chose to take my helmet off. I  know.  And that’s – that’s on me. That’s something that I will have to live with. I  am  living with it. But, Paz.  Ner vod,” Din said, the shape of the words unfamiliar even though the feeling behind them was true and familiar, decades old. “It’s not your responsibility.” 
“Get out,” Paz snarled. “Din – aruetii – get out.” 
Din took that standing up. He tried not to flinch, to show his hurt, but he knew he still wasn’t very good at hiding his expressions. 
But he nodded. “Fine,” he said. “It’s four hours to Tatooine. Think about what I said. You dying for your pride – it’s not worth it, and you know it.” 
Then Din turned and left before Paz could snarl anything else at him, before Paz could decide to drip his pretenses and go for Din with a blaster. 
Din shut the door behind him, face still bare, shoulders shaking, and turned towards the cargo bay.
 I don’t want to scare the kids, he thought. Those kids – they’d been through enough. They deserved to feel safe here, or at least as safe as they could feel. 
The cargo bay was empty when Din came back into it, and that relief  did finally take him down, had him leaning against the nearest wall and sliding to the floor, still trembling. 
His helmet was in his hands, staring up at him with its impassive face. 
 I shouldn’t ever put it back on again,  Din thought.  I should pitch it out the airlock. I shouldn’t – shouldn’t be wearing  any  of this.  
His armor, his signet, the beskar spear strapped across his back. The darksaber at his hip. They were Mandalorian weapons, Mandalorian armor, and Din was not a Mandalorian. He hadn’t been for weeks now. 
But he didn’t get up and tear his armor off. He didn’t throw his helmet against the opposite wall. He didn’t shed the spear or the darksaber or his jetpack. 
 Why can’t I do it?  He wondered.  Why do I – why do I feel like it’s still mine? 
Din had assumed that it was weakness, all those weeks ago when he’d first armored back up on the light cruiser. He had assumed that it was a sign that Din had been weak all along, his conviction rusted out like bad steel. 
 But – I don’t  feel  weak.  
Going to help Paz, even if contact with Din dishonored him, wasn’t weakness. Din couldn’t believe that it was weakness. Helping a brother in need, even though Din couldn’t really be Paz’s brother anymore, was  honorable.  It was good. It was the  Creed – the Creed demanded that one Mandalorian help another. 
 Why does breaking part of the Creed mean that I have to break all of it?  Din thought. It stuck in his throat like sand, sharp and stinging.  I took my helmet off. I keep taking it off. I show my face all the time now. But why does that mean that I should have let Paz die, when Strill came to ask me for help?  
It didn’t make  sense. And – 
“You look like you’re thinking hard,” Boba said, emerging from the hall. 
Din looked up at him. He tried to smile but couldn’t manage it. “I am,” Din admitted. 
“Not good thoughts, either,” Boba observed. Instead of going to sit opposite Din, like they had on the flight over, he came to Din’s side and slid down to sit beside him. They weren’t touching, not like this, but they were near enough together that Din could feel Boba’s body, his warmth. 
Din tried not to lean towards him. “No,” he said. “Not good thoughts.” 
Boba was quiet for a minute. “Would it help,” he started, slowly, “if I said that I think you should stick your people in the palace for a few days, not Mos Pelgo?” 
Din startled at that. “The palace? But you – ?” 
“Don’t really want them there, no,” said Boba. “But the kids – they’re hurt too. And if your brother’s injury is as serious as you say, Mos Pelgo’s not the best place for him. Vanth doesn’t have a medic.”
“Do you?” Din asked. He knew that Boba had an infirmary – Gida’d gone there, after the explosion on the road between the palace and Mos Eisley. 
“No, I don’t have a medic,” Boba grunted. “I have Ushib. She’s a  jida, and a good one.” 
Din hesitated. Tusken  jidaat – the grandmothers, the women who had lived long enough to learn the properties of desert herbs, to help with childbirth, with old age, with fever and sickness and the wounds that a hunter could earn, broken bones and cut palms, a gore from a bladeback, a bite from a krayt – were good healers. Din owed his life to one.   
 So does Boba,  Din realized. It must have been a  jida – Ushib, even – who’d found Boba after he’d clawed his way free of the sarlacc. Din had seen Boba’s scars. He’d seen all of Boba’s scars. Ushib’d had a fight on her hands, keeping him alive. 
 And she helped Fennec, too.  Din had thought Fennec dead. The prosthetics in her stomach – jidaat knew how to rig prosthetics too. They’d lived long enough to scavenge technology from other people, to cobble together strategies and information from other tribes. 
Tusken prosthetics were rough. Unpolished. Nothing like a being could find in the Core or even in the Mid Rim. 
 But Tusken prosthetics usually work,  Din thought. Tusken medicine, as unpleasant and foul-smelling as it usually was, was designed to  work – there was very little room in the desert for things that  didn’t work. There was no room for error. 
“You’d – you’d lend us Ushib?” Din asked, hesitant. “We’re – Paz is very traditional. More than me, even. He’s – he isn’t Death Watch, not the kind you’re thinking of, but he’s. Hard. Inflexible.” 
“He’s important to you,” said Boba. His voice was very soft. “And – if  he dies, what happens to those kids?” 
“Strill and Jaig would take care of them,” Din said, but his heart was sinking. Strill and Jaig were barely more than children themselves. Blooded warriors, maybe, but still kids. He’d made the same argument to Paz himself a few minutes ago. 
“If all they’ve got are the  verd’ike,  those kids’ll be dead within a year.” 
“Strill and Jaig are good fighters,” Din said, trying to muster up the energy to be defensive. 
“I didn’t say they weren’t,” Boba returned. “But they’re  young, and they don’t know what they’re doing. Picking Arkanis, of all places – it would've been safer to wander out into the karking Dune Sea.” 
Din winced.
“I’m a mean old son of a skug, Djarin,” Boba said, very serious. “But that doesn’t mean I want to see a bunch of kids die.”
“Even kids that might be – might be Death Watch?” 
Boba froze. Din winced. He hadn’t meant to say it so baldly. But Din didn’t  understand – he couldn’t tell what Boba was thinking or feeling, how he was processing all of this information. 
“They’re still just kids,” Boba said, finally. “And you care about them. Don’t you?” 
That at least was a simple answer. Din nodded. “I do,” he said. “I don’t know them that well. Any of them. My job was – my job was to go out and hunt, to earn credits so we could keep the kids fed. But…” 

   They’re still my tribe.  

“I’m angry,” Boba finally said. His voice was tight with it. “But that doesn’t mean I want to hurt you.” 
Din looked at him sideways. “You’ve been happy with me and you’ve wanted to hurt me,” he said. His back tingled, remembering the strength of Boba’s blows. The bruises Boba had worked into his skin. 
“That’s different,” said Boba. 
“How?” 
“You can stop it, for one thing.” Boba’s tone was wry. “If we were up in my rooms, you could make me stop. But if I don’t help you, and those kids die – that’s not a pain you can get out of.” 
“And,” Boba added, when Din frowned and looked away, not sure he understood, “that’s not a punishment you deserve.  Or one those kids’ve earned. If you’re all Death Watch – well, we’re already gonna have to have it out, later. But none of those kids can be older than what, thirteen?” 
Din shrugged. He wasn’t sure. 
“They’re just kids,” said Boba. “And they’ve been through it. They’re not my enemies, and acting like they are isn’t  right. Isn’t honorable.” 
“Isn’t the Way,” Din murmured, thinking.
Boba snorted. “I told you,” he said. “I don’t follow your Creed. My actions are my own.” 
“But you’ll help? You’ll – you’ll have Ushib see if she can help Paz? You’ll protect them?” 
“For a few days, at least,” Boba confirmed. “If they want, anyway. Gorga’s still after us, Djarin. I commed Fennec. She doesn’t  think Gorga’s gonna make a move in the next few days, but there’s a risk.” 
“We’re – there’s always a risk,” Din said. His hands were shaking, relief and gratitude tangled up in his chest. “Mandalorians are always at risk.” 
Boba grunted. “True,” he muttered. “But still. A few days – yeah, they can stay for a few days. We can send them to Vanth after.” 
“We?” Din asked. 
Boba shot him a quelling look. 
Din held up his hands, unwilling to push Boba any further. 
“Thank you,” he said, genuinely. “I don’t – I dont know if Paz will appreciate it, but  I do.” 
Boba grunted again, then cleared his throat. “It’s – you said that you were with me.” 
Din nodded. “I am,” he said. 
Boba looked at him then, really looked at him, and Din could feel the weight of his gaze even though Boba still had his helmet on. 
“That goes both ways, for me,” said Boba. “If you’re with me, then I’m with you. Even if – even if I don’t understand how you can be Death Watch. You’ve shown me nothing but loyalty. It – I would be wrong, to turn my back on that, to keep back the loyalty you’ve earned through your own. If I don’t help you – maybe my father wouldn’t have,” Boba said. Din winced. 
“But my father’s father would have helped you,” Boba continued. “He would’ve thought it his  duty.” 
“He sounds like a good man,” Din murmured. 
 He sounds like a true Mandalorian. Like someone Din would be happy to follow. 

   But Death Watch – my people, maybe – killed him.  

“I never knew him,” Boba said. His voice had evened out some, had steadied. “He’d been dead for years by the time I was old enough to learn about him. But yes. He was a good man.” 
 A good legacy to follow. Boba didn’t say it, but Din heard it anyway. 
 I think,  Din thought to himself, staring down at the helmet in his hands,  that I should ask Boba what happened to his father, and to his father’s father. What really happened, when we – when we talk about all of this, after Paz is settled.  
“Thank you,” Din repeated. It felt like the only thing he could say. 
Boba  hmmed. The sound, familiar now in the same way that most of Boba was familiar, the way Din knew the strength in his hands and the patterns he used when he was fighting, the way he knew the rumble of Boba’s voice against his chest or Boba’s presence at his side, made Din smile tiredly. 
Boba caught it, and knocked his knee against Din’s. “We’ve still got a few hours in sublight,  Djar’ika,” he murmured. Din had to close his eyes against the endearment. “Worry about whatever it is you’re worried about later. Rest. You’ve still gotta haul that brother of yours off this rustbucket.” 
Din groaned. “He won’t be happy.” 
Boba just shrugged. “You’ve got a full field kit, don’t you? Just stick him with some imobilin. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
“I’m not  drugging – ” Din started, but let himself be drawn into a mild argument anyway. He saw what Boba was trying to do. Both he and Din  knew that they’d fight, once they’d made it back to the palace. It circled them both like a predator. 
But Boba was trying to bleed off some of that tension, to let Din  rest, to drop his guard a little, and even though he knew what Boba was doing, Din let him do it anyway. 
They squabbled for a bit over whether or not to drug Paz, then drifted into a more serious discussion about logistics. Boba had already commed Fennec and asked for Ushib, who was still in the Dune Sea, but Din would need to reach out to Vanth at some point and ask if Mos Pelgo would quarter six Mandalorians for a while. 
They’d need to up their patrols in Mos Eisley and the surrounding desert, too, and tighten Boba’s grip on Bestine and Mos Espa. Gorga would make his move eventually, but if Boba could anchor himself well enough, maybe they could at least get some warning before Gorga came crashing through Boba’s front door. 
The  Huntress continued her wobbly path through sublight. Din tucked his helmet back on during his conversation with Boba, not wanting to startle the kids or Jaig, who stuck his head out of the cockpit at one point to announce, cheerfully, that they were about to enter Tatooine’s atmosphere.
Neither Din nor Boba needed to be told to buckle in, this time. 
Boba gave Jaig the right coordinates for the palace. Strill stuck her head out too after she’d heard them, plainly confused. 
“I thought we were going to some village somewhere,” she said. 
“Change of plans,” Boba returned, enough authority in his voice that Strill didn’t argue. “It’ll be safer behind my walls, at least for a little while. And I’ve got access to a medic.” 
“You should tell Paz, too,” Din added, looking at Jaig. He hadn’t noticed down in the tunnels or in the rain, between everything else that had been going on, but where Strill’s armor was accented with stripes of gold, Jaig’s had splashes of dark blue. “He’s expecting – he’s expecting to go somewhere else.” 
“A real medic?” Strill asked.
Din coughed. Boba sighed. “A Tusken medic,” said Boba. “She knows what she’s doing. More than I do, anyway.” 
“More than I do, too,” Din put in. He tilted his head down the hall, where he hoped the foundlings were still sleeping. “And Tusken  jidaat – they look after their kids, too. Ushib can check the kids, make sure they’re alright. Take a look at Took’s arm.” 
“Sold,” said Strill, retreating back into the pilot’s seat. “Jaig, you got the old man?” 
Jaig nodded and loped down the hall, apparently unbothered by the  Huntress’s ominous rattling as she began her descent through Tatooine’s atmosphere. 
“Kark," Boba hissed, at one point. “I’m having this thing condemned for  scrap.”
They landed alright, though, the  Huntress touching down with only a slight wobble on the landing pad. 
Fennec was waiting for them when they disembarked. Din let Jaig heft Paz up and get him down the ramp – Din wasn’t sure that Paz would accept his help, not anymore. Strill herded the children off and Din and Boba took up the rear. 
Fennec flashed Boba a speaking look. 
“I’ve got a few rooms set up in the back wing,” Fennec said, pitching her voice so that all of them could hear her. “It used to be the slaves’ quarters, but we don’t keep slaves here. They’re isolated from the rest of our guests, and I’ll get you codes for the doors. No one will bother you.” 
“Ushib?” Boba asked. 
“On her way,” Fennec confirmed. “She was with A’Shek in the dunes – she’s got about a day’s ride, but she’ll be here tomorrow.” 
Din swore to himself, quietly. “Here,” he said, tossing his field kit at Strill. “There’s more bacta in there. More antiseptic, too. We’ll get – I’ll get you more. For the kids.” 
“I’ll get them settled,” Boba cut in. Din and Fennec both looked at him in surprise. Boba was watching Din. 
 He noticed that I’m not going with them,  Din thought.  He’s realized that something is wrong.  
Strill nodded. “C’mon, kids,” she said, collecting the foundlings like a vine tiger organizing her cubs. “Follow  dar’vod.  Djarin, will you – will you come later?” 
“I’ll… try,” he hedged. “Boba and I have some business, still.” 
Fennec’s eyebrows climbed even higher. 
“Eat first,” Boba instructed, shifting so that he was in front of the group, Jaig and Paz and Strill and the kids arranged behind him. “I’ll meet you up there.” 

   His rooms.  

Din nodded. He wasn’t hungry – was nauseous, in fact, a headache pounding at the base of his temples – but he’d at least pretend to obey. 
“I’ll get him something to eat,” Fennec said, in a tone that indicated she would ask more questions than she’d heap helpings of  easda or chuba stew onto Din’s plate. “Come find me before your business up top. I’ve got some updates for you.”
Boba nodded, then led the other Mandalorians away. 
Din watched them go, apprehensive. 
Fennec didn’t let him dwell. 
“Eventful day?” she asked.
Din had left to sunlight and had returned to the thin, blue light of the moons. The palace was almost unnaturally quiet. It reminded Din of his first days here, of the ragged outfit Boba had inherited, the skeleton crew. 
“You could say that,” Din  muttered. 
“What’s up between you and the boss?”
 Of course she noticed. “It’s… between us,” Din hedged. 
“Is it bad?” 
“It’s… probably not good,” Din admitted.  
“Is it personal, or business?” 
“Does it matter?” 
Fennec glared at Din. “If it’s business, I have to get involved,” she said. “If it’s personal, you two can punch it out and I can get on with my night.” 
“It's personal,” Din muttered. He thought for a second. “Is – is punching it out an option, with Boba? Would he rather do that than talk it out?”
“That,” said Fennec, deliberately, “is none of my business. You’ll have to ask Boba.”
“Great.” 
Fennec elbowed him. “Let’s get you something to eat, first,” she said. “Sounds like Boba thinks it’s going to be a long night.”
“I’m… not sure I can eat,” said Din. 
“Tough,” said Fennec. “We can just do bread, if you can’t choke down anything else. Or a nutri-shake. I’ve got plenty of those.” 
Din made a face. Nutri-shakes tasted like dust. 
“Bread, then,” Din said, realizing he wouldn’t win this argument. To his surprise, Fennec didn’t steer him into the throne room. Instead, she guided him through the back halls, then into the first lift up through Jabba’s old tower. 
“There’s food in Boba’s rooms already,” she explained. She didn’t leave Din on his own, which Din supposed he understood – Fennec took her duties seriously. 
They finished the trip up to the top of Boba’s tower in silence. There  was  food arranged on Boba’s worktable, most of it cold, covered dishes like flat japoor bread with honey, bantha yoghurt, a plate of  tamur.  
Din, knowing by now that Fennec wouldn’t leave until he’d eaten something, took off his helmet again and picked up a piece of plain japoor bread, methodically ripping it into pieces. The flavor was mild enough that Din could force it down, pausing to clean the taste out with water whenever his stomach threatened to rebel, and by the last few pieces he was even able to dip the bread in some of the honey and the bantha yoghurt. 
Fennec waited until he’d finished, then nodded, satisfied. “You said something about those friends of yours needing more supplies?” 
Din nodded. “Vizsla – the one in the blue and grey armor – he’s hurt. Badly. He’ll need antibiotics, some bacta and probably some painkillers, too.” 
“Easy enough,” said Fennec. “Anything else?”
Din shook his head. “How’s Gida?” So much had happened in the last few days. Din could hardly keep track of it all. Just this morning he'd woken up in Boba's bed. In his arms. That felt like it had happened years ago. If Din let himself, he could still feel the faint burn of Boba moving inside him. The heat of his cock. The bruising strength in his hands.  
“Much recovered, and back home with her family,” Fennec said. “We’ve posted guards at her place in the Quarter.”
“Any other trouble?” 
Fennec shook her head. “It’s been quiet today,” she said. “I’ve heard some rumors that Gorga’s hiring on Nal Hutta, but he hasn’t made a move yet.” 
“That’s… good,” Din said. 
Fennec hummed. “I’ll go make sure your people are taken care of,” she said. “You should rest a little, while you can. Or drink. Take the edge off. You look like you’re about to keel over.” 
“Thanks, Fennec,” Din said, rolling his eyes. 
She threw him a little salute, smiling slightly, and left him alone. Her smile hadn't reached her eyes, but Din was too tired to parse what that meant. She was probably just upset that Din and Boba had blurred the lines between their relationship so badly. That they'd made it, at least a little, Fennec's problem.  
Din didn’t rest. He didn’t drink, either. He didn’t even put his helmet back on. He just sat, sore and tired, thoughts whirling, and waited for Boba. 
Boba didn’t make him wait very long. He came through the lift a handful of minutes later, his helmet already off and tucked under his arm. He looked just as tired as Din felt. 
 Maybe we won’t have an argument after all, Din thought, though he wasn’t holding out much hope. Maybe we can just... pretend that this never happened. That felt like a coward's way out, though. Neither Din nor Boba were cowards. 
“Got your people settled, more or less,” Boba grunted, crossing the room. “You eat something?”
Din nodded. “Fennec will vouch for it,” he said. 
Boba just grunted again. He tossed his helmet onto his bed, where it bounced a little, then started shedding his armor with practiced ease. 
Din didn’t get up to do the same. He knew it was childish, ridiculous, but he felt  safer in his armor, more prepared to have an unpleasant conversation. If he stripped that away, he –
 I don’t know what’s left,  Din thought.  Just me, I guess.  It would just be Din himself, pale and vulnerable. He didn’t want to face Boba like that. He didn’t want to face Boba at  all, not with Paz’s anger still ringing in his head, but he definitely didn’t want to do it unarmored.
He did push his helmet away, though. He unclipped his spear and left it leaning against the table. He thought about taking off his jetpack, but that would mean taking off his cloak, undoing the straps of his cuirass, and that felt too vulnerable. Din put his hands in his lap and looked at Boba. 
Boba looked back. 
“So,” Din said, not sure where to start. “Death Watch?” He hadn’t meant to phrase it as a question, but it  was  one. Din didn’t really know what Death Watch  was.  
“You’re… probably not Death Watch,” Boba finally admitted. He tossed bits and pieces of his armor onto his bed after his helmet. “You – you  do have your honor, Din. You’ve kept your word with me. Death Watch – the Death Watch I knew lied when it suited them. You don’t.” 
“I – try not to,” Din said. His heart picked up again, fear coiling in his belly. “But I – I haven’t always been honest.” 
Boba stared at him. His expression was unreadable. “Does this,” said Boba, after a long moment of uncomfortable silence, “have anything to do with the fact that Vizsla’s down in my palace mumbling about how if he sees you again, he’ll kill you?” 
Din’s stomach twisted up even tighter at that, but he’d – well, he’d expected Paz to be unhappy. 
Din nodded. “It does,” he said. He steeled himself. Straightened his back. Sat as tall as he could. Din was a warrior. He could – he could take this, take whatever happened next, like a warrior too. “I’m  dar’manda,” Din said. 
Boba kept staring. 
Din took a shallow breath and pressed on, wanting to get it all out. “I should have told you,” Din said. “I’m sorry, I know I should’ve said something. I’ve been  dar’manda  since Morak. I’ve had – I’ve had  weeks to tell you, but I just – couldn’t.” 
“You’re – wait,” said Boba, voice strained. He held up a hand. “Start over. You’re  dar’manda?” 
Din nodded. “I broke the Creed,” he explained. “I showed my face, on Morak. Well, and – I’ve lost count, but dozens of times since then.” 
“What?”
“The Creed,” Din said, a little less sure now. “That I swore to follow, when I took the name  Mandalorian.  It’s – I know there are different Creeds, now,” he tried to explain. “But the one I swore – we don’t show our faces. Not to outsiders, not to other Mandalorians, not to each other. It’s  ori’dush.” 
“Evil?” Boba said, sounding startled. 
Din blinked. “Evil? No. Just – not permitted. Forbidden.” 
“Din,” said Boba, “ori’dush doesn’t mean forbidden. It means – something that’s evil.” 
“Oh.” Din blinked again, unsteady. “I’m – well, I guess it means the same thing, in the end. I wasn’t ever supposed to take my helmet off, not in front of another living thing, but I did. It was – I  had to, to get the information we needed, but I did it.” 
“If you had to do it, then you haven’t broken your Creed,” said Boba. He just looked confused, now, brow furrowed. “It was for your kid, right? I thought Mayfeld – ”
“There was an officer Mayfeld knew, in the mess,” Din explained. “He couldn’t show his face. But I’m – no one has seen my face since I was a child. I’m not – well, I wasn’t – on any Imperial or New Republic databases. And the terminal needed to scan a face to allow access to the fleet data and Gideon’s location, so…” 

   So I broke the Creed.  

“But that’s – that was for your kid,” Boba said. “You’re not  dar’manda. You were just looking out for your son.” 
“I was,” Din agreed. “But I  am. Dar’manda, I mean. There’s – I don’t know how other Creeds are,” Din admitted. “But ours is… firm. Straightforward. I showed my face. It doesn’t matter why I did it. That was enough to break it.” 
“And you can’t fix it? Atone, somehow? Repent?” Boba’s voice was climbing in volume. 
Din stared at Boba, incredulous. “It’s not something you can  fix,” he said. 
“It should be,” Boba insisted. His anger was rising along with his voice, and Din realized that Boba wasn’t angry at  Din. He was angry at something else. “What kind of Creed – if you hadn’t taken your helmet off on Morak, what would have happened?” 
“Mayfeld and I probably would’ve been caught,” Din said, bristling. He knew  why  he’d taken his helmet off – he’d been there, not Boba. Din was  still there in that mess hall, in part of his mind. Standing in front of the scanner, listening to Valin Hess call for his attention. Din would probably be there for the rest of his life. Caught on that edge, teetering between his Creed and his son.  
“You would have been killed,” said Boba. 
“Killed? No, we would’ve been – well, they would have killed us eventually,” Din admitted. The Remnants didn’t really have the means to keep long-term prisoners any more. “But not right away. We would have been interrogated. There would’ve been time to – to escape, or to get help.” 
Boba stared at him. “You would have been killed,” he repeated. “Fennec and I, your friend Dune, we wouldn’t have been able to get in to get you out. You would have  died. And then your kid – ”
Something cold settled in Din belly.  Grogu would have – no.  He couldn’t even think it. He  wouldn’t think it. 
“The Jedi would’ve gotten Grogu out,” Din said roughly. “Skywalker – he was already on his way when we took the light cruiser. We would’ve died anyway, if he hadn’t come. The darktroopers would’ve killed us, and taken Grogu back. Skywalker didn’t need our help,not really. The kid would’ve been – would’ve been fine.” 
Din knew that now, even if he’d had no way of knowing that Skywalker had been on his way on Morak. 
“You did it to save your son,” Boba said. “That’s not  wrong.” 
“No,” Din agreed. He didn’t regret it, taking his helmet off on Morak. He’d told Paz the same thing. Even if Skywalker would have saved the kid, Din didn’t regret going after him. He  wouldn’t regret it, even if it came at the cost of everything Din had ever been, everything he’d ever known. Grogu’s life was more important than Din’s place in the tribe.  
Din took a breath and made himself continue. “But it is against the Creed.”
“Why?” 
Din shrugged, not sure how to explain it. He didn’t know why. That was the law and always had been – Din hadn’t created it. He didn’t know who had. Some  alor, maybe, or a council of elders. But it had been the Creed for as long as Din could remember. 
“It doesn’t matter why,” Din said. 
“It doesn’t – of course it karking matters,” Boba growled. 
“It doesn’t,” Din insisted. “What matters is that I swore to follow the Creed, and then I broke it. I knew what would happen to me on Morak, Boba. It’s not like any of this,” he jerked his chin towards the bottom of the palace, the hall where Paz and the others had settled, “is a surprise. It went better than I thought it would, actually.” 
“Better – ” Boba stopped talking and pinched the bridge of his nose, like something Din had said was causing him pain. “Din,” Boba said, “Vizsla is down there muttering that as soon as he can walk again, he’ll try to kill you.” 
Din nodded. 
“And that’s a better outcome than you thought.” Boba’s tone had darkened. 
“Yes,” Din said. “I thought he’d try and kill me flat out, actually.” 
“You – ”
Din held up a hand, mouth thinning. He could see that Boba didn’t understand. His eyes were dark and clouded. “I didn’t say that I would let him kill me,” Din said. “Just that he’d  try.  And – it’s not that he  wants to kill me, Boba. It’s… a matter of honor.” 
“A matter of honor,” Boba said, flatly. 
“To him, yes.” 
Boba narrowed his eyes. “Explain.” 
“He means it as a mercy,” Din said, aiming for gentleness. “As a – release, as a way out. If he killed me, he’d spare me from living with – with my shame. My failure. A life as an outcast.” 

   Dar’manda.  

“An outcast,” Boba echoed. 
Din nodded. That’s what he was, after all. Cut from the Creed, from the covert. Din couldn’t go back now that he’d told Paz the truth. Paz would tell the others. And Din was one of the best warriors in his tribe, but he  knew that others would try and do the same thing – would try to kill Din, to spare him from a life of dishonor – and Din didn’t know the others well enough. Paz could be made to stop. Paz could recognize that he was beaten, especially now that he had kids to look after. 
“Your tribe,” Boba said, flatly, “is going to cast you out, because you, what? Showed your face to save your son?” 
“And have kept doing it,” Din pointed out, “but yes. The Creed… it keeps us together. Keeps us  safe. They won’t ever be able to trust me again. I’m – a weak link. Rusted armor.” 
“You are  not,” Boba growled, “weak. Or dishonorable. Or – Din, you are the  mand’alor. You’re – ”
He stopped, shook his head. 
Din’s skin prickled. “I’m – the what?” he said. Boba had called him that before. Down in Jabba’s treasure rooms. Here. But – Din had thought he’d been saying  Mandalorian.  
Boba’s expression opened with shock. “You don’t know,” he said. “Do you. What you are.” 
Din  did  bristle at that, hard. He set his jaw. “I’m not an  idiot,” he snarled. “I know I’m  dar’manda.  But  mand’alor – I don’t know what that  is.  I didn’t grow up like you did! We don’t – I don’t know why, but they never taught us  mando’a.” 
“But you know what  that is,” Boba said, pointing at Din’s hip. Din looked down. His eyes found the hilt of the darksaber. 
“It’s – Gideon just said that it was a weapon. A – a relic. Kryze wanted it because it’s a symbol of an old Mandalorian king, that’s all. Gideon said that it – ” Din stopped. His words caught in his throat. 

   Gideon said that it gives its wielder a claim to the throne of Mandalore.  

Din wasn’t  from Mandalore, not like Kryze. She wanted the throne, Din knew. Her sister had ruled there, before the Empire. 
 Boba wasn’t calling me a Mandalorian. He was saying  mand’alor,  two words.  Mand,  for Mandalorians, and alor. 
Cold sweat broke out down Din’s back. His mouth was dry. 
“I am not,” Din said, “the leader of  anything.  I’m not an  alor.” 
“That,” Boba said, jabbing his finger at the darksaber again, “says otherwise. You won it in combat, didn’t you?” 
“I – yeah, from Gideon,” Din said. 
“And he got it from Kryze, when the Empire crushed Mandalore,” Boba said. “There’s – I’ll admit that there’s some political maneuvering to be done, if you wanted to be the  mand’alor for real, but – Din,” he said, “you have a claim to it.” 
“I can’t,” said Din. His mind had frozen. He couldn’t – he couldn’t  think,  couldn’t understand what Boba was saying. Din couldn’t have a claim to the throne of Mandalore. He was just a bounty hunter. “I’m  dar’manda.  I can’t be this – I  can’t.” 
Boba shook his head. He didn’t understand, Din could see it. A bubble of panic was rising in his chest. 
“I broke my Creed,” Din tried, desperation burning behind his eyes. “And I’m  sorry.  Not that I broke it, but that I didn’t tell you, that I lied, that I’ve let you think that I was a Mandalorian all this time, but – I broke it. I can’t – I can’t fix it and suddenly be this  mand’alor. It doesn’t work that way.” 
“You’re not a  karking droid,” Boba shouted, throwing his hands out. Din pulled back, startled by the outburst. “You’re a  person. People – karking stars, Din.” Boba’s voice dropped back to a reasonable volume. 
Din just stared at him, wide-eyed. 
“You – you’re not a droid. You’re a man, and men – men break their promises, sometimes,” Boba said. He jabbed a thumb at his chest. “I’ve  broken my promises. Gone back on my word. My father – he threw his whole Creed aside. But to say that he couldn’t try to fix it – that  I can’t try to fix it, that there’s no point – ”
Boba shook his head.  
“You broke your Creed for good reason,” Boba said firmly. “And anyway, a Creed that has no give to it, no mercy – that’s not a Creed worth following. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
Din froze. 
“You didn’t,” Boba insisted. “You’re punishing yourself, locking yourself out from your people, but it’s not you who’s wrong, it’s your Creed.” 
“Don’t,” Din said. The bubble of panic in his chest burst and flooded him, washed Din away like a rouge tide or a sandstorm. It howled in his ears. He couldn’t breathe. “Don’t, it’s – ”
“Din,” Boba said, coming closer, reaching out. He saw that Din was panicked and took Din by the shoulder, drawing him close. It should have been comforting.  Had been comforting – Boba had held Din in this room half a dozen times, had soothed him, had talked Din back into his body after a session with the flogger. 
But this was – it was too  much, too much sensation atop the howling storm in Din’s thoughts. 
Mand’alor, he kept thinking.  The  mand’alor.  I can’t be. I’m  not.  And my Creed –
It wasn’t Boba’s Creed, but it had been  Din’s. It had been Din’s Creed for his entire adult life. 
“Din, I know it’s – I know it must hurt to hear,” Boba pushed. Din screwed his eyes shut.
 Stop,  he wanted to say.  Stop, please, I can’t hear this. I can’t.  
Because if Boba was right – if it was the  Creed that was wrong, not Din – 
 If it’s the Creed, then my whole life – then all of it has been wrong. Everything Din had done for his tribe. The comfort he’d denied himself. The months he’d spent hiding his face from Grogu. If the Creed was wrong – 
“Stop,” Din whispered. His voice was thin and broken. He wanted to – to hit something, to lash out, to fight – this level of panic meant that there was a threat somewhere, an enemy, and Din was exposed. But the only person here was Boba, and Din didn't want to hurt him. If Din started fighting, he didn't know if he'd be able to stop. He wasn't supposed to stop – Mandalorians were supposed to fight until the threat was gone, until their enemy had been dealt with. And if the threat was Boba, who Din –
No, Din thought, shying away from the depth of the feeling. No, I can't. 
Sparring was one thing, but this, the awful feeling underneath his skin, was worse. 
“It’s not your fault,” Boba repeated. “A warrior can take their honor back, if the path they follow is dishonorable. That’s been true for as long as Mandalore has existed. Your Creed is – ”
Din bared his teeth.
“Stop!” he cried, trying to pull away. Boba didn’t let him, confused. Something in Din tore open. He couldn’t  breathe.  “Gev,” Din said.. Boba tugged him. Din shrugged his hand off, violence bristling underneath his skin. “Gev,  Boba, I said  stop, let me go!” 
Din’s words registered and Boba pulled his hand off like he’d been burned, like he’d been scoured by acid. His eyes were wide. 
“Let me go,” Din repeated, even though Boba already had. “I can’t – I can’t – ”
“Din,” Boba tried. He didn’t reach out again, but his eyes were wide, concern stamped across his scarred face, and Din couldn’t even look at him anymore. He couldn’t  be here. He couldn’t breathe. 
The wide expanse of the desert – the stars, the moons, the empty sand – caught Din’s eye. A breeze shifted Boba’s billowing curtains. Boba’s windows, as always, were open. 
“I  can’t,” Din said, hoping that Boba understood, and before Boba could do anything, could reach out again, could stop him, Din lurched to his feet, took a long step towards the edge of the window, and jumped out into the open sky.
 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: Graphic depiction of injury (Paz’s broken leg.) Needles used in a medical context. Trypanophobia. Graphic depiction of violence. Din and Boba both execute some Imperials to cover their escape from Arkanis. Cultural trauma by the bucketful. Din and Boba have a fraught argument that ends with Din safewording out of the conversation. Din has a panic attack during said conversation. 
Chapter notes:
-Okay, this was a really heavy chapter. I can’t promise that there won’t be other chapters with heavy moments, but this was the chapter in my outline titled “sad bitch hours,” so. Take that as you will.
-I know Wookieepedia says that Paz is a male human Mandalorian, but we have no canon proof of that. He's a male humanoid, sure, but I'm kind of tired of "all Mandalorians are human" anyway, so. Pry Pantoran!Paz from my hands. I dare you. (Paz's wife Annika, Din's other friend from their childhood, is a Zabrak.)
-"Solus, T'ad and Ehn" translates to "One, Two and Three." Boba is, once again, being an ass.
-Did I intentionally keep Din from calling Grogu his son until this chapter for maximum impact? Yes!
-I have intensely strong opinions about how Din’s covert views their helmet -- conversations in S1 indicate very strongly that there are no exceptions. It doesn’t matter if you’re about to die. It doesn’t matter if you’ve been overpowered and someone else has taken your helmet off. It doesn’t matter if you’re showing your face to your spouse or your brother or your kid. There are no provisions, no caveats, and that has got to be profoundly traumatizing.
-This week’s frantic Wookieepedia searches included “antibiotics,” “fauna of Tatooine” and “Mando’a words for doctor.” (They don’t have one, naturally; there’s a word for medic, but not for surgeon, which seems odd, since Mandalorians are like, categorically among the highest-risk cultures for severe injury.)
-If you are a person who has at some point participated in A Song of Ice and Fire, yes I am strongly projecting Brienne of Tarth-esque “unintentional paragon of chivalry” energy for Din Djarin (she had no chance against seven, she knew, no chance and no choice) and no I will not stop.
-I spend entirely too much time thinking about the ecology of Tatooine and what grows and lives there. It’s fine. I’ve decided that they definitely do have bees.
-Din refers to Paz “stealing” Jaig and Strill -- what he’s referring to, basically, is the fairly-common phenomenon in some nomadic cultures of individuals leaving their home clan group or tribe for another. Sometimes this change is political, i.e. “I’m go fight for Jim Bob’s covert, because he keeps a Creed I agree with” and sometimes it’s motivated by other things, like a lack of resources (food, wealth, available partners, etc) in the home group (“Jim Bob’s covert has more Hot Young Singles than mine does”, a desire for personal fulfilment or glory (“Jim Bob’s covert fights in more battles, so I can win more honor and glory to my name”) or even just personal curiosity -- “I want to see how Jim Bob’s covert lives.” 
Using this kind of model means that, even if all of the young people of one group leave, the wider culture doesn’t die off, because the strongest groups have fresh infusions of fighters to survive. Jim Bob, because he has the resources to attract new warriors, has the numbers to take on bigger jobs/fights and hopefully to win them, which in turn gives Jim Bob access to more resources. More resources = more warriors, more warriors = more victories, more victories = more resources and the cycle continues. 
Add to this the fact that I also think Mandalorians are super feudal and you’ve got a cultural model that I think makes sense; there are all of these different factions and ideas because your average rank and file Mandalorian follows strong leaders, and the strong leaders we’re presented with -- Jaster, Tor and Pre Vizsla, Bo-Katan, Satine, Canderous Ordo, whoever -- have strong ideas. 
Middle-of-the-road Mandalorians, insomuch as any Mandalorian can be “middle-of-the-road,” when a tentpole of their culture is whole-hearted and sincere devotion to any of a dozen Creeds, probably… don’t tend to make much headway. All of their warriors -- vassals, like knights following a lord or samurai a daimyo -- are probably slowly “stolen” by stronger clan-groups. 
Once again, welcome to your weekly episode of "Mandalorian Inter-Clan Politics Are A Fucking Nightmare, Actually." 
Your song of the week is "Victory and Death," Kevin Kiner, because that is the kind of music you should be having arguments too. Ominous, mournful chanting for the win!
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    Chapter Summary

    Din Djarin, face down in a sand dune: "This is fine."



    Chapter Notes

      Y'all. Seriously. Your response to the last chapter just. Blew me out of the water. I'm so, so happy that so many of you liked the chapter, even though it was kind of relentlessly sad. All of your comments over the past two weeks have really brought a smile to my face!! I'm just. So stunned by the response to this fic. You're seriously the best.
I am still racing Book of Boba Fett to the finish line. We have episode titles but still no release date yet, so I've decided not to panic!
This chapter is... a lot of introspection. Sorry, if that's not your thing.
Also, there's more art! The lovely see8gras8kopf on tumblr created this wonderful piece for the last chapter! I would go back and add it to 22/or'trikar, but alas, I am out of end note. see8gras8kopf, thank you so much!!
(Also also, I have gone into the glossary chapter and updated it; we're now split into canon(ish) mando'a, mando'a I've made up, tuskra & ahra, then everything else.)
Please enjoy this chapter! Now if you'll excuse me, I'm going to knock back all of Visions all at once.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
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The good thing about the Way of the Rising Phoenix was that it left no room for panic. Din fell for a handful of heartbeats, plummeting fifty or sixty feet, heart in his throat and wind roaring in his ears, and then trained instinct took over and pushed past Din’s pounding heart, his swooping stomach. He activated his borrowed jetpack, thrusters growling, and stabilized in the sky. The grip of gravity loosened. 
Din picked a direction blindly and leaned into it, pushing the jetpack as fast as it could go. Din’s armorer was better than Axe Woves’, if he had one – Din’s old jetpack had let Din fly like a stooping starbird. This borrowed one was bigger, older. It couldn’t reach the same speeds as his first jetpack. Din felt more like an urusai using it than anything else, clumsy and lumbering and slow, but it didn’t really matter. 
All that mattered was getting  away.  
Din shot out over the desert with the wind still howling in his ears. Sand tore at him. He didn’t roll over in the air to see if the blast doors around Boba’s rooms had slammed shut. Din was afraid that they hadn’t, that Boba would be right behind him, and he was afraid of worse. That Boba had turned away. Left Din to fall. 
 He wouldn’t,  Din thought, struggling to remember the conviction in his voice when he’d said that he was with Din too. Boba’d sounded like he’d meant it at the time, but Boba had thought that Din was someone he wasn’t. Mandalorian and  mand’alor. Now that Boba knew the truth – 
Din pushed his borrowed jetpack to its very limits, desperate to outpace that thought, that fear. The palace was gone in moments anyway, whipped out of sight. The desert below flashed white and silver, rolling dunes and jutting ridges, the bones of old outposts and settlements gleaming where they weren’t swallowed up by the sand. Everything Din had grown familiar with, the palace’s sprawling grounds, the jumbled streets of Mos Eisley, the packed-down roads into and away from the palace, was gone. 
Some of the pressure in Din’s chest eased a little when he realized that. Realized that Din was outside of Boba’s immediate reach, at least for now. That Din was somewhere where no one knew him. Where there wasn’t anyone around  to know him. 
The sky was safer than the palace. Not much could get at Din up here. Not Paz with his anger or Boba with his expectations. Not much could catch Din, either – Boba could manage it in his starship, maybe, or another Mandalorian could do the same with a jetpack, but now Din didn’t know of any other Mandalorian who’d  try to catch him. Most of the ones Din knew would just let Din go, maybe hope that he died somewhere in the desert. Fighting a krayt dragon, maybe, or a bladeback boar. Then they could say that Din had at least died with honor, on his feet. Fighting to the death, like he was supposed to. 
Died with as much honor as an aruetii can have, at least. 
Din was almost fast enough to outrun that thought too, to lose it to the roar of the wind in his ears and the sand stinging his face, but not quite. The thought caught and stuck, like a burr working its way into the folds of his cloak. 

   That doesn’t make any sense.  

How could dying – in combat or in the wilderness, like an old king anooba wandering off into the desert rather than face the challenges brought by his pups – have more honor in it than staying alive to help the tribe? 
 Paz is hurt,  Din thought.  Strill and Jaig are just kids. Boba – Boba and Fennec are standing alone. They’re up against a bigger, stronger enemy. How could dying out here, leaving them to face Gorga on their own, be more honorable than staying alive to help?  
Paz wanted to kill Din. Din could – Din could deal with that, probably. Paz would expect Din to roll over and let him do it, too. That was the Way they’d been taught, after all. Better to kill those who broke the Creed, the  dar’manda, than to let them live and suffer. It was a mercy. It was safer for the tribe. 
Din  knew  that. Every Mandalorian who’d ever sworn to the Creed knew that. Someone who’d become  dar’manda  didn’t have the bonds to the covert that a true Mandalorian warrior had. Didn’t have the support, the protection. The  dar’mande were vulnerable. Outsiders could hunt them. Could pick them off easily. The way of the wurrek was closer at hand. 
 But – too many others need my help,  Din thought.  I  have  to help them. Kryze – I’m sworn to her Quest. And Boba’s helped me too many times. I owe him. I can’t repay it all, but I owe him. And Paz, the foundlings – Grogu – 
Din couldn’t outfly his obligation to them, couldn’t shake off twenty long years of habit, of caring for the covert, couldn’t shed more years of fierce, prickly, sometimes-sideways devotion to Paz as Din’s brother. He couldn’t outpace those things any more than he could run away from the way he felt about Grogu. 
 I don’t  want  to outpace it.  
Din loved Grogu. Grogu was easy to love, that was true. Almost everyone who’d ever met the kid loved him. But that didn’t mean that Din should stop caring about him. Just because the kid had more beings in his corner now, more teachers who looked out for him, didn’t mean that Din should pull his own care back from the kid like a krayt dragon hoarding its pearl. 
 By that argument, I shouldn’t stop trying to protect Paz and the covert, either.  Just because Paz had found Jaig and Strill – just because Din wouldn’t ever walk the halls of the covert again, credits in his pockets and beskar in his hands – didn’t mean that Din should stop trying to keep them safe. To  help.  

   I’ll never be Paz’s brother again. He might hate me for the rest of his life. But –  

 But,  Din thought, through the tightness in his chest and the panic still flickering around his mind like a campfire that had spilled its banks, taking half the forest with it,  that doesn’t mean that I should leave him to die. That he should  ask  me to leave him to die.  
That Paz should feel – dishonored, by accepting Din’s help. Like Din was rot in a wound, something to be cut out. Din loved Paz. Din was going to help him, to keep him alive whether Paz liked it or not, because that was what the covert  did.  
 Isn’t it?  Din thought.  Isn’t it what we do? What we’re supposed to do?  
Din had managed to outpace some of his animal panic, but he couldn’t outrun the confusion that had rushed in to replace it. Bewilderment. A sense of loss so deep and profound it felt like duracrete pouring wet and cold into the hollow places in Din’s chest. The places where his Creed had once lived. His conviction. Confusion and grief hardened inside him and dragged him down towards the sands. 
This time, Din didn’t bother trying to fight gravity. He let it pull him down, jetpack stuttering, towards the Great Dune Sea. He was still mostly blind with panic and the wind so the descent was sloppy, erratic. Din was trailing smoke. He saw tall, crooked shadows rearing up in front of him. 
Din didn’t care. 
He couldn’t help but think, bizarrely, of the first conversation he’d had with Luke Skywalker. Weeks ago now, when Skywalker had tried to explain to Din what the Dark Side of the Force was, what it felt like. 
 If you fall from high enough up, gravity will also kill you,  he’d said.  The Force is like that.  
Din wasn’t falling, exactly. Landing wouldn’t kill him. It would hurt, but it wouldn’t kill him. 
 Good,  Din thought, the edges of his mind still a snapping, snarling wildfire.  I want it to hurt.  
Din hit the sand hard, knees protesting. He kept his feet for a split second but he’d come in too fast – momentum carried him forward, shoulder first, into the side of a dune. Sand sprayed. The jetpack’s thrusters whined and spluttered. The force of Din’s landing scratched his cheeks and the leather of his gloves. His bad arm sparked white, pain shuddering behind his teeth, flashing in his eyes. Din didn’t care. 
His teachers would’ve made him run laps around the covert if they’d seen him stumble through a landing so badly, but he didn’t care about that either. 
This – the crash, the landing, the sand as it shifted and made room for Din’s body – felt right. It felt like where Din was supposed to be. Like what he was supposed to be. A dead thing soon to be swallowed by the desert. Soon to be bones and bits of gleaming armor. Everything Din had ever believed in told Din that this was  right.  
But something else flickered in the back of Din’s mind. The thought was cool, almost a balm. 
 I’m not dead, Din thought. 
Maybe he should  want  to be dead. That was what the Creed taught, after all. Better to be dead than dishonored. Din had  believed that. He’d wanted Cara and Karga to leave him in the cantina. He would’ve – he would’ve stood against the Imperials, given Cara and Grogu some cover, and then he would have died without showing his face. Died the right way. But – 

   I’m not dead. And I don’t want to be.  

Din – Din  liked  being alive. Even if it meant being alive as someone who’d become  dar’manda. He would never be a part of the tribe again, but that didn’t mean that Din’s life was empty or burned out, like a fire that had devoured all its fuel and left only ash behind. 
 I have – allies,  Din thought. Cara and Karga and Bo-Katan Kryze. And more than allies. Boba and Fennec, Vanth. Whatever Luke Skywalker and his little cluster of Jedi were to Din. I have friends. I have work to do. Others who share meals with me, who make sure I have the supplies that I need, the company.  
That was what  tribe  was, wasn’t it? Meals shared,  jor’ika over caf and red tea, someone checking over Din’s gear, slipping bacta into his field kit when he wasn’t looking. Vanth had gone out on patrol with Din. Fennec sparred with him. The Jedi – even K’Kruhk – had shared their home with Din, letting him borrow some of their calm, still peace. They'd let him sit in their overgrown garden until the noise in his head had cut out. Grogu just loved Din with the easy, uncomplicated love a foundling had for their rescuer. And Boba – 
 And Boba,  Din thought, face pressed into the sand,  Boba –
Din didn’t have the words to describe all that Boba had done for him. Sparred and wrestled and played with Din, inflicted hurt and soothed it away. Quieted Din’s thoughts. 
 Touched me, Din thought, the sense-memory of it strong, so strong he felt it even through the last wild edges of his panic, his fear. Boba’s fingertips tracing nonsense patterns on his back, a broad palm pressed against the bottom of Din’s ribs. 
 That’s what tribe is,  Din thought.  Clan.  Aliit.  I’ve lost the covert, but – I’m not alone.  
And Din liked it, the odd little patchwork group of friends and allies he’d stumbled into. He had liked seeing Boba’s little outfit grow into a little empire. He’d liked seeing Mos Pelgo’s streets expand. He’d liked getting to know Fennec Shand and Noora, liked wrestling with Boba and spending nights by his side. 
 And I want to see Grogu grow up, too. It had put Din’s heart to ease, seeing the kid settle in with the other Jedi. Din had liked Skywalker’s gentle humor just like he'd enjoyed Noora’s teasing. Had smiled to see the Jedi younglings and their interest in the world around them. Din had even liked his odd sort of rivalry with K’Kruhk. The little competition they'd started, K'Kruhk chasing Din away from lightsaber lessons and Din coming up with more inventive ways to watch them.  
Din didn’t know how much time it would take for Grogu to grow up. If he was fifty standard now and not talking, Din knew that he wouldn’t live to see the kid get much bigger, much older. He wouldn't get to see Grogu mature into an adult and take his place in the galaxy. 

   But another inch, I could live to see. Maybe long enough to hear him say his first words. To show him how to use a lightsaber.  

That was what Mandalorian fathers did, wasn’t it? Taught their chlldren how to swing a  kad, showed them the first steps of a self-defense kata, helped them put on their first set of armor. 
 I don’t want to die, even if – even if this grief will be with me for the rest of my life.  This heavy, bone-cracking sense of loss. Din hadn’t let himself feel it aboard Strill’s  Huntress,  when Paz had called Din  aruetii. Outsider. 
But he felt it now. 

   I’m lost.  

It hurt. Din had been stabbed. He’d been shot. He’d been cut and burned and had broken bones, had been concussed so many times that his ears never really stopped ringing. But this – 
Din had heard the elder warriors trying to save the life of a warrior named Hollan, once. Din hadn’t had much to do with Hollan. He’d been a good decade older than Din and his agemates, and Hollan had come to join their covert from another a few months before the covert had moved to Kashyyyk. 
Din and his agemates had loved Kashyyyk. The abandoned village they’d lived in had been so remote that the  alor had granted them permission to run through the forests like adolescent tachs, scrambling through trees and swimming in Kashyyyk’s deep lakes, exploring the strange, luminous depths of the shadowlands without an adult two steps behind everywhere they'd gone. Din and his friends hadn’t ever had so much freedom, and they’d gone a little bit wild with it.
Too wild, maybe, Din thought, remembering some of the bruises and scrapes he'd collected on Kashyyyk, the broken arm he'd earned falling out of a tree while looking for daubird eggs.   
But Hollan hadn’t like Kashyyyk much. Pallas had been the  beroya  for the tribe at the time and had been out hunting more often than not, which meant that the rest of the older warriors had been confined planetside. Hollan had chafed at the rules. The  alor’ d done her best to bleed some of the pressure off, letting Hollan roam over half the hemisphere hunting for food, but Hollan still hadn’t been around very much. 
Din and the other foundlings hadn’t really noticed his absence, either. They'd been too busy exploring, too busy challenging each other to jump off high branches or stick their arms down slyyyg holes.
But they’d noticed Hollan the day he’d come back from hunting mynocks. 
Din and Paz and Annika had been too busy running wild through the wroshyr forests to pay too much attention to their surroundings, but Kashyyyk hadn’t been a very safe place to live. A third of the planet had been under Imperial control, a third had been hotly contested between the Imps and the Wookiee resistance and the last third had been a giant, irritable predator that thought that Mandalorians might make tasty snacks. 
Hollan hadn’t run across mynocks on his last hunt. He’d run into a yuugrr. 
It had torn Hollan to pieces. He’d had enough armor on that he hadn’t died flat-out, not right away. Hollan had managed to kill the thing, had even managed to drag it back to the covert, and then Hollan had collapsed while Din and the other foundlings watched, shocked and horrified, and drowned in his own blood. 
The other warriors had done their best, but Hollan had been what the warriors called  hokan’yc. For once the alor hadn't scolded them for using a Mandalorian word, either. Maybe that was why the incident stuck out in Din's memory. Hollan had been hokan'yc. Shredded. Hollan had died before the sun had set behind the trees. 
Din felt like that now, a little. Chewed up and spit out, cut to strips. Torn to pieces, odds and ends scattered across half of the galaxy. Din had lost his Creed on Morak. His son on the light cruiser. His brother on Arkanis. Maybe he’d even lost Boba’s friendship, his warm regard, here on Tatooine. 
 But I don’t,  Din thought,  feel dead.  
Hurt – and not the good, clarifying kind of hurt either, the focusing kind of hurt, the kind of hurt Din had learned from Boba – but not dead. 
Maybe that was proof that Din had always been a coward, had always been the covert’s weak link, had never been a true Mandalorian at all, but – 
 I don’t want to die. I don’t feel like I  should  want to die. I don’t know who it would help if I did.  
Din could shoulder the burden of being  dar’manda. He’d proved that already. He’d broken the Creed weeks ago and he hadn’t gone mad, hadn’t started walking the way of the wurrek, hadn’t gone back on his word, betrayed his friends, suddenly started hurting children or small animals. He hadn't sold Boba out for his beskar and Din wasn't a mindless beast either. He was just – himself.

   I don’t need to die. I’m not a danger to the tribe. To the coverts.  

And Din kept circling back to the idea of  honor.  
A Mandalorian had a Mandalorian’s honor. Din – Din wasn’t Mandalorian any more. Thinking about it made his chest ache, but it wasn’t like Mandalorians were the only beings in the galaxy with any honor. Who kept their word. 
 Even the  alor  admitted that,  Din thought. That was part of the reason why she’d steered Din towards the Bounty Hunter’s Guild instead of the Black Sun or the Pyke Syndicate. The Bounty Hunter’s Guild had its own sort of creed and the  alor had known that. Recognized it. 
 So I can’t have a Mandalorian’s honor, not anymore.  Din had  known  that.  But – I can have a bounty hunter’s honor. I can have my  own  honor.  
It would be weaker than the honor of a Mandalorian, because a Mandalorian’s honor was also the tribe’s. That was what the tribe was  for – strength for everyone who was part of the covert. Support. Honor for all of them, and a shoulder to lean on if one stumbled, an ear to listen if one had doubts. The tribe was a dozen set of eyes watching for weakness.  
Din would have to be more careful, now. He’d have to be – 
 Smart,  he thought.  Honest. Watchful.  He wouldn’t have Paz to keep him in line any more, wouldn’t have the  alor’s advice, Annika’s insights. Din wouldn’t be able to listen to the elder warriors talk about their youth and what they’d learned, wouldn’t chew on those lessons for a few days and then pass them on to the foundlings once Din had taken their meaning into his own heart. 

   But I’m still – I’m still myself.  

And Din kept his word. 
He’d been  dar’manda since the moment he’d taken his helmet off on Morak, but he’d still kept his promise to Grogu. He’d gone back for the kid. He’d kept his word to Bo-Katan, too – he’d helped her defeat Gideon. He’d gone to Mandalore with her. 
And Boba – Din had kept almost every promise he’d made Boba. He hadn’t been honest, not about being Mandalorian, but Boba hadn’t  asked.  And he’d agreed that Din would have to keep some secrets to himself. Din had only promised Boba honestly on his knees. He hadn’t promised it for every aspect of Boba’s business. Boba hadn’t  asked for it, for everything. Just for the time that Din and Boba shared together. The floggings, the nights that Boba took control from Din’s hands. 
 I can still honor my promises.  Din had promised to help the covert. That was part of the Creed. Help for the tribe, aid and assistance, protection, shelter, defense. Din could still  do  all of that. He had the resources to help Paz. The skills. Din hadn’t lost that when he’d become  dar’manda.  If Paz refused that help – if the  Creed told Paz to refuse that help, when Paz was hurt and had kids depending on him – 

   If the Creed demands that, the Creed is wrong.  

Din hadn’t realized that until he’d gone to get Bo-Katan’s help rescuing the kid. By his Creed, he wasn’t supposed to be near her. She was a Mandalorian who showed her face. She was an outsider. 
 But I needed help, and she was willing to give it,  Din thought.  Because she’s Mandalorian too, even if she’s different. Boba helped me for the same reason – Grogu was a child, in danger, and Mandalorians help children who are in danger.  
 If the Creed tells Paz to turn his back on that – if it told  me  to turn my back on Grogu –  
 The Creed is wrong. 
Thinking  that made panic catch up with Din all at once. It hooked his claws into him, pulled tight at the skin of his chest, scratched his lungs open. His breath came in short and fast. His throat was dry with sand. 
But out here Din was in the open desert. There was no one around to see Din’s panic, to take advantage of his vulnerability. Here, it was safe to panic. 
 Well,  Din thought distantly, in that part of himself that he was unable to shut down, the watchful hunter, the foundling always waiting for bombs to start falling from the sky,  safer.  The desert is never safe.  
But the desert wasn’t Boba’s rooms, the circle of Boba’s arms. The desert was wide and dark and empty, but it wasn’t the look in Boba’s eyes. 
So Din gave himself over to panic, for a while. Sometimes, if nothing else worked, the only thing to do was ride the panic out. The watchful hunter in the corner of Din’s mind remembered that. Din’s body was just a body, after all. An animal, same as a bantha or an anooba or a junda bird. Panic wasn’t sustainable, and Din’s body would eventually realize that. 
All Din had to do was wait it out. 
It wasn’t  comfortable, but Din could survive it. He’d already decided to survive it. 
Pain lanced through his chest. His heartbeat wavered. Din’s breath caught, and caught, and caught. If he’d been standing he would have fallen over, too dizzy to move. His vision flashed. But Din was already down, cushioned by sand. He wasn’t flying any more, so he didn’t need to see. 
He just needed to wait it out. The watchful hunter knew how to do it. The foundling knew how to do it too. 
The Creed is wrong. The thought made his ears ring. 
Gradually, Din came back to himself. It was a fitful process, stopping and starting, breath stuttering in his throat, but after a time Din had his heartbeat under control again. His breath slowed. He was able to pull air into his lungs and the shaking faded to faint tremors, more from exhaustion than grief or pain or fear. 
Din was weak and dizzy and sore – his chest ached, his throat was raw and a headache had lodged itself behind his right eye like a shard of metal, searing and hot, but Din was alive. The panic had passed. 
The thought he’d had – the thought Boba had given him, standing in front of the windows – was still there. 

   The Creed is wrong.  

Thinking it made Din’s heart lurch again, pressure stabbing into Din’s chest, but he was too tired to panic this time. He was just – blank. Exhausted. 
The thought was still there. It rang through Din’s head like struck beskar. 

   The Creed is – it could be wrong.  

 Maybe,  Din thought, tiredly rolling over and forcing himself to sit up, shaking his head to clear it of sand and bad thoughts,  not  all  of it’s wrong. But part of it – part of it is. Might be. I don’t know.  
He sat there with that for a minute. 
“I don’t know,” Din said out loud. His voice scraped its way out of his mouth. The words fell into his lap like stones. “It – it could be wrong, but I don’t know.” 
He didn’t even know how to think about it, the Creed being wrong. How to pick it apart, to choose what was right and what wasn’t. 
 I’m not supposed to choose. It’s not – it’s not something that’s  supposed  to be part-right or part-wrong. It’s the Creed. It just is. 
The Creed was beskar. Pure beskar. Din would admit that he’d spent more time glaring at Paz than listening to his teachers during his earliest lessons in the covert, but Din remembered that much. True beskar was pure. It had nothing else in it, no inclusions, no trace bits of other metals. It was treated and tempered and manipulated so that it was free even of the earth and rocks it had grown in.  
That was why beskar was so strong. Outsiders called it ‘Mandalorian iron,’ but beskar wasn’t iron. It wasn’t steel. It was  beskar.  
 The Creed is like that. Pure. True. Strong because of it. There were no cracks to exploit in purified beskar and there were no cracks in the Creed. 

   I’m the one with cracks. Flaws.  

Din’s teachers had been plain about that too. The Creed itself was pure, but those who followed it sometimes weren’t. The Way of the Mandalore was not for the weak. Only the strong could keep to it.  
Din’s stomach lurched unpleasantly. He thought of Boba aboard the  Huntress. The way his voice had dropped when he’d talked about Death Watch. 
“They said that they were the  only Mandalorians,” Boba had said. “Because they were strong, and everyone else was weak.” 
Something cold and horrible curled up in Din’s gut, rattling like a spit viper about to strike. 
 How did we find the Creed?  Din wondered. Boba’d said that Death Watch hadn't had  a Creed. Their only law had been strength. But Din – Din’s people had laws. Rules. Not just that they couldn’t show their faces. They had laws for all sorts of things. Who could leave the covert and why; how an  alor was chosen; what was owed when a brother or sister called for help. All of that was part of the Creed too. 

   So we’re not as lawless as Death Watch, at least.  

That was a comforting thought. Cold comfort, but still. Din would take what comfort he could, for the moment. 
 But Boba – Boba’s not wrong. When Boba had said that Din was a man, and that men sometimes broke their promises. Went back on their word. Men weren’t beskar. Men could be weak. 
 But I knew that when I swore to the Creed.  Din had known that he could, theoretically, fail. That he could break the Creed. He’d known that he could lose a fight and lose his helmet. Could get hurt or die, could wake up one day and just  decide not to be Mandalorian anymore. 
Din had sworn to himself that he  wouldn’t do that, but. 
 I was just a kid. Kids believed in all sorts of impossible things. 
Din swallowed and scrubbed his face. He’d grazed his cheek during his landing, his forehead. The scratches were gritty with sand.
He didn’t want to be thinking about this. He’d never – he’d never  expected to have to think about this. Din had expected to be Mandalorian and then he’d expected to be dead. He hadn’t ever thought about having to live like this. 
 But I do want to live, and I’m  going  to live, so – 
 So,  Din thought, wiping sand and tears out of his eyes, chest sore,  I guess I have to think about it.  
Not thinking about it – pretending that everything was still the same, that Din was the same – would be a lie. 
 And I,  thought Din, looking around,  am not a liar.  
Din wouldn’t go back to pretending that nothing had happened on Morak. He’d tried that and it had landed him in this mess in the first place. If Din had just told Boba when Boba had first called Din to the palace – 
 No, Din told himself, firmly. There was no use in trying to jump backwards through hyperspace. Din had done what he’d done. He couldn’t change that. He’d done it. And now – 
 Now I have to live with it. The truth of that settled somewhere inside of Din’s chest. There wasn’t much room for it, not right now, between his expanded grief and shredded lungs, but it was there. 
 Either the Creed is wrong, or I am.  Either Din was the one who’d failed on Morak – who hadn’t been smart enough to find a way to get Grogu back without showing his face, hadn’t been fierce enough to convince Mayfeld to go into the mess hall, hadn’t been brave enough to go in blasters drawn and force Valin Hess to just give him Gideon’s coordinates – or the Creed was wrong to ask Din to choose between being Mandalorian and protecting his kid. 

   Protecting Grogu wasn’t wrong.  

Din knew that like he knew the way his knees ached when he changed climates too fast. Like he knew the steps of a  par’bevii  kata or the sounds the  Razor Crest had made as Din prepared to jump into hyperspace. 
Putting the kid’s life above Din’s own was  right.  
That was what a parent was supposed to do. Or at least what an elder of the tribe was supposed to do, if a child had no father or mother. 
The truth of that  was beskar, forged and tested. As soon as the armorer had given Grogu into Din’s care, she’d charged him with making sure that Grogu made it. That he made it to his own people or lived to adulthood. If that came at the cost of Din’s own life – 
 The Creed tells us that it’s worth it. That foundlings were the future. Worth protecting at any cost. If the cost of a child’s life was the Creed itself – 
 I paid it,  Din thought.  I did. And I’d do it again.  
 So if  I  wasn’t wrong to break my Creed…  
The thought was so enormous, so vast and dark and deep, a black hole in everything Din thought that he’d known, that Din had to put his head between his knees and breathe very slowly and very deeply for several minutes to stave off another bone-shaking bout of panic. 
 Or at least,  Din made himself continue, breaking the realization down into something smaller, something that he could at least get his head around or hold in his hands like a stone,  Boba’s not wrong.  
“A Creed with no give to it,” Boba had said. 
Din swallowed again. He made himself put his head up, made himself open his eyes, made himself turn into the cool night breeze of Tatooine, the wind stinging the scratches and scrapes on his face. 
“A Creed with no give to it,” Boba had said, “no mercy, is not a Creed worth following.” 
How many of the other warriors scattered across the galaxy in their coverts, with foundlings of their own to care for, had faced Din’s choice? Save the child or keep to the Creed?

   How many of my own people faced that choice underneath Nevarro City? 

Din hadn’t been there when the Empire had decided to punish the covert for Din’s mistakes, but he’d seen the aftermath. Dozens dead. Empty armor. His brothers and sisters scattered. 
How many of them had kept their helmets on, their faces covered, until they’d died? How many had been unmasked beforehand?
 Gideon was behind that attack.  Din frowned. His chest was very cold.  He knew us. He  knew  us. He knew – knows – Mandalorians. He – he would have  tried  to dishonor as many of us as he could. He would have made it a game.  
A terrible, awful game, one Din could barely even bring himself to think about, and one that left Gideon as the only winner. 
Din shivered. Half of it was the temperature. Tatooine was  cold at night, the Great Dune Sea shedding all of its heat as soon as the suns were behind the horizon, and the other half was Din’s panic, which had left him clammy and dazed. 
 A Creed with no give to it…  Maybe the Creed  was beskar. Beskar was hard and cold and unyielding, sometimes. Merciless. It was armor – that was the point. But the warrior inside the armor wasn’t made of beskar. Din had learned that the hard way. His arm twinged. His head hurt. 
 If you hit someone,  Din reasoned,  anyone, hard enough, no matter what kind of armor they're wearing, they’ll shatter.  
Losing the kid – Din couldn’t imagine losing the kid. It would have shattered Din. Breaking the Creed had broken him, but had broken Din like a rusted beam or a weak bone. 
 Broken bones can be mended,  Din thought, flexing his bad arm.  Broken metal can be welded over. But a  shattered  bone –  
That made Din’s thoughts turn towards Paz again, and Din sighed. 
 Paz and I have always been too similar, Din thought, wry humor beginning to shake itself off and crawl out of the dark hole in Din’s chest. Din had been as fierce an enforcer of the Creed as Paz. Paz had challenged Din on Nevarro, called him weak, called him a coward, but Din had nearly drawn down on Cobb Vanth over the Creed. He'd told Kryze and her tal'vode that they weren't Mandalorian. He’d tried to deny Boba his father’s armor, until he’d understood that Jango Fett had been a foundling. Din had been rigid. He’d been inflexible. 
But now – 
Framing the Creed in Boba’s terms helped. Made it manageable to think about, even if thinking about it still hurt. 
 If we’d thought that – there was a way we could show our faces,  Din thought slowly, wincing even as he did it.  If we showed our faces when we had to – if it was life or death for our children, not even for ourselves, then maybe – maybe more of us would still be alive.  
If there was a way to break the Creed and then make up for it, to weld over the break – a year in seclusion, some kind of service, a punishment,  something – Din’s tribe wouldn’t be down a hunter. Paz wouldn’t feel dishonored just for letting Din save his life. 
 But if we thought that we could break it,  Din thought, hearing the  alor’s  measured voice in his head,  what’s to keep us following it at all? If there’s no way to atone for breaking it, for exposing the whole covert to that kind of risk –  
Din shook his head. 
 I don’t have an answer.  He was going around in circles now, chasing maybes and what-ifs. Din doubted that anyone had an answer – Boba, Kryze, even Din’s  alor.  Paz didn’t have an answer. He’d been ready to condemn Din for breaking the Creed,  had condemned him, named him an outsider, even though Din had explained why he’d done what he’d done. 

   I’ve been ready to condemn myself.  

 That  thought hadn’t come in the  alor’s voice. It had come in Boba’s, thick with reproach. 
Something prickles underneath Din’s chest. Another thought or another revelation or another bout of blind panic. Din wasn’t sure. But he knew that he was too tired to face it, right now. There wasn’t any  time.  
 Paz is still hurt. Stubborn, angry with Din, ready to kill him, but still injured. Paz’s foundlings still weren’t safe. Neither were Strill and Jaig. Boba and Fennec and Noora and Gida, Kasyyk and Zero, Theran. Everyone in Boba’s palace was in danger and so were all of Boba’s allies, everyone who worked for him or with him, which meant that Vanth and his network were in danger too. 
Gorga the Hutt was taking aim at Boba Fett, and everyone who stood with or even near Boba was at risk too. Din had to protect them. He  had to – half of them were in this mess because of him, and he owed it to them to keep them as safe as he could. 
 I don’t have time to – to try and fix what’s wrong with the Creed.  To even think if Din  could fix it. 
It did help, a little, to have Boba’s voice in Din’s head too, not just the  alor’s. To have Boba’s thoughts and feelings there, his shock and his scathing anger. 
 Not at me,  Din thought, recalling their argument now that he was decently sure he could do it without panicking. He was too tired for more panic.  He wasn’t… mad at me. Or entirely mad at me, anyway. I think… I think he was angry  for  me.  
Din wasn’t sure why, exactly, Boba would be angry  for  Din. Boba had made it clear that he didn’t follow Din’s Creed and never had. But Din had figured out weeks ago that he probably wouldn’t ever understand Boba. He didn’t  need to understand Boba – Boba was constant without needing Din’s understanding. He was loyal and steadfast. 
Having Boba’s voice in Din’s head was – good. It made Din feel like he maybe hadn’t ruined everything. Karked it up, yes. He’d definitely done that, bolting out the window like a startled junda bird. But ruined it – 

   Maybe not that.  

Din ran a hand through his hair, wincing at the feel of sand all through it. There was even sand in his ears, working in to the creases around his eyes, his forehead. The texture of it was irritating but grounding, too. The sensations, the rasp of skin against sand, anchored Din firmly into his body. 
Din blew out a breath and got his legs underneath himself, though he didn’t heave himself up to his feet quite yet. Now that he’d managed to calm down some, Din felt a vague sense of embarrassment tugging at the bottom of his ribs. 
 I ran away, he thought. The embarrassment sharpened, took on the edge of shame. 
Din shouldn’t have run.  I’m not a coward. He should have stayed, should have – he’d needed some time to calm down, to stop feeling so cornered, but he shouldn’t have run. 

   What does Boba think?  

Din hadn’t had any time between Strill showing up and returning to Tatooine with six other Mandalorians in tow to process things. He’d lurched from crisis to crisis. Strill’s appearance, the realization that Din’s covert was related to Death Watch, the chaos on Arkanis. Din’s confession to Paz, then another confession to Boba and all that had come out after it. Din had done it all without any time to stop and think, to sit with his thoughts and try to order them all together, to fit them inside his head. 

   But Boba hasn’t had any time to think about anything either.  

It was never a good idea to corner a Mandalorian. Din had been pushed back, hounded by his own thoughts, by the look in Boba’s eyes, but Boba –
 Boba’d just found out that I might be part of the same clan that killed his family,  Din thought, rubbing his forehead.  Who made Boba hate other Mandalorians. We didn’t have any time to – to really talk about it. They’d had a few minutes aboard Strill’s ship, but that had been it. 

   I… kind of cornered Boba as much as he cornered me.  

Din dragged his hand down his face, guilt slinking in to twine around the shame in his gut. Din was – he’d had a rough few days. He could admit that to himself. A rough season, even, between Gideon and the light cruiser and all of the various little stresses in between. 
 But I behaved like a novice. Like a trainee out on his first hunt, letting his body run away with his head. 
A seasoned warrior – a good fighter – didn’t give in to panic. Din had survived more firefights and more battles than he could remember. He hadn’t panicked during a fight since he was a fresh foundling, overwhelmed by the steps of a sparring form.  
Din and Boba hadn’t been fighting, exactly – no one had exchanged blows or gone for their blaster. But still. They’d been… they’d been close to fighting. Close enough that Din’s body had thought itself caught. Trapped.
 I still should’ve kept my head.  Being  dar’manda wasn’t new. Din had thought about it. He should have been ready. He’d kept his head when he’d told Paz. He didn’t know why he’d been able to tell Cobb Vanth or Paz without panicking but had fallen apart in front of Boba. 
 Well,  Din thought, taking stock of himself.  I know part of why I panicked. I think.  
He’d left his helmet behind. His spear, everything that he’d taken off to leave on Boba’s worktable, but he still had the darksaber. It hadn’t fallen off during his flight. It hadn’t even fallen off when Din had landed and stumbled face-first into a sand dune. It was still there, resting against his hip, so small and light and familiar now that Din almost didn’t notice it. 
 The mand’alor, Din thought. 
That was what Boba had called Din. The leader. The – Din still wasn’t clear if Mandalore had a king or not. An emperor, a captain or even a chieftain. There were the  alore, the tribe-leaders, but above them – 
In Din’s covert, decisions that were too big for one  alor  to decide alone were decided by a council of  alore.  There was no one  alor who was higher than another. The alor who needed help making a decision called a council of at least two others, and then that council made decisions that would affect all of the coverts together. 
 But the  mand’alor…  That sounds like the leader of… of what? All Mandalorians?  And carrying the darksaber around – that made Din the  mand’alor?  
Din knew for a fact that no one down in the covert would know what the darksaber was. What  mand’alor meant. If Din walked down among them now with the darksaber on his hip, he’d just be – 
 I’d just be an outsider with a laser sword, he thought dryly. The darksaber wasn't going to impress Paz, the next time Din and Paz saw each other. 

   I don’t want it.  

Din unhooked the darksaber from his belt and held it in his hand.  I’ve never wanted it. 
Bo-Katan  did want it. Din had seen the hunger in her face when he’d walked onto the light cruiser’s bridge, kid in one hand, darksaber in the other. She did want it. She wanted all of Mandalore. She’d even told Din that much. It was her family’s right to rule. Her sister had once been Mandalore’s Duchess. Bo-Katan had taken the planet from someone named Maul. She’d done her best to rule it even as the Empire had circled the Mandalore sector like starving vornskrs, waiting for any show of weakness. 

   But if she wants it so badly, why doesn’t she just take it? 

Din had offered the darksaber to Bo-Katan half a dozen times by now.  If she really does want it, she can have it. She could’ve had it – I tried to give it to her before Skywalker even showed up.  
But something Boba had said stuck out in Din’s mind, now. A circuit for the switchboard Din had missed until now. 
“You won it in combat, didn’t you?” Boba had said. 
Din’s thoughts spun. Boba’d said that Gideon had taken the darksaber from Kryze in combat too – Gideon’d taken it some time during the fall of Mandalore, when the Empire had finally turned on the planet and started to glass them all. 
 Does that mean that Gideon was the  mand’alor?  Or – that he had a claim to be, at least? 
Din thought about it for a second, then pushed the thought away, hard. Gideon couldn’t be the  mand’alor. He couldn't be any kind of alor at all. Din didn’t know what the  mand’alor  was, exactly, aside from what he could put together from the parts of the word that he knew, but Gideon was not a Mandalorian. He wasn’t – he had no beskar, no Creed, no helmet, and even if being Mandalorian wasn’t contingent on any of those things, Din was pretty sure that Gideon wasn’t  from Mandalore either. He followed no way or Creed or Codex. 
 He is  not  one of us,  Din thought viciously. He couldn’t help but include himself in that, in  us.  Din had broken his Creed, but he’d never hurt a child. No Mandalorian – no  true Mandalorian – would hurt a kid the way Gideon had hurt Grogu. Din was sure of it. That was beskar too. 
 But he had the darksaber, and Kryze wanted to get it back from him. No, Din realized, slowing down. He forced himself to think instead of react. He had to remind himself that he was safe out here, alone and away from prying eyes and expectations he couldn’t match or meet. Din had the time to think. He should take it. He should try and put all of the pieces together, like a wooden puzzle box or the parts of the holocron. 
 Not just get it back,  Din thought.  If she only wanted it back, she could have taken it from me when I offered it to her. She – she wanted to  win  it.  
Kryze had claimed Gideon as her enemy before they’d all boarded the light cruiser. She’d wanted to fight him. 

   So she could win this?  

Din turned the hilt of the darksaber over in his hands. 
 So she could win this and, what? Rule with it? Become the king of Mandalore again?  
The darksaber didn’t look like the weapon of a king. It was unusual, that was true. It was something Din had never seen before, not until he’d met Ahsoka Tano on Calodan. 
But once the darksaber probably hadn’t been that unusual. There were hardly any Jedi left any more, but before the Clone Wars there’d apparently been thousands of them. Din didn’t know many Jedi, but the ones he did know all had lightsabers. Another lightsaber, even one as odd-looking as the darksaber, couldn’t have been  that uncommon thirty or forty years ago. 
The darksaber wasn’t even made out of beskar, like Din’s spear was. Din would believe that his spear belonged to a king before he’d believe the same of the darksaber. The darksaber’s hilt was made of just a plain, simple metal, something dark and matte, chipped and scuffed. There was nothing on it that Din would associate with an  alor, either – no bits of gold, no intricate patterns or designs cut into it to mark battles won or enemies defeated. It was just a weapon. Practical. Strange.
Karking useful, in its way – the darksaber had cut through vines and ribs both like they’d been made of flimsi. It could cut anything but beskar. But it was just a  kad. A sword. 

   Why does Kryze want it so much?  

Din curled his fingers over the hilt and thought about pitching the thing as far as he could into the sands. He had no idea where he was – the darksaber would be lost in seconds, swallowed up, and Din would never have to think about it again. He’d never have to see that look on Boba’s face again, hear the way Boba had said  mand’alor.  Din could forget all about it and go back to being – go back to being just  Din.  Not the  mand’alor. Not even a Mandalorian. Just – himself. Whoever that was now. 
 I don’t want to be – I  can’t  be an  alor,  not now.  
Din never would have led his tribe in the first place. He was  beroya.  Leading wasn’t his  job.  If Din hadn’t broken his Creed, he would’ve hunted until he’d either gotten too old to do it well or until he died. If Din had made it to be a  true  elder, Din would’ve come back to the covert, passed the  Razor Crest  off to the tribe’s next hunter and settled in to spend his days cooking and painting armor and patching things up around the covert, teaching foundlings and complaining about the pain in his knees. Someone else would have become the  alor.  
 Annika, probably.  Their  alor  hadn’t named a formal apprentice before Din had left Nevarro with the kid in tow. She’d still been young and strong, and the covert hadn’t been in obvious danger, where having an  alor’ika was necessary. 
But Din’s credits had been on Annika, for their tribe’s next leader. Ryna, maybe. Paz was patient enough with the foundlings but gave terrible, irritable advice to the other warriors, and Din himself was never around. But Annika – 
 Annika would have been a good alor, Din thought. He closed his eyes. Grief returned, displacing some of Din’s confusion, his dim anger. 
He hoped that Annika was still alive. She and the  alor  both – Din  wanted them to be alive. To be safe. He didn’t want Paz to have to lose a brother and a wife and a leader all at the same time. 
Din wanted the  alor  to be in front of her forge, shaping armor with steady, watchful patience. He wanted Annika and Paz to be there with all of the foundlings, walking them through the first steps of  par’bevii.  Din wanted to hear Denn and Tosho singing again, switching between mournful love songs and awful, embarrassing tunes they’d picked up sneaking off to cantinas while the  alor  wasn’t looking. He wanted to listen to Ryna going on and on about the latest device she’d built, the latest repair she’d made to the  Crest. He wanted the sturdy safety of the tunnels all around him, the caves of Dantooine, the comforting, quiet isolation of the high open air above Kashyyyk. 
Din wanted to be there with them. His people. He wanted to be with them. He wanted to be with them. 
He screwed his eyes shut. Tears burned behind his eyes. His grip on the darksaber was so tight that the edges of its slanted hilt dug into his hand. 
 I want to be with them,  he thought. He wanted – he wanted things to be like they’d been before. His life had been straightforward, then. Not easy, but it had made  sense. This, this new galaxy that Din had tripped into following Grogu, following Kryze, following Boba, didn’t. 
It didn’t make sense. 
 But I’m here.  Whether or not Din understood it all didn’t matter. He was  here,  and there was no way back. No matter what Boba said. No matter what Din thought about the Creed, the  what-ifs,  the  maybes. It wasn’t something Din could fix or mend. He hadn’t broken a bone that could be set or a beam that could be welded. 
He’d broken the Creed. 
Din gave himself half a minute to sit there, eyes shut against the galaxy, darksaber biting into his hand. Then he relaxed his grip and opened his eyes. The image in his mind, the covert across a dozen planets, always somewhere new but always warm and comfortable, faded. 
 I can’t be with them. The thought cut. But it was true. Din couldn’t go back to the way things had been before. He couldn’t go back to the covert. 

   But I’m not dead, either. Just because I can’t return to the covert doesn’t mean that I can’t be here.  

Paz – Paz had acted like Din was already dead. Like everything that had made Din himself was already gone, like his heart and his mind and his spirit were gone and Din’s body was walking itself around without realizing that it shouldn’t be. 

   But that’s not true.  

Din was alive. He’d broken the Creed, but he was still alive. 
Din swallowed. 

   Now I have to figure out what that means.  

Din’s teachers, the  alor,  his brothers and sisters in the covert – none of them had ever talked about what it might be like to break the Creed and  live after breaking it. No one had ever shown Din the way. 

   But I can find out.  

Din nodded to himself. It wasn’t his best plan. It wasn’t even really a plan at all. There was no navcomp to chart his next steps through the stars. No map he could follow. No coordinates he could punch in. But it  was a conviction, a direction, and Din had done more with less. 
 And,  he thought, to guard against the awful grief in his chest,  and I’m not alone.  
Din didn’t have the covert any more but he had other allies, other places to go. Boba and Fennec and Noora were even, Din suspected, his friends. Like Pelli Motto or Cobb Vanth. People that Din could trust, even if Boba was angry with him. 
“If you’re with me, then I’m with you,” Boba had said. He’d meant it – Din had  felt him mean it. Boba’s word was beskar too. He might – he might not want to talk to Din any more. To share meals with him, to spar or playfight or help Din find that quiet place inside his own head. To work bruises into Din’s back, to press kisses to Din’s collarbones. 
But he wouldn’t just turn Din out into the sands. 
Din took a steadying breath. He made himself loosen his grip on the darksaber. He made himself stand back up. 

   I am not alone.  

Feeling steadier, Din heaved himself up to his feet, shaking sand out of the gaps in his armor, and looked around. He knew – or at least he hoped that he knew – where Boba would be. Even in his panic and grief Din hadn’t heard Boba’s jetpack roaring overhead, hadn’t heard any speeders or ships drift by overhead or out in the desert, so Din hoped that Boba was still back at the palace. 
Din swallowed, throat scraping. 

   I told him to stop.  

That was a complicated feeling too. Din had – he’d never said  gev before, not during any of the nights he’d spent underneath Boba’s hands. He’d thought about saying it a time or two, but he’d never actually said it. 
Part of Din was relieved that Boba had listened. That what Boba had told him was true – Din could stop it, could make Boba back off, at any time. That Boba would  listen. That was – oddly freeing, in its way. Din didn’t have to worry about it anymore. He hadn’t really worried about it before, at least not consciously, but still. The word, and Boba’s deference to it, offered Din a layer of protection. He hadn’t really understood that before until he’d said it and Boba had backed away. 
The other part of Din was just flat-out  embarrassed.  Boba’d given Din  gev to use if Din got too overwhelmed underneath the flogger. If he panicked at the blindfold or the weight of Boba’s hips cutting into his. He hadn’t given it to use as an out during a conversation Din didn’t want to have. 
 I can – I can apologize,  Din told himself, squinting at the silver horizon.  I just have to make it back, and then I can – I don’t know, try to make Boba understand. I just have to get back. Everything else – I can think about everything else later.  
 So,  Din thought, scanning the horizon for any landmarks or structures that would help him orient himself in the desert,  where am I? 
The desert around him was featureless, a stretch of sand and bare rock the same as anywhere else in the Great Dune Sea. Din was fairly sheltered here – he’d landed in a sand dune but there were rocks towering around him, sturdy and sun-bleached, their shadows long and deep. 
But they were the only tall rocks or ridges around that Din could see. There was a blue shadow to the far east that might have been a ridge or a plateau, but Din couldn’t spot anything else. No half-buried settlements sticking out of the sand like blunted bones, no strange shapes made by rock arches or buttes. There was only the sand, rolling like a krayt dragon’s back in every direction. 
 But ground navigation’s not the only way to get around on Tatooine, Din thought. 
He’d first learned about astral navigation in the covert. The older warriors had loved to teach it to the younger ones. The best had been able to point to the stars from anywhere in the galaxy – on Kashyyyk, on Onderon, on Fest and Bracca and Nevarro and Ryloth – and trace the same shapes in the stars from different angles. 
 Look,  they’d say.  There’s the Old Shyyyo Bird. There’s the Shriek-Hawk. There’s the Akk Dog, the Drunken Soldier, the Great Alor.  
Din had learned even more constellations from the Tuskens. They had their own star-stories and their own ways of mapping out the desert by its seasons. What a Mandalorian covert might call the Akk Dog was the frontrunner of the Tuskens’ Anooba-Pack. The Great Alor’s eye was the Um’Ar, the emerald, and his helmet was the Bantha Mother. The Tuskens had the Summer Scythe, which rose when it was time to harvest japoor grass and poonten seeds, and they had the Rain-Father when it was time to gather near the oases during Tatooine’s two or three weeks of rain. Young Tuskens took their blood rites when the Cedru Tree sat squarely between Tatooine’s three moons, and bantha calves were always born as the Far Scout slipped past the western horizon. 
Din craned his head back and studied the sky. 
 There,  he thought, tracing the shape of the Warrior’s Knife, its tip the first star nearest to Chenini, Tatooine’s smallest moon.  I know where I am.  
Din had gone south and east of the palace. The Great Dune Sea expanded for miles and miles on all sides of Boba’s territory, but Din had flown towards the very heart of the desert. 
He snorted.  I’m not a teenager any more,  he scolded himself, vague embarrassment coming back to tug at him.  I shouldn’t act like one. Flying off like that, without a plan –  
Panic could make even the most seasoned fighter do some stupid things, but it was hard to imagine anything more stupid – more needlessly risky – than flying off, alone and mostly unarmed, without food or water or even a way to cover his face against the relentless heat of the day, into the middle of Tatooine’s largest desert. 
 At least I know how to get back,  Din thought, bracingly. He could be back at the palace before the suns rose. 
He hadn’t quite figured out what he was going to do when he got there, yet. He wasn’t sure what he was going to say. He was going to apologize to Boba. Pelt Paz with bacta patches. Avoid everyone else, unless Boba got angry again, in which case Din intended to find Fennec and use her as a particularly sharp-tongued buffer. 

   But I'm going back.  

Settling that argument in his own heart loosened something in Din’s chest. 
 I know Boba now,  Din thought. He and Boba would probably argue again. Boba might decide that he wanted nothing to do with Din, that Din had lied, had pushed Boba too far. He might decide that even though Din wasn’t a Mandalorian any more he  had been Death Watch, or close enough to Death Watch to be the same thing, and that he didn’t want Din around. 
 But he’ll at least let me talk first. He’ll listen to me. He listened to me when I said  gev.  He’ll – he’ll keep listening.  
Boba had listened even though he hadn’t been flogging Din, even though he hadn’t taken Din into the still, quiet place inside of Din’s own head where listening to Boba, letting him control what was happening, was the most important thing. Boba had stopped anyway. He’d let Din go. 

   He’ll hear me out.  

Paz – Paz probably  wouldn’t hear Din out, but that was okay. Din didn’t need Paz to listen or even to understand. 
 I need him to rest and recover. To get back on his feet so he can protect those kids. That’s all I need from him. If he wants – if he wants to try to kill me,  Din thought,  he can try. But he hasn’t been able to beat me in a fight since we were kids, and I won’t make it easy for him.  
Mind set, Din shaded his eyes against the silver light of the moons and looked out across the desert. He could make it back, but he wanted to make sure that he wasn’t being watched first. Both A’Shek’s people and Vanth’s had reported movement in the Dune Sea. 
Din couldn’t see anything from this height. He turned around and boosted himself up onto the rocks behind him, wincing as the motions jarred everything that already twinged and ached. Once he had the high ground, Din looked out across the desert again. The sands were still all around him, quiet and empty, except – 
Except there was something moving in the sky, trailing fire and smoke behind it. A distant roar echoed over the empty dunes.
Din straightened, wary, and looked harder. 
He didn’t have to squint for long. The shape came closer, the roar growing, and there was really only one thing that moved through the skies of Tatooine like that. 
 A Mandalorian,  Din thought, heart sinking.  With a jetpack.  
Paz hadn't had a jetpack on Nevarro. Din hadn’t seen it on him, but it might have been in one of Strill’s gear rooms aboard the  Huntress. Strill and Jaig hadn’t had jetpacks either. 
The only other Mandalorian on Tatooine that Din knew of with a jetpack was Boba Fett. 
Din thought, briefly, about pressing himself back into the shadows of the rocks and hoping Boba passed him by. Just because Din had decided to shake himself off and fly back to the palace didn’t mean that he was ready to face Boba  now.  
But it was, Din thought, a little fatalistically, already too late. If he could see Boba, Boba could certainly see him – Din doubted that Boba was stupid enough to go flying in the desert without a helmet on. He probably had his visor and his HUD, thermal imaging switched on to track life moving in the desert. 
 Hiding,  Din thought, remembering Cobb Vanth hesitating at the top of the stairs leading down towards Boba’s throne,  never helped a dune worm.  
Swallowing, flexing his fingers to try and stave off their nervous twitching, Din stepped farther out on his rock so that all of his armor caught the light of the moons. 
It worked. Boba caught sight of him on the rocks and changed course. He was only a klick or so away, and then he was a hundred yards, a hundred feet, rocketing over Din’s head before swinging back around, looping the rocks, to land in the sand beneath Din. Once he’d landed, Boba tilted his head up to look at Din. His helmet was too dark, the paint too smooth and matte, to catch the moonlight, but the edge of his visor caught a shard and reflected it. 
Din and Boba stared at each other for a long moment, silent. 
Then Boba called up, “Not thinking of jumping, are you?”
The words were sharp, pointed. Din winced. 
 I deserved that, he thought wryly. 
“No,” said Din. He turned his back on Boba for a moment to scramble back down the rock. “Just – just trying to figure out where I am.” 
Boba snorted. He gave Din his space, though. Made no move to get any closer. Din watched him for a moment, feeling unaccountably nervous, then took a few cautious steps in Boba’s direction. 
Boba didn’t move, either to back away or meet Din in the middle. He was as still as a stone. 
 Like he was on Arkanis, with the foundlings, Din thought. 
He frowned a little. He didn’t know what to make of that idea.
“I’m – sorry,” Din said, taking another step closer. “I’m – ”
Boba held up a hand, the movement sharp. Din closed his mouth. He swallowed reflexively and stopped moving. 
“What,” Boba finally said, voice tight, “are you doing out here. I thought – I thought you’d gone to Mos Pelgo.”
“That… probably would have been smarter,” Din admitted. He shrugged with one shoulder. “I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t – mean to come out here. I don’t even know where here is. I just… picked a direction.” 
“Did you know,” said Boba, almost conversationally, “that once I got the blast doors open, Fennec and I had to search the sands for your karking corpse?” 
Din  did  flinch at that. He hadn’t – t
The blast doors worked, then, he thought. As soon as Din had jumped into the sky, the doors that protected Boba’s room had come down. Boba hadn’t seen Din fly off. He hadn’t been able to. 
“I wouldn’t – I wasn’t jumping to fall,” said Din. “I just – ”
He stopped again. 
 I needed – it was either fly away or punch you,  Din wanted to say.  And if I'd started punching you, I don’t know if I would’ve been able to stop.  
His body had been so afraid. Was  still afraid, really, though Din was determined not to let panic overrun him again. 
Din cleared his throat. “I was – surprised,” he tried. That sounded better than 'out of my karking mind,' anyway. “And – and upset.” 
Boba watched Din. His visor still had that shard of moonlight in it, bright and fierce. Din looked at it as long as he could, hoping that he was meeting Boba’s eyes, and then looked away. His skin prickled. 
“I’m sorry,” Din repeated, lowly. “I didn’t – I wasn’t trying to worry you.” 
“You weren’t trying to worry me,” Boba echoed. His tone was flat. “Djarin – ” Din winced at that, the loss of familiarity “ – you dropped your safeword on me, and then you jumped out of my window.”
“And I’m sorry,” Din said, staunchly. He set his jaw. He didn’t know what else Boba wanted to hear. 
“For which part?” Boba growled. 
“...Both?” 
Boba pressed the heel of a hand to the middle of his forehead and pushed, like Din sometimes did with his own helmet to feel it dig reassuringly into his forehead. Din just watched him, tense again. 
“You… shouldn’t be sorry for telling me to stop,” Boba finally said. He sounded very tired. “Gev – I pushed you. Okay. You tried to tell me to stop  without the word and I didn’t listen. That’s on me. You did the right thing,”
Something in Din’s chest loosened at that. 
“But as for  jumping out the window – ”
“I had my jetpack,” Din pointed out. 
Boba took his hand away from his forehead and  glared. Din could feel the strength of it even with the beskar in between them. 
“Did you,” said Boba, slowly and clearly, “remember that you had your jetpack on at the time?” 
Din paused. “I would’ve… figured something out,” he said. “My grappling hook, maybe. It wasn’t – hey!”   
“You – gar dar’retyc,” Boba snarled, and tackled Din back into the sand dune. 
Din had only been half- ready for it – he’d expected Boba to take a swing at him, something Din could duck or dodge, not tackle him. Din caught Boba with a grunt, taking most of the impact across his chest, their beskar clattering half a dozen high, lingering notes where it hit together, but wasn’t in the right stance. Boba bowled him right over, sending them both crashing down into the sand. 
For a handful of seconds, they struggled. Din hadn’t been expecting to get tackled and didn’t have the best angle to shove Boba off, but Boba didn’t have enough purchase in the sand to stop Din from struggling entirely. 
Din got a knee up between them and  shoved, digging it into the gap underneath the edge of Boba’s cuirass. Boba swore and pinned both of Din’s wrists. His grip was so strong that even with the gauntlets on Din could feel the pressure. His armor creaked. 
Din briefly considered slamming his forehead into Boba’s again, but Boba was wearing armor and Din wasn’t. Din had no desire to end up back in medbay because he’d cracked his skull open against Boba’s. 
Din pushed up with his knee instead, viciously satisfied at the half-hissing, half-growling sound Boba made. 
“Karking  quit it,” Boba growled, his voice pitched just like an  alor calling out orders on the battlefield, and Din’s whole body tripped over itself to obey. He’d gone still and pliant underneath Boba before he’d even fully realized what was happening. His reaction surprised Boba, too – Boba had been wrestling for control of Din’s hands and hadn’t expected Din to yield up so easily. He pulled too hard and Din cried out, his bad arm sparking white. 
Boba let go immediately, snatching his hand back. 
“Sorry,” Boba said gruffly. He’d let Din go, but he hadn’t moved anything else. His weight still pressed Din down into the sand. “I’m – sorry. I didn’t mean – ” His fierce tone softened. 
“It’s fine,” Din muttered, pulling his hands towards his chest. He relaxed his knee, pulling it away from Boba’s gut. “I’m… sorry too. I didn’t mean to – ”
To fight back like this. To shout  gev in Boba’s face. To jump out of the tower. To burden Boba with all of this. 
Din swallowed, chest sore, and tried again. “I am sorry,” he said. “For – for worrying you, at least. I was just – ”
“Like I said.” Boba shifted his weight a little so that he wasn’t bearing down quite so much, though he was still keeping Din pinned in the sand. His new position let Boba rest his helmet against the top of Din’s pauldron, which he did. Their beskar murmured together. 
“I pushed,” Boba continued, addressing Din's shoulder. “You – you asked me to stop, before you used your word. I didn’t listen. I should have.” 
Din looked at the top of Boba’s helmet. He wondered what the little red stripes meant, stamped on the edges of Boba’s visor. Din thought that the stripes might have been gold back when Cobb Vanth had worn the armor, but they were red now. Din wondered what that meant.  
“I’m the one who panicked,” Din said. “You weren’t – you weren’t doing anything. We were just talking. But I – ”
“Had a long, kung-awful day?” Boba suggested. His voice was muffled against Din's shoulder but Din liked the contact, so he didn't push against it. “You told your – you told Vizsla that you were  dar’manda,  didn’t you? On the  Huntress.” 
“Yes,” Din said. 
“That’s why you were sitting in the cargo bay with your helmet off.” 
It wasn’t a question, but Din answered it anyway. 
“Yes,” he said. 
Boba was quiet for several seconds. 
Din abruptly wished that they’d shed their armor, their flightsuits, their clothes – he wanted Boba’s skin pressed against his own. He wanted to feel Boba’s heartbeat echoing in his own ribs, his own lungs matching Boba’s steady breathing. 
Din settled for shifting a little himself so that he could press his hand, gloved, to the edges of Boba’s  kar’ta beskar, fingers tracing its smooth, clean edges. 
“I don’t understand,” Boba finally said, voice loud in the quiet. “Why that – why saving your kid – makes you  dar’manda.  Why can’t you show your face? Even Death Watch showed their faces. Kryze does, and she was  Kyr’tsad for years.” 
“That’s the Creed we swore,” said Din, aiming for steady. “I don’t – I don’t know  why. They never told us why. Just that it was the Creed. We all followed it.”
“All of you?” 
Din nodded. “From the time we were foundlings.” 
Boba’s silence, this time, was more potent. Heavier. Like he disapproved. 
A faint flash of anger flared somewhere behind Din’s ribcage. 
“It was the Creed,” Din repeated, forcefully. “No one  made me keep it. But – but I swore to it. To become a Mandalorian. That’s how – that’s how it was for us.” 
He’d almost said,  That’s how it’s  done.  That’s how you become Mandalorian.  

   But that’s not true for Boba.  

“I shouldn’t have pushed,” Boba finally muttered. “I didn’t – you carry that thing around.” He meant the darksaber. Din knew it instinctively. “You fight with Bo-Katan Kryze. I thought – I thought you knew what it  meant.  But I should’ve known differently.” Boba’s tone took on a wry edge. “You weren’t kidding, when you told me that you didn’t speak  mando’a. Were you.” 
His question was heavy and double-edged, like a  verd  knife without a hilt. 
“You don’t know what you are,” Boba had asked, staring at Din across the floor of his rooms. The floor where their makeshift sparring ring was still painted. Where Boba had pressed Din down just a few nights ago. “Do you?”
Din laid there in the sand, the word on the tip of his tongue.  Gev.  He could make Boba stop, and Boba would  listen. Din knew that Boba would listen. 

   Gev.  

But Din didn’t say it. He tucked the word back behind his teeth and said, “I can’t – I can’t be the  mand’alor,  Boba. I  can’t.”  
Boba was silent. 
“I know – I know you never swore my Creed,” Din continued. He felt Boba tense, but Boba still kept his silence. “But I did.” Din tilted his head back and looked up at the stars. “I did, Boba. And – and maybe I need to think about it more.” 

   Really think about it. Maybe let Paz yell at me. That helped… put some things into perspective.  

“But it’s  mine,” Din said. “It was mine. And I can’t just – I can’t just  decide  that breaking it didn’t matter. Doesn’t still matter. Even if you don’t agree. You didn’t swear to it. You don’t believe in it. That’s fine. But  I – ”
“But you did,” said Boba, heavily. “Or you do.” 
Din shrugged a little, sending sand skittering down his back. “I did,” he agreed. “I… I do.” 
“Who’d know?” Boba asked. His voice had gone soft. “Din – Djar’ika – if being Mandalorian is what you want – who’d know? If you decided to put your helmet back on? Follow your own Creed? Who’d know?” 
“I would,” said Din. “I’d know. And Paz, too. Assuming his leg doesn’t rot off and take him with it, he’ll tell the others. Our – our people. They’d know.” 
“Have you ever thought,” Boba murmured, cold metal cheek pressed up against Din’s, “that maybe you’ve got too much honor?” 
Din huffed. “No,” he said. 
“Well, you do,” Boba grumbled. “Gar ori’buyce. Ori’karta.”
“I don’t know what that means,” Din said. Boba sighed. 
“It means,” he said, “that you’re a menace. You can’t be the  mand’alor, you say. That’s fine. You don’t want it, you don’t want it. But – if you don’t want it because you don’t think you deserve it – ”
“Boba,” said Din warningly,  gev leaping to the front of his mouth again. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. 
It was hard to panic like this. Boba was such a solid, reassuring weight above him, pressing into him on nearly every side, that Din couldn’t help but feel – protected. Sheltered. He should have felt trapped, pinned, should have been panicking, fighting, thrashing to get free, but –
 But I know Boba.  And thrashing hadn’t helped throw Boba off before. Boba’d pinned Din down several times. It had hurt a few times, even, but it was still  safe.  
Boba subsided with a grumble. 
Din sighed. “Why – why does it matter so much to you?” he asked. “It’s not – This is my burden,” Din tried to explain. “It’s not yours. We’re friends – ” Boba shifted a little, almost like he’d flinched underneath the helmet, which made Din stumble a little over his words. “Were friends, I’m sorry, I know that I lied, but – but it’s still my burden. You don’t have to carry it for me. You  can’t.  You weren’t  aliit.” 
“It matters,” said Boba, his voice a little ragged now, “because it’s not  right. Your Creed – I didn’t take it,” Boba continued. “I don’t know what all it entails. But it matters to you. Doesn’t it?” 
Reluctantly, Din nodded. 
“And it’s causing you pain,” said Boba. 
Din nodded again. It  was. There was no point in lying about it. “It is,” Din agreed. 
“There are other Creeds out there,” Boba argued. “Creeds with give in them, Creeds with room for mistakes. You could – ”
“I couldn’t,” Din interrupted, thinking that he understood now. At least a little more than he had up in Boba’s rooms. 
Din had asked Boba, on the  Huntress, what the difference was between the pain Boba could inflict with a flogger or some clamps, with his hands, and other kinds of pain. 
“You can stop it,” Boba had said. “If we were up in my rooms, you could make me stop.”
Din couldn’t make this – the grief in his chest, the weight of it – stop. Not even by following another Creed. Picking a new set of words, putting his helmet on, calling himself  Mando again – 
 None of that would make this stop, Din thought. 
“Why not?” Boba demanded. 
Din turned his face towards Boba so that their foreheads were pressed together. The cool metal of Boba’s helmet soothed some of the stinging in his scraped forehead, his cheek. 
“Boba,” Din said, “not every pain in the galaxy will go away if you say the right words.”  If you do the right things.  
Boba stilled. 
“I didn’t make a mistake, either,” Din continued. It hurt – of course it hurt – but he made himself keep talking. “When I broke the Creed. It wasn’t a mistake. It was for Grogu, and it  worked. We got the kid. Took down Gideon. That wasn’t a mistake.” 
“But – ”
“It wasn’t,” Din said firmly, with all the conviction he could pull up from his belly. “I’d do it again.” 
“Your brother wants to kill you,” said Boba. 
“He does. But,” Din said, trying to lighten his tone a little, “Paz hasn’t been able to beat me in a fight since we were kids  and he had two good legs, so…” 
That drew a snort out of Boba, rusty and raw. 
“You are a menace,” Boba agreed. “But you’re outnumbered. Vizsla’s got the  verd’ike. ” 
“Are you sure about that?” Din asked. “Jaig thinks the sun shines out of your  shebs. You could probably win him over.” 
“True,” said Boba. “And this – this killing Vizsla’d try to do, there’s no rules about having to face him off on your own, are there?” 
“There are,” Din admitted. “But they’re rules for Mandalorians. I’m  dar’manda, remember? I can bring an extra blaster or two to the fight.” 
“Dinii,” Boba muttered, and the endearment was a little victory. Din’s heart lifted. Boba's arm tightened around Din's middle. The strength of his grip was a little victory, too. Proof that Boba was with Din still. That if Paz tried to kill Din, Boba would stand between them. 
Or at least beside me, Din thought. 
“Paz might want to kill me,” Din said. “He’s – we’re  supposed  to, that’s what we’re taught. To spare the  dar’manda  from having to live without the tribe, without their honor. But I don’t have to lay down and let him put a blaster bolt in my head, Boba. I don’t  want him to.”
Boba dug a testing elbow into Din’s ribs. Din shoved him back. 
“Alright,” said Boba. “Alright, fine. You say you’re  dar’manda – you’re  dar’manda.  As long as you’re not going to throw yourself out of my bedroom anymore, you can be  dar’manda.” 
“Gracious of you,” Din muttered. 
“Ne’johaa,” Boba said. “It’s… we’re gonna have to talk about this,  Djar’ika.” 
Din scowled even as his heart lifted again at the nickname. The proof of Boba’s lingering affection. Din was thoroughly sick of talking about this. Everyone – everyone who mattered to Din knew that he was  dar’manda, now, so Din wasn’t sure why they had to talk about it. There was nothing to talk about. 
 Not even what I’ve been thinking, Din muttered to himself. The complicated tangle of grief and anger and confusion he’d started to untangle the first time he’d been laying in this sand dune. That was a knot for Din to unwind, not Boba. 
“Later,” Din said.  Much later,  he added to himself.  Never, if I can get away with it. Boba wasn’t likely to let him, but – still. 
 Still, Din thought.
“Later,” Boba agreed. With an enormous sigh, he heaved himself first to his knees, looming over Din, then to his feet. Once he was upright, Boba dropped his hand down and pulled Din up too. They both shook, sand scattering everywhere, and then looked at each other. 
Something pulled at the corner of Din’s thoughts. “How’d you find me, if you didn’t see me fly off?” he wondered, looking around again. The desert was still featureless and vast. The odds of Boba finding Din out here, only an hour or two after Din had flown off in his panic, seemed vanishingly small. 
“Ah.” Boba shook his head. He sounded like he was grimacing. “I didn’t know you were out here,” Boba said, gruffly. His voice was muffled by Din’s shoulder. “Otherwise I would’a brought your helmet.” 
“It’s… fine,” Din said. He ran a hand through his hair, scattering even more sand. “I’ll survive.” 
“Will you?” Boba reached out, slow enough to give Din time to pull away if he wanted to, and when Din didn’t pull away, Boba caught Din’s chin and tilted his face from side to side, no doubt studying Din’s scrapes and scratches. “You sure you’re not gonna lose another fight with a sand dune?” 
“Gar – what’s the Mandalorian word for ‘obnoxious pain in my  shebs?’” Din asked. 
“Mando’a,” Boba corrected. His gloves were warm. He let go of Din’s chin and pulled away, but not before brushing a thumb over one of Din’s cheekbones, clearing away some grit. “And I’m not teaching you how to swear, Djarin.” 
“Fine,” said Din, relaxing. He watched Boba out of the corner of his eye. “You’re an obnoxious pain in my ass,” he said in Ryl. 
Boba snorted. “How to swear in  mando’a,  then. Ask one of Kryze’s  verd’ike.  Rank and file grunts usually have the best ones, anyway.” 
Din rolled his eyes. “Said like a man who doesn’t know any swears,” he said. Din reached for a harmless memory, one he could touch with only a faint stab of pain. “The  alor washed Paz’s mouth out with sludir soap, once. He’d called her a – ” Din paused, ears still burning faintly to think about it. 
Boba leaned in, head tilted to the side curiously. 
Din sighed and told him. They’d been on Ryloth at the time. Ryl was half-spoken and half-lekku movement, but that hadn’t stopped Paz from immediately picking up anything and everything profane. 
Boba chuckled. 
“I would’ve taken some sludir soap to him too,” he said. “Still not teaching you how to swear, though.” 
Din chuckled back. The sound was hoarse but he managed it. “You said that you didn’t expect to see me out here,” Din said, looking down at himself to make sure he hadn’t lost any gear to the sand. He caught sight of his left gauntlet and frowned. 
The gentle, thin strip of light that glowed around the edges of Din’s comm link had gone out. When Din looked closer, he saw that the surface of it had cracked. 
“I think you broke my comm link,” Din said, shaking his wrist out. The device’s screen flickered, but didn’t spark back to life. 
“Sorry,” said Boba, not sounding all that apologetic. “You can have one of the spares Fennec keeps around when we get back to the palace.” 
Din heard the question in Boba’s voice, even though Boba hadn’t asked one. 
 Are you coming back? He was asking. 
“Sure,” Din agreed. “Back at the palace. Still not answering my question, though. If you weren't out here looking for me, what are you doing? You’re – we’re, what, twenty, thirty miles from the palace?”
“Twice that, actually,” said Boba. 
Din winced. He hadn’t realized that he’d gone so far. It was easy to eat up some distance in the jetpack. He resisted the urge to apologize again. 
“What are you doing out here, if you’re not looking for me?” Din asked again. “You weren’t looking for me, were you?” Boba’s reticence put Din on edge again. 
“Ah,” said Boba again. “No, I wasn’t – you seemed like you needed space,” he said. “I wasn’t looking for you.” 
Din’s brow furrowed. “So what are you doing out here?” 
“Looking for Ushib,” said Boba, grimly. “Picked up a distress call from her about an hour after you left.” 
Din straightened. “Ushib? She’s in trouble?” 
“Don’t know for sure, but it seems likely,” Boba said. “She commed Fennec. Fennec got a bit of information out of her. Ushib had just passed the Dragon’s Backbone, everything was fine, then Fennec heard something and the comm cut out. We haven’t been able to raise Ushib since.” 
Din’s whole body, despite its exhaustion, came on alert again. 
 Ushib is a  jida, Din thought.  A medic. She’s – she’s the best chance that Paz has, right now.  
“Where’s the Dragon’s Backbone?” Din asked sharply, already searching the horizon. “It’s, what, a ridge?” 
“Sandstone spurs, yeah,” Boba said. He pointed farther south. “Not too far from Spotted Anooba’s usual stomping grounds.” 
“What did Fennec hear over the comm?” 
Boba spread his hands. “She just said she heard  something,” he replied. “Couldn’t say what, just that she’d heard it and that it set her on edge. And when Fennec tells me she’s on edge…” 
 I’d listen too, Din thought. Fennec was level-headed, even-tempered. Cold as a night on Hoth, but steady. For her to get nervous… 
 “You got some spare fuel?” Din asked, still searching the horizon. 
“I do,” said Boba, tone wary. “But – you’re not fully-armored. You should head back to the palace. I can find Ushib.” 
“What if she’s hurt too?” Din challenged. “If she’s been scooped up by – by slavers, or Gorga’s people?” 
“You think Gorga’s behind this?”
“I think we’re being watched,” said Din bluntly. “All of us. Anyone who comes and goes from the palace regularly.” 
Someone had been waiting in the desert when Din had taken Gida home. If they, whoever they were, had bothered keeping an eye on  Gida, who was just a kid tending bar a few nights a week, they were almost certainly watching Ushib too. 
Boba’s expression, thunderous, told Din that Boba agreed. 
 It could just be a coincidence, Din told himself. The desert was never safe, not even for a Tusken grandmother. Anything could have happened. A sandstorm, a canyon krayt, even a speeder accident. 

   But for Ushib to go missing, only a few days after Gida and I were attacked?  

 No,  thought Din.  No, that’s too much of a coincidence.  
Gida hadn’t been the target of that attack on the road. Din had. Whoever had been watching had seen Din appear and decided to try and get rid of one of Boba’s more prominent allies. Ushib – 

   Maybe, if we’re lucky, Gorga’s people think she’s just… a scout. Someone who goes back and forth, reports what A’Shek and his people have seen in the desert.  

If Gorga’s people knew that Ushib was not just Boba’s cook but his medic too… 
 Fennec’s said that there are spies inside the palace, Din thought grimly. His instincts twitched. He was right about this. He knew he was right about this. It made an awful, horrible kind of sense. 
Attacking a medic was a coward’s action. But it was smart, too. 

   We’ve already got wounded back at the palace.  

Din curled his hands into fists, tightening them until his gloves creaked, then looked at Boba. 
“I’m helping,” Din said, flatly. 
Boba’s mouth pressed into a thin line but he must have seen the determination in Din’s eyes, because he didn’t argue. “You have flares?” he asked. 
Din took quick stock of his kit. “No,” he said. His left gauntlet was mostly empty – Din had burned through the last of his whistling birds on the light cruiser and none of Kryze’s people were armorers. 
“Here,” Boba said, fishing a few flares out from a pouch strapped to his leg. “Fuel, too.” He unhooked a small canister from underneath his jetpack and tossed it to Din, who took that too. “Quadrant by quadrant. She was north of the Dragon’s Backbone when she commed Fennec. Don’t get more than three klicks away from me, alright? You see Ushib – you see  anything – you fire off a flare. I’ll do the same. Okay?” 
“Okay,” Din agreed. 
“Don’t do anything stupid,” Boba warned. “I’d rather not have to haul you  and Ushib back on my own.” 
“Same for you,” Din returned. “You’ve got the only working comm.” 
Boba snorted. “Three klicks,” he repeated, then fastened his helmet back on and took off, roaring up into the sky. 
Din took a handful of seconds to secure everything, to check over his weapons and make sure no sand had gotten somewhere it could cause a jam, and then he followed Boba. 
Boba tore off to the southeast, trailing smoke. Din followed but angled himself towards the southwest. Three klicks wasn’t a wide range, not up in the sky, but Din did his best to stay in that range. He knew the boundary was mostly so Boba could keep Din within a reachable distance, if something happened. If whoever had jumped Ushib had brought along a pulse rifle and felt like trying to shoot Din or Boba out of the sky. Din tried not to chafe at it. Boba was trying to protect Din, and himself. 
 That means that he probably does forgive me, Din reasoned. It at least meant that Boba still cared for him. That Boba wanted Din around, at least, if not safe. 
 Boba’d said as much, Din thought. He still ached a little where Boba had collided with him and tackled him into the sand. Din was going to have another bruise even despite the beskar. 
But Boba’s actions backed up his words, and it was Boba’s actions that settled Din the most, that made the raw, suspicious corner of his mind quiet down. 
 I didn’t ruin everything, Din thought. He knew that Boba was still angry. Din was still angry too, dimly and distantly. But Boba didn’t hate Din. Not if he still cared enough to keep Din close at hand. 
 He doesn’t hate me for being Death Watch. For being dar’manda. 
The thought was still small, an ember, but it was warming, and Din wanted to wrap it up and tuck it away inside of chest, safe and protected. He wanted to be able to examine it later. To feel its warmth. 
 Later, Din reminded himself, focusing on the task at hand. 
Boba had become just a thin streak of smoke in the sky three klicks distant. The desert below Din was still mostly sand, but some rocks and ridges had appeared too. The sky was still dark, lit only by the moons. Ghomrassen had started to plod towards the horizon, pulling Chenini and Guermessa along behind it, but the suns still had a few hours before they rose over the desert. 
 I really should have brought my helmet, Din thought. 
He didn’t really want to drop any lower and potentially put himself in range of anyone with a long-range rifle, but Din didn’t really have any choice. He couldn’t see much from his height, only vague shapes, and if Ushib was hurt, if she’d been ambushed, Din needed to be close enough to search for her in the dunes. 
 Sorry, Boba, Din thought, adjusting his angle so that he dipped lower, wind ruffling his hair as he dropped. 
A ridge of silvery rocks was rising ahead of Din. He dropped a few hundred feet, still well-above the ground, and circled them. 
 This must be the Dragon’s Backbone. The rocks were sandstone spurs, like Boba had said, banded different shades of white and silver and blue. In the sunlight they’d be red, wind-weathered and worn, pocked by kirik-flies. The spurs were laid out in a long, wandering ridge, kinked and crooked, and from up here Din could see how they’d gotten their name; the rocks looked like a krayt dragon’s spine, meandering this way and that like a dragon’s back as it stretched out and warmed itself in the suns. 
 This is where Ushib was last, then, Din thought, dropping even lower. He circled the rocks a few more times, drifting closer and closer as each successive pass showed Din more of the rocks. 
 No snipers, he thought. He didn’t have thermal imaging to confirm, but the rocks themselves were bare and harsh – climbing up them without a jetpack or at least very good equipment would be a challenge. The top of the ridge was empty. 
Din dropped even lower, close enough that if he wanted, he could cut his jetpack and land on one of the rocks. He didn’t land but instead started searching the ground around the spurs.
 There,  he thought, finding a track, long and smooth and flat, in the sands.  A bantha-path.  
If Ushib had planned to make the trip from the Spotted Anooba’s territory back to the palace in a day and a half, she wasn’t travelling by bantha. She most likely had a speeder, like A’Shek and his warriors. 
But Tuskens, even modern-minded ones, were a people of habit, and even though the Spotted Anooba didn’t keep bantha any more, Din doubted that they’d forgotten all of the old bantha-paths through the Great Dune Sea. 
 The bantha know the best way through the sand. Where the ground was firmest, where the water was, where bantha mothers could stop and rest in the shade, where the bulls could wallow and cool off. 
Din picked up a little more height, making sure he could still see Boba in the distance – he could, though Boba had been reduced to a faint orange flicker, his jetpack glowing like a candle – then dropped again, keeping four or five hundred feet off the ground. 
 She’d gotten past the Dragon’s Backbone,  Din thought, turning north.  But not much farther. So whatever had happened to her had to have happened – there!  
There was a speeder lying on its side, half-buried in a sand dune. Din’s stomach dropped for a second, but as he drew closer he could see that it was just an abandoned speeder. There were no bodies. 
Din shifted his gaze, scouring the ground around the fallen speeder. 
 There. Tracks – footprints in the sand, large ones. Sentients in boots. At least two more speeders – Din could see their tracks, straight lines cut into the desert, where no straight lines normally existed, and immediately swung off after them. 
He did take the time to fire off a flare, keeping his promise to Boba, but picked up speed as he followed the speeder-tracks. 
The speeders – two of them, and fairly powerful ones, to throw up sand on either side of the thrusters like they had – had gone north. The lack of a body by the crashed speeder made Din hope that Ushib was still alive. Hutt thugs wouldn't bother with a burial. If they had killed Ushib, they would have left her for the anooba. 
Din followed the speeder tracks for two or three miles, still heading north. He’d slowed down enough to search for any other signs along the path, which was why he saw the second crashed speeder; it was laying on its side, still smoking faintly, and there  was a body. 
There were two bodies, actually. Din dropped into a crouch and landed for long enough to check. Both were human,  ootmian – offworlders. They hadn’t come dressed for the desert. Only one had goggles. The other, a youngish human man, was so wind- and sand-burned he looked like his entire face was going to peel away. 
The one with goggles was a woman, and she was older. The speeder crash had done for the man, if Din had to guess, but the woman – 
The woman’s throat had been cut. From behind, by the depth of the wound. Whatever had given the woman the injury had been sharp. 
 My credits are on a krayt-bone knife,  Din thought, jumping back up into the sky. The jetpack whined. Din hoped he found Ushib soon – he was going to need to stop and refuel.  Good for Ushib.  
She’d killed her attackers, then. They probably hadn’t bothered to check a Tusken woman for weapons. Everyone, even offworlders, knew that it was the Tusken men who fought in raiding parties and war bands, who attacked settlers and hunted for moisture farmers in the dunes. 
 Idiots,  thought Din.  This is the desert. Everyone fights.  
Din followed the now-solitary speeder track, which was still aimed north, towards Mos Eisley. 
He didn't have to fly very far. Din hoped that Boba was behind him, but didn't want to take his eyes off the sands to check. There, snaking its way between a ridge and a wandering sand dune, was a speeder. 

   Ushib. I hope.  

Din circled her a few times, letting the moons flash off his armor. Ushib was Spotted Anooba. The Spotted Anooba knew Din. At least they knew his armor – Din and Ushib hadn’t ever met, but Din had hoped that she’d heard at least half as much about him as he’d heard about her. 
Once he was sure that she’d seen him, Din dropped down and landed lightly on one of the ridges, high enough up that he could dodge a blaster bolt if it turned out that the Tusken on the speeder – and it was a Tusken, Din had seen their robes flapping in the wind – wasn’t Ushib, and wasn’t friendly. 
Din did see Boba in the distance, a small speck of fire coming closer. 
 Good, Din thought. He looked down into the sands and waited for the Tusken to approach. As the speeder – a 74-Z, its nose bent in by a recent collision but otherwise functional enough – came closer, Din let his guard drop a little. 
The Tusken on the speeder was a woman. 
The difference wasn’t always easily spotted by outsiders. There weren’t any differences in stature or size between Tusken men and Tusken women, and all Tuskens wore protective masks and gear to ward off the worst of the sand and the wind and the suns. 
But Din had spent plenty of time among the  tuskra, and knew the differences. Male Tuskens wore cowls made of layered scraps of fabric, carefully wrapped each morning in the privacy of their tents. Tusken women wore cowls that were one long, single piece of rich fabric, each stained with dyes made from the herbs and roots a tribe could gather from inside its territory. 
This Tusken’s cowl was the color of rust. Din could see that it had been red, once, rich and deep, but had faded from years and years in the suns. Four womp rat tusks were sown underneath her cowl, two on each side, one to mark each child she had raised to adulthood. Her face was covered with an elaborate mask that had been inlaid with fragments of canyon krayt pearls and burnished dark wood and even tiny, glittering gemstones the canyons sometimes gave up; banded blue  zurd  and bright green  um’ar,  fine translucent  barji that glittered like the distant stars. 
Din took her appearance in, confirming what he’d hoped, what he’d already known. She was of high status – the gemstones set into her mask were usually given as gifts by younger females in the tribe, payment for a lesson taught or a childbirth eased. The Tusken woman’s bloodmate had been a successful hunter, too, to have brought her so many krayt dragon pearls. The dark wood inlaid into her mask was from a safi tree, which grew along oases. Red dye was common among the high mountain tribes, where ghumar trees grew and dropped their heavy red fruits. 
The high mountains were a long way from here – the White Bantha had taken Din with them to visit the mountains once, and he remembered being surprised to see  green on Tatooine. There weren’t many tribes in the mountains, though; the mountains had a growing season but it didn’t last a full year, and the growing season was the only time that life in the mountains was tolerable. 
 A high-status Tusken woman, riding alone through the desert,  Din thought. She was on a speeder, so she  had to be Spotted Anooba, though Din didn’t know of any high mountains that would foster ghumar trees in Spotted Anooba lands. 
She could only be one Tusken. 
Relief swarmed Din’s chest. Din had to swallow it back as he climbed off his rock, dropping his eyes deferentially. The woman let him approach, watching from her speeder with her impassable mask trained on Din’s face. 
Din pressed a hand to his chest, over his heart, to greet her. 
The Tusken woman pressed her hand to her own chest, greeting Din back. 
 I know who you are,  Din said, tracing the words with his hands.  You’re – he paused. He didn’t know her name-sign. He settled on a sign he did know. Din spread all of the fingers on his right hand and touched the corner of his chin, moving his hand forward in two small motions.  You’re the    grandmother of the Spotted Anooba, he said. 
The Tusken woman nodded. Her womp rat tusks made her look fearsome.  I am    Ushib,  she said, teaching Din her name. The motions made him smile, tiredly.  Sharp knife, she named herself. A good name for a Tusken grandmother. 
 I know who you are too,  Ushib continued.  You are the dragonslayer of the northern desert. The friend of the White Bantha and the Sun Rock.  
 I’m Din,  Din said. His name was given in two parts, too.  A finger tapped right over his chest, over the  kar’ta beskar  set into his armor, then  a hand at the side of his helmet. 
 Din,  said Ushib, greeting him formally.  What are you doing out in the desert, dragonslayer? Shouldn’t you be safe behind walls? The dunes are not safe at night, not even for someone like you.  
 I’m – Din paused again. 
The desert isn't safe. An understatement,  he wanted to say. I’ve seen what work you made of those Hutt thugs – you’re as dangerous as anything down here. If he said it, he might even make Ushib laugh. She’d know just how dangerous she was. 
But Din didn’t want to offend her accidentally. Boba was close with Ushib. He’d said that she’d been the one to carve out his place with the Spotted Anooba. That she’d protected him while he’d been hurt and recovering. 
“She took a liking to me,” Boba’d said. 
 I am looking for you,  Din said, settling on that.  We were worried. I’m with – Din faltered again, not sure of Boba’s name in Tusken sign. But he’d learned a few new signs from A’Shek while they’d hunted down the slavers who’d crossed into the Spotted Anooba’s oasis. 
 I’m with the king, Din said, shaping the word like he’d seen A’Shek shape it. 
Ushib wuffed.  Boba, she said. 
Din watched her hands carefully, startled by what he’d seen her sign. 
Ushib had used the sign for  fire-spirit.  The  hara’alli, the spirits that Tusken story-singers said wandered the sands at night, burning and strange. But Ushib could only be talking about Boba. 
Boba, Din said, copying the sign. 
Ushib nodded.  Boba, she repeated. 
Din watched again, trying to figure it out. His brow furrowed. 
 Not fire-spirit,  he thought, running through the sign again, slower.  But – revenant? Someone who’s died, but come back. Come back with – with a purpose.  
Not with vengeance – the revenant spirits weren’t the  hara’alli,  who had never been alive, and they weren’t the  ruh’shir either, who had been alive but wandered the sands after death bent on destruction. 
The revenants were supposed to be different. 
Din couldn’t help but shiver. He’d never seen one of the spirits that the Tuskens claimed wandered the desert at night – wasn’t sure that they existed at all, really, even though the  tuskra  believed in them – but he’d heard a few stories. The  hara’alli  were dangerous but mostly uninterested in other sentients. They were only  really dangerous when someone – usually a foolish warrior, in the stories, a hardheaded young upstart who wouldn’t listen to his elders – tried to control them for their powers. 
Revenants – a’tiqaat,  the returned – were different. Not quite  ruh’shir,  but spirits that had once been alive, according to the story-singers. Revenants would return to the living sands to settle old debts, to take vengeance. A  ruh’shir  was a spirit of mindless destruction, easily avoided once one knew the signs; a revenant had a  mission. They were said to swallow up whole villages in their quest for vengeance and justice.  
 That’s… not inaccurate,  Din thought, thinking of the way Boba looked sometimes, of the ferocity he held in his eyes, in the brutal arc of his  gaderffii. Ushib might even have given Boba his name-sign out of admiration, affection. Respect. 
 He’s coming too,  Din added. He lifted his chin in the direction of the sky, where the little flicker of light that marked Boba’s jetpack was growing larger.  We heard that you were in trouble.  
 Not in trouble,  Ushib corrected, making a hissing sound to convey her annoyance.  I was… slowed down. Nothing serious.  
 I saw, Din said. 
Ushib patted her side, where she wore a loose belt over the draping folds of her cowl and her robes.  I am never,  she said,  without a knife.  
 Wise, Din said, as Boba finally reached them and circled once, twice before dropping down to join them. 
“That was not,” he said to Din, sounding disgruntled, “only three klicks.” 
Din shrugged. “Trail was fresh.” 
Boba snorted, then turned to Ushib and greeted her properly. 
Their greeting was more familiar, was much warmer than Din and Ushib’s had been, but Din supposed that made sense. Boba  did know Ushib, and she greeted him like she’d greet a son of her own clan. 
Din looked away politely, giving them their space. Boba and Ushib exchanged a flurry of signs, catching each other up with what had happened. 
“How did they catch you?” Boba asked at one point, slowly following Ushib’s signs. He signed as he was talking, but his hands were slower than Din’s, less sure. 
 Less practiced, Din realized. Din had learned tuskra young. Boba had come to it later, and it showed in his hands. He spoke well – didn’t stumble over words, didn’t sign the wrong thing – but he wasn’t quite as fast as a born Tusken or someone like Din, who’d added tuskra as his fourth or fifth language. 
 They were waiting for me in the rocks,  said Ushib. She shook her head and mimed spitting, a grave insult among the tuskra.  Cowards. They waited until A’Tin had gone back to the oasis. Until I was alone.  
“Were you followed to the oasis?” Din asked.
Ushib shook her head.  Not that I saw,  she reported.    
“We’re all being watched,” Boba said, grimly. 
A jolt of something – awareness, tinged red with alarm – went through Din. 
“They’re watching the palace,” Din said. “They know who’s leaving, and when.” 
 They know you’ve left,  Din didn’t say. He didn’t want to get Boba’s back up again.  And they’ll know that I left, too. Neither of us are in the palace.  
Boba understood anyway. His spine stiffened. “We can make it back fast,” he said. “The path’s not a straight one from the ground, but through the air – ”
“On the ground it’s, what, another two hours?” Din asked. Speeders could get up to a good clip, but there were rocks in the way, canyons, ridges unstable enough to collapse and take an unobservant rider with them. 
Boba nodded. 
 Kark, two hours, he thought. That was a long time to leave the palace unprotected. If the Hutts new that Boba was gone – 
“We’re gonna have to split up,” Boba growled. 
Din looked at him. Boba shrugged. 
“It’s not ideal,” said Boba. “I’d rather not do it. But the palace – somebody’s got to warn Fennec, prepare for an attack. And somebody’s gotta stay here with Ushib. Follow her back at her pace. Neither of us can get all the way back flying her – I don’t have the fuel.” 
“You want me to go back to the palace,” said Din, frowning hard. He didn’t like the idea of leaving Boba out here. 
“I do,” Boba admitted. 
“Why?” 
“Several reasons,” Boba said. “First of ‘em being that  I,” and he plucked at the edges of his frayed robe, “can pass as a Tusken, at least from a distance. If I take off my besk, me and Ushib can pass as a pair of raiders. Good cover, for anybody who’s looking for Boba Fett. But you – ”
 All I’ve got on is my armor, Din thought, unhappily. But he nodded. What Boba said made sense. And the palace – 

   Paz and the others are there.  

“Fine,” Din said. 
Boba  hemmed  and this time it sounded a little relieved. “Thank you,” he said.
Din nodded again. Ushib signed her own thanks, watching Boba and Din with her inscrutable mask. 
“It’ll only be a few hours,” Boba said. “We’ll be quick and careful, won’t we, Ushib?” 
“You’re not going to fly, are you?” Din asked.
Boba shook his head. He jerked his thumb back over his shoulder. “Gonna grab that other speeder,” he said. “Won’t fly unless I have to. Keep an eye out for us. We’ll be fine, Din.” 
 We can cut through the Sunken Sands,  Ushib added. She threw a significant look at Boba.  They are no longer as dangerous as they were, when the Pit of Carkoon was inhabited.  
“We’ll cut through the Sunken Sands,” Boba agreed. “Not too many outsiders, even Hutt  skugs, are brave or stupid enough to wander there. In, out, we’ll meet you and Fennec back at the palace. Sound like an acceptable plan of attack?” Boba asked, looking sideways at Din.
Din sighed. It didn’t, but he didn’t see any other options. “Yeah,” he said. Boba was still wearing his helmet so it was hard to judge whether or not Din was looking him in the eye, but Din did his best anyway.  I hate this,  Din thought.  But I’ll do it. “Okay.” 
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    Content warnings: Din’s panic attack from the last chapter continues. Din introspects quite a lot about his culture and his religion and what it means to him, skirting (and looking at, in places) some pretty serious trauma and unhealthy patterns of thinking. I hesitate to call any of these thought patterns “suicide ideation,” but Din thinks a lot about a “death before dishonor” mindset. Mentions of an honor killing system -- Paz wants to kill Din to spare him from living as dar’manda (pls see notes further down -- this is very much, in Paz’s cultural mindset, a mercy that he is trying to extend.)
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-Din, outloud: "What's the difference between a soft dom and a hard dom?" Boy's gonna find out, lmao.
-Ushib’s name-sign is made up of two words: ASL2 for “sharp” and ASL1 for “knife,” because I think that I’m very clever.
-Din’s name-sign is also two words: ASL1 for “heart” and ASL1 for “stubborn.” Again, I think I’m clever. (Literally “heart-stubborn,” contextually more along the lines of “steadfast.”)
-Boba’s name-sign is derived from ASL for “fire” and ASL for “rebirth.” ASL is contextual, so think less literally (“fire-rebirth” or “reborn-in-fire”) and more narratively; Din interprets the sign as “revenant,” i.e. one who has returned from the dead.
-Sorry not sorry about All the Tusken Lore, All the Time in this chapter. I cut three stories about Tusken constellations, I was not about to cut lush descriptions of Ushib's getup.
-An important note about being dar’manda: Mandalorians don’t consider this “not being Mandalorian” anymore -- they consider this literally losing one’s soul or spirit, being or becoming a shell or a husk of who you were before. Mandalorians who have become dar’manda aren’t just “non-believers;” they are condemned to an awful existence and awful eternity -- instead of joining the manda (not quite “heaven” or “Valhalla,” but more of a state of a collective soul -- where all Mandalorians, who, remember, have lived for several centuries in a diaspora, are one people again -- when they die, someone who is dar’manda cannot become part of the manda, and can’t join their spirits with their friends, family and ancestors.
That is, to a people who place so much cultural emphasis on clan and family, literally hell.
-Re: the darksaber; it has, over the past few hundred years, become the symbol of the ruling Mandalore, but it was not, at its inception, the sword of a king! It was just another Jedi’s ‘saber. (I hesitate to use the word weapon; lightsabers are dangerous, and can be used as weapons, but under the initial peaceful doctrine of the Jedi Order, they’re designed to be less instruments of violence and more tools; for protection, for demonstrations of skill, as a focal point for the Force, etc). Tarre Vizsla eventually became the Mandalore, and the darksaber became both a martial weapon and a symbol of that legacy, but it’s not what we would consider a jewel-encrusted “kingly” weapon. Its purpose is utilitarian. I have similar feelings about Excalibur, but that’s neither here nor there.
(The argument can be made, of course, that Mandalorians are extremely utilitarian and don’t have much use for decoration, but… that’s not entirely true, is it? In canon, we see that the Armorer has pretty ornate armor, and she’s the leader of Din’s tribe. Almec, the Prime Minister under Satine and later Darth Maul, adopts a ridiculously ornate set of beskar’gam when Maul allows him to do so. The throne room on Mandalore is full of rich art and symbol -- the kar’ta beskar designs set into the windows kill me -- and many Mandalorians go out of their way to paint, decorate and embellish their armor with a variety of symbols.
Part of this is to distinguish one warrior from another, like adding family and clan symbols -- much like the clones in a company painting with certain colors or motifs -- but part of it too is that just because Mandalorians are utilitarian doesn’t mean they don’t have an artistic component to their culture. Ornamentation and embellishments are a great way to a) express one’s individuality and b) denote one’s rank and place in the society. So my little thesis is that, even in small clan-groups like Din’s tribe, decoration and ornamentation on armor is a marker of status -- the alor’s armor is more ornate than Din’s because she’s the leader, and either earned all of her ornamentation herself or was given the resources for it as a mark of loyalty, kind of like a tax or a tithe.)
Your song of the week is ”Honor For All,” Jon Licht “Find Me,” Hippie Sabotage.
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    Chapter Summary

    Din's about ready to stop talking about everything. Unfortunately, no one else has quite caught on.



    Chapter Notes

      I have eighty-seven days until The Book of Boba Fett drops, which means I have eighty-seven days to finish ten chapters. That’s one chapter every eight-point-seven days.
I can do this. I’m not panicking. I haven’t created a spreadsheet to track all of this. It’s fine. It’s fine. We’re all fine here, now, thank you. How are you?
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The trip back to the palace was, at least, uneventful. Din flew as low as he dared, searching the sands for any sign of anything that shouldn’t be there, for ships half-hidden under sand or screes of rock, for tracks in the desert or the lights of speeder bikes. 
But the Great Dune Sea was mostly empty. There were signs of life – Din saw a pack of anooba racing in the sands, pursuing something small. A canyon krayt watched Din pass by from the safety of a ridge. A junda bird flying overhead, a tiny shadow across the face of Ghomrassen, Tatooine’s largest moon – but they were few.  

  And there's no sign of Gorga, or any of Gorga’s people.  

Din settled some at that as the scrubby, featureless expanse of the desert gave way to the rise of Boba’s palace, the lights of Mos Eisley glittering in the distance beyond it. Jabba had picked a good spot all those centuries ago when he’d come to Tatooine and carved it up to his liking.
The palace was the tallest thing around for several klicks. Its shape and construction gave it clear views from every side. From the top of Boba's tower, Din could see almost all the way to the Jundland Wastes. The palace's walls were thick too, and its tunnels ran for klicks in every direction, opening up into boltholes all over the desert.  
 It’s safe,  Din thought, the wind tugging at his hair.  At least, it’s as safe as Boba and Fennec can make it.  
An orbital bombardment would probably make short work of the palace’s thick walls, its clear lines of sight, but Din doubted that Gorga wanted to turn the whole palace to scrap and rubble. If Gorga was anything like Jabba he’d want to keep the place standing. He’d want the throne room, the treasure hoard underneath it. 
 So we’ll be facing a frontal assault,  Din thought.  Not a bombardment from space. That’s good.  
Boba didn’t have much of a fleet. He had his own battered  Firespray-class ship. He had Din's  Kirik-Fly. He had a handful of other rickety, rusty ships, the odds and ends left behind when Jabba's people had abandoned the palace after the worm's death, but most of them were in such bad shape that not even Bib Fortuna had tried to sell them. Din would be surprised if more than two or three other ships lying around the palace were space-worthy. Strill would probably lend the  Huntress if the palace was attacked outright, but Din wasn’t sure how much use it would be either. 

   But if Gorga’s people are going to come from the sands instead…  

Din circled higher, searching the desert on all sides of the palace for any sign of an advancing front, for scouts in the sand or speeders on the ridges, then made himself land, choosing a stretch of open sand in front of the palace. He only stumbled a little this time. 
Theran and Kasyyk were guarding the front doors, both of them armed to the teeth. Theran only nodded at Din as Din approached, but Kasyyk warbled a greeting. 
“You’re back,” Kasyyk said. “Are you alright?” 
Din nodded, tiredly. “Fine,” he said. 
“Where is the rest of your armor?” 
Kasyyk, Din realized abruptly, had probably never seen Din’s face. Din had been eating firstmeal with Noora and Fennec for a few weeks now, but he’d usually finished and pulled his helmet back on before the rest of Boba’s court showed up. Kasyyk was a late sleeper. 
“It’s here,” Din said. He resisted the urge to scratch his jaw or drag a nervous hand through his hair. “It’s – I left in a hurry.” 
Kasyyk rumbled. “Boss did too,” he said. “Something about Ushib?”
“She’s fine,” Din assured him. “We found her. She and Boba are on their way back.” 
“Good,”  said Kasyyk, leaning back against his post. “Fennec’s been worried.” 
Guilt itched underneath Din’s skin. She probably hadn't been thrilled to have her evening interrupted by Din and Boba's disagreement. “I’m sure she has,” he muttered. “She inside?” 
“Holding down the fort,” Kasyyk confirmed. 
“Any sign of trouble?” 
Kasyyk shook his head. “None,”  he said, then reached out and swatted Din’s shoulder with a massive paw. He’d probably meant it to be gentle, but  gentle lived on a different scale for Wookiees; Din stumbled under the force of the swat, breath hissing out between clenched teeth. His shoulder throbbed in complaint. Din still had bruises from his last encounter with one of Boba's floggers, even though it felt to him like that night had happened a hundred years ago. 
Kasyyk did not apologize. 
“If we see anything,” Theran cut in, startling Din. He and Din had never spoken before, as far as Din could remember. It wasn't that Din had gone out of his way to avoid Theran or anything like that, but he and Din did different things for Boba. Their paths didn't often cross. Theran had a pleasant voice, warm and round with an accent like Cobb Vanth’s, like he'd lived his entire life in the shadow of Jabba's palace.
Maybe he did, Din thought. Mos Eisley had grown so large because of its proximity to the palace – Jabba had always brought credits to Tatooine, even if he'd brought suffering and misery right along with it.
“We’ll give a shout," Theran continued. "Kasyyk’s loud when he needs to be.” 
That made Kasyyk laugh in his big Wookiee voice, the sound echoing across the sand. Din just nodded, still thrown. 
 “When can we expect the boss?” Kasyyk asked.
“Maybe an hour?” Din said. “Ushib’s on a speeder. Boba wanted to stay close to her. They’ll go as fast as they can.” 
Kasyyk nodded. “We’ll watch the sands,” he said, patting Din’s shoulder again. This time Din was ready for it and braced himself, only staggering under the force of Kasyyk’s paw a little. Kasyyk chuckled again. 
Din rolled his eyes.  Wookiees, he thought, and went inside. 
Despite the way he’d behaved earlier, despite the panic and confusion of the last two standard days, stepping back into the palace only felt like relief. Like safety. Its walls were solid and its lights were gentle and familiar. 
Din snorted to himself.  Jabba’s palace,  he thought.  Gentle and familiar. I must be sunstouched. 
 But it’s not really Jabba’s palace any more, is it? Din followed the hallways towards the stairs. He knew where he’d find Fennec. 

   Jabba hasn’t ruled here for years.  

Almost all signs and traces of Jabba’s presence – the grime on the walls, the mounted animal heads, the stink and the fear and the ostentatious displays of wealth, the hundreds of years he’d spent in this palace, keeping most of Tatooine pinned underneath his tail – were gone. Din wasn’t sure if Bib Fortuna had gotten rid of most of Jabba’s things or if Boba and Fennec had ripped it all down and thrown it into a pit somewhere, but someone had gotten rid of it all. 
Din liked what had sprung up in its place. The softly-glowing light cells, the windows, the Twi’Lekki tapestries Noora’d put up on the walls in the stairway and in the throne room. The palace felt more like a sanctuary than a prison, now. 
 Two months ago, I was afraid to walk across the rancor’s grate, Din thought. Din had been as jumpy coming down here as Vanth had been, the first time he’d visited. He had expected violence. 
All of that trepidation was gone. 
Din found Fennec where he thought he would – in the throne room, leaning against the bar sipping spotchka, a datapad in front of her and a holoprojection in the air. Fennec didn’t look up when Din made it to the bottom of the stairs, but she knew he was there. Din saw her shoulders tighten, then relax when she realized that it was only Din. 
“Still alive, then?” Fennec asked, not taking her eyes off the holoprojection. It was a map of some kind. Her tone, deliberately smooth and flat, gave Din some pause, but he pushed through it. 
 She’s… probably right, to be angry with me. He just hoped that she'd hear him out first, before she decided to start shooting. Fennec was mean when she wanted to be. She and Din had play-fought often enough now that she knew where all of the gaps in his armor were. Din thought that Fennec was – a friend, maybe. At least a close ally, one who trusted Din to do his job, to solve problems instead of causing them. 
Boba had said that he and Fennec had searched the sands underneath the tower together. Din winced.
“Still alive,” Din confirmed. “You talk to Boba? We found Ushib. They’re on their way right now.” 
Some of the tension in Fennec’s shoulders eased at that. “She’s alright?” 
“She is." 
“Good,” said Fennec. She finally looked up from her map. As Din drew closer, he realized that it was a three-dimensional map of the palace. A detailed one, too – Fennec had labeled all of the rooms and hallways, and there were even small, faint red circles at some of the doors and in some of the halls that pulsed at uneven intervals. Some pulsed slowly, only once or twice every few seconds, and others flickered at a faster pace. 
Like heartbeats, Din thought. 
“Tracking fobs, for all of the guards,” Fennec explained, hearing Din’s unasked question. “The fob monitors a being’s vitals. This is Zero.” She pointed to a red dot stationed by the landing pad, which was flickering steadily. “This is Kasyyk.” She pointed to one of the dots by the palace’s front doors. Kasyyk’s dot pulsed more slowly than Zero's. Wookiees ran hotter than humans but their hearts were bigger and didn't beat as fast. 
Din nodded, thinking.
“So you know if someone’s killed?” he asked. 
Fennec nodded. “Or if someone’s moving when they’re not supposed to be.” 
“Clever,” Din said. Using fobs to track all the guards would tell Fennec if someone was killed or if someone was forced away from their post. It wouldn't give her much warning that the palace was under attack, but it would give her a little, at least. 
“Necessary,” Fennec returned. She took a swallow of spotchka. “What happened to Ushib?” 
“Ambush,” said Din. He’d made it to the bar and carefully leaned against it, giving Fennec a little space. He reached over the bar, looking for something to drink. His throat still felt like it was full of sand. 
He hesitated for a moment over Boba’s little bottle of  tihaar, the liquid clear and tempting, but settled for water instead. It would probably settle his nerves, but Din didn't really want to risk being drunk if Fennec was angry with him. 
“You kill the stupid son of a  skug who jumped her?” 
“She did,” Din said. “She… wasn’t very impressed by their attempts to keep a hold of her. She said they didn't even bother to check her for a knife.” 
That finally made Fennec snort, something in the cold lines of her face softening. 
Din resisted the impulse to swallow and put more distance between himself and Fennec. 
 She is angry with me.  
Fennec Shand was not an enemy that Din wanted to have. Beyond the fact that Boba trusted her, that she was Boba's right hand and ran most of the day-to-day operations for the outfit, Din liked her. Fennec was sharply funny, when she wanted to be, and she was reliable. Competent. Fierce and clever. She'd made room for Din here, in the palace. She'd made room for him at firstmeal with Noora. 
“Ushib’s the sort that’s hard to keep a hold of,” Fennec said, leaning back in her seat. She left the map up, its little red spots blinking in their individual rhythms. “But she’s fine, really?”
Din nodded. “Yeah, she’s fine. She was attacked by two. I doubt they were professionals. Both human. She killed them and was on her way back here when I caught up with her. Boba was right behind me.” 
“He found you, then?” 
“He did,” Din confirmed. A faint suspicion unfurled itself in his chest. “But he said he wasn’t looking for me.” 
“He probably wasn’t,” Fennec said. “We had no idea which way you flew off to. But I figured that he’d find you anyway.”
“Why?” Din asked, confused. 
Fennec shrugged. “Dunno,” she said. “That kind of thing – a weird coincidence – just seems to happen, when you’re involved.”
“What are you talking about?” 
Fennec offered Din a tight half-smile. It wasn't the business end of her blaster, but Din was still confused. “Did you know that we all thought that Boba was dead?” she asked, instead of answering Din’s question. 
Din nodded, confusion deepening. 
“I mean,  really  dead. He fell into the Pit of Carkoon. Nobody – and I mean  nobody, not in all the years Jabba used it as his favorite dumping ground, or all the years before that when it was just a hole in the sand that everyone tried to avoid – has ever managed to do that. To all of us who made it through the end of Jabba’s empire, Boba was as dead as the old worm.
“But then you show up,” Fennec continued, almost conversationally, “yourself something out of a cantina tale, a Mandalorian in full armor, in this day and age, and ten minutes later Boba Fett comes walking out of the sands to save my life.”
“I didn’t – ” Din started, but Fennec pushed on. 
“You know what Bo-Katan Kryze has been doing since the Empire turned Mandalore to glass?” 
Din narrowed his eyes. They were veering dangerously towards a topic of conversation Din had no interest in. At least not with Fennec. With Paz or Boba, with Mandalorians – maybe. But with Fennec –
“No,” he said, wary now. 
“Hiding,” said Fennec, bluntly. “Running for her life. The Empire had a price on her head, you know. But then she crosses your path and decides it’s time to mount a campaign against the Remnants.” 
“I just helped her,” Din said, something beginning to itch underneath his skin. He didn’t like Fennec’s tone and he didn’t like what she was implying. “I didn’t – there’s no Mandalore left for her to take back.” 
“The Jedi, then,” Fennec pressed. Her dark eyes were as sharp as the edge of a knife. “A dead people. There’s probably less than fifty Jedi still alive across the entire galaxy, but one shows up the moment we needed one the most?” 
“That was Grogu,” Din said weakly. “The kid. The Jedi was there for him, not for me.” 
Fennec searched Din’s face for a moment, expression unreadable. Then she shrugged, one-shouldered, and turned back to her map. 
“I’m just saying,” she said. “Boba finding you before he found Ushib, when he wasn’t even looking for you – that’s hardly the strangest thing that’s happened around you lately.” 
A shiver passed down Din’s spine. 
Fennec had said something like that to Din already, once. “You don’t know what you look like when you walk into a room,” she’d said. 
 She called me something out of a desert tale,  Din thought, uncomfortable.  A legend come to life.  
 That  sentiment flirted too close to what Boba had called Din up in his rooms. The  mand’alor.  
 I’m not – I’m not  any  of those things,  Din thought, a little wild with it. He wasn't a legend or a desert spirit or a cantina tale. I’m not even a Mandalorian anymore. I’m just – me. I’m just what’s left.  
But Din didn’t have a word he could use to get out of a conversation with Fennec. He wasn’t near any windows large enough to leap out of, either, and he certainly wasn’t about to say anything like that to Fennec, that by his Creed Din should have just lain down and died after he’d seen Grogu off safely with Skywalker, but hadn't. There was nothing special about that. Din was just stubborn. Too stubborn, sometimes. 
Din finished his glass of water instead, throat aching, and went in for another. His hands were shaking a little, a combination of dragging exhaustion and old adrenaline. Fennec must have seen the way the water jumped in Din’s glass, because she softened some. 
“I am glad you’re alright,” she said. Her voice was sincere. “You had Boba worried.” 
“I didn’t mean to worry anybody,” said Din, tiredly. “It’s just – ”
“It happens,” Fennec said, shrugging. “You got overwhelmed. Boba – he's got that effect on people. And you look a bit like you got eaten by a sarlacc too. When was the last time you slept?”
That was more in line with what Din had come to expect from Fennec – concern wrapped up in light insults, usually about Din’s untidy hair or the shadows under his eyes. He managed a thin smile.  
“It hasn’t been that long since I slept,” Din said. It had only been that morning that Strill had come barging into the throne room. Din had slept before that. He still had the bruises on his hips. The memory of Boba’s teeth set against his shoulder. Dawn was still a little ways off, but Din had slept not even a full day ago. He should be fine – he'd stayed awake for days on hunts before. He'd been younger then and the hunts had been more straightforward, had involved less fighting and fending off the Empire, but – 
 It's only been a one day, Din thought, dazed. So much – too much – had happened since he'd woken up confused in Boba's bed. 

   My head hurts.  

Fennec softened even further. “It’s been long enough,” she said. “But you probably won’t go to sleep until Ushib’s had a look at your friends, will you?” 
“Probably not,” Din admitted. He aimed for wry and hoped he hit it – he didn’t like the way Fennec was looking at him now, liked it even less than the way she’d been looking at him before. 
“You want something to eat?” 
Din shook his head. 
“You sure?”
He held up his glass of water. “I’m good,” he said. 
“Sit down, then,” said Fennec. “Unless you want to go check on your friends?” She was offering Din an out. He thought about it, but shook his head. Paz wouldn’t want to see him. 
“They need a medic,” Din said. “Not to see me.” 
Fennec shrugged fluidly, took another sip of spotchka. “Suit yourself. You should sit down, though. Unless you’re just being contrary.” 
Din scowled. He did sit, taking one of the stools arranged lopsidedly next to the bar, and scowled harder when Fennec gave him one of her pleased little half-smiles and went back to studying her map of the palace. 
She seemed content enough to leave him alone, though, so Din took her silence and used it to breathe, trying to anchor his mind into his body. His back hurt. It hadn’t been so long ago that he and Boba had wrestled on the floor of Boba’s room, after all. Since Boba had last flogged Din. 
It had been only hours since Din had woken up in Boba’s arms. Since they’d fucked in Boba’s ‘fresher, slow and lazy, unable to keep their hands off of each other. 
Din pushed down – something. Something that felt like fear or grief, a hot tangle at the base of his throat. 
 I don’t know if we’ll do that again,  he thought.  So much has happened since we woke up this morning. Boba had seemed willing at least to continue being Din's friend, out in the desert, but anything beyond that –  
The thought  hurt. More than a bruise, more than one of Boba’s floggers, more than a blow to the head or a broken bone. It hurt to think that Din might never have Boba’s hands on him again. Boba’s mouth pressed against Din's collarbone. 
 No,  Din thought fiercely, trying to chase away the grief. Boba – Boba’d been willing to talk in the desert. After he’d tackled Din into the sand, anyway. They’d probably have to talk more – as much as Din didn't  want to, as much as he’d prefer to pretend that none of this had ever happened – but Boba’d been willing, at least. 
 He said that he was with me,  Din thought.  And I’m with him, so –  
 So we’ll talk. It doesn’t – this doesn’t have to be an ending. Just because Din’s Creed had no give in it didn’t mean that nothing did. Boba wasn’t a Creed, after all. He was a man. Boba himself had said that men had give in them. Weakness. Maybe Boba still had room for Din in his life, in his bed, even though the Creed didn't. Maybe –
 We’ll talk,  Din told himself.  And then –
Well. And then what happened would happen. That was the way of the galaxy.  
“Was it Gorga’s people?” Fennec asked a few minutes later, once Din had forced some of his tension away. 
 I am not an animal, he reminded himself. Din was just – tired and tense and tired of being tense. That was all. Fennec was Din’s ally, even if she was unhappy with him. Focus, Mand – Din. Focus, Din. 
“What?” Din said, trying to pull himself back to this room. 
“The  kung who attacked Ushib. Were they Gorga’s?” 
“Oh,” said Din. “I… I think so. They were off-worlders. They’ve been watching the palace, anyway – they knew who Ushib was, otherwise they wouldn’t have bothered to grab her.” 
Fennec hissed between her teeth. “I thought the same thing,” she said. “After the attack on you and Gida… It makes sense.”
“How are they able to watch so closely?” Din asked. “I’ve checked the sands. You’ve checked the sands. You and Boba pretty much cleared all of Gorga’s people out of Mos Eisley, didn’t you?” 
“We thought we did,” said Fennec, grim. “But we must’ve missed  someone. Or, worse, we’ve got a bigger leak here than I thought.” 
“A bigger leak?”
“There’s always spies in a place like this,” Fennec said. “Eyes and ears. It’s impossible to keep anything on Tatooine a secret for very long.” 
 Like Vanth’s flies, Din thought, uncomfortable. Like the babs who made up Vanth's network of freedom fighters, the slaves of Tatooine who were so commonplace that no one ever thought to look at them twice. Din's instincts twitched. “You think there’s a spy here?”
“I  know that there’s spies here,” said Fennec. “Most of them are even harmless. Valarian's got a few here. So do Black Sun and Crimson Dawn. That's normal. But at least one of the spies here isn’t harmless, or isn't someone I've tagged. Somebody’s feeding information to Gorga the Hutt. How else would Gorga know who to target? Ushib’s not just Boba’s cook.” 
“No,” Din murmured, narrowing his eyes while he thought. “She isn’t.” 
Who, out of all of the beings who worked for Boba now, would know that Ushib wasn’t just a cook? That she was a  jida too, able to care for injuries, set broken bones? Who knew that she was an advisor? That Boba’s alliance with the Spotted Anooba had come through her? 
“I know that look,” Fennec said, bringing Din out of his thoughts. She was smiling a little again. “You can relax, Djarin. You don’t need to go hunting through the palace.” 
“But you just said that there’s a spy,” Din protested. 
“There’s been a spy for a while,” Fennec reasoned. “I know it’s not you and I know it’s not me, so – ”
“How do you know that it’s not me?” 
Fennec shot Din an unimpressed look, like she was reevaluating Din's intelligence. “You,” she said, “are easier to read than a datapad, Djarin. One  without any encryption.” 
Din opened his mouth, almost offended, but Fennec stopped him with a roll of her eyes. “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” she assured him. “I bet you were all sorts of inscrutable back when you never took your helmet off. But when you’re not wearing it – you show your loyalty like an akk shows its collar. Everyone knows who you follow.” 
Din flushed at that. 
“Like I said,” Fennec continued, smile widening. Din had the horrible suspicion that she was teasing him, which made him flush even harder. 
 I just – I hadn’t thought that I was so obvious, Din thought. That was twice today that someone had called him out like this, that someone had pointed out the way Din apparently trailed Boba around. 
“You look to him like he’s your  alor,” Paz had said, and now Fennec had gone and said this. 
“It’s not a bad thing,” Fennec said. “It’s – well, it makes my job easier. And Boba appreciates it, even if he hasn’t said so. The kind of life we’re living… knowing where someone’s loyalties are is a rare thing. Important. I know you wouldn’t betray Boba.
“Or at least,” Fennec added, with the calm fatalism common in the Outer Rim, “if you  did turn on him, you’d do it to his face. You’re honest like that.” 
Din’s cheeks were still burning, but he managed a nod at that. He couldn’t imagine turning on Boba now. But if he did – if Din had to, if he had to choose between Boba and the kid’s safety, or if some other scenario he couldn’t even imagine came up – Din would tell Boba to his face. 
Fennec seemed to hesitate for a moment, her smile fading. Din tensed. He couldn’t help it. His instincts kept prickling. 
“I appreciate it, you know,” Fennec finally said. Her eyes drifted back to the holomap. Its lights flickered, blue lines wavering through it as the holoprojector cycled. “Your loyalty. I know that Boba does too, but – ” she paused, shook her head. “You’ve been a good friend,” Fennec continued. “If a hard-headed one. And you’ve got your honor. That’s hard to find in this line of work.” 
“Fennec,” Din started, but she silenced him with a look. 
“So,” she continued, “I think it’s only fair that I give you a warning.” 
All of the hairs on the back of Din’s neck stood up. His hand twitched for his blaster despite himself. 
 This is Fennec,  he thought.  A friend.  
But Fennec Shand was one of the most dangerous beings in the galaxy, and she had Din here, helmet off, vulnerable. She could – 
She could take me on, if she wanted to. It wasn't often that Din found himself outmatched from even the start of a fight, but if it did come to a fight here and now, Fennec had him. She was a fast draw. She knew where to aim. 
But she didn’t do anything. Fennec kept her eyes on her map and said, “You need to be careful with Boba, Djarin.” 
Din drew up short, completely thrown. 
“What?”
Fennec looked at him then. “You need to be careful,” Fennec said. “With Boba. With what the two of you are doing.” 
“We’re – ”
“I know,” Fennec cut in. She grimaced and looked away. Din relaxed a little at that – Fennec was just as uncomfortable as he was. She took a breath. “I know what you two are doing. Not the details, but – I know Boba. I know you, at least a little. And I know what goes on here in the palace. You need to be careful.” 
Din thought about that for a moment, fighting down the instinct to throw a punch or, barring that, bolt for the door. “...Careful how?” he finally asked. Something in Fennec’s face told him that she approved of his question. 
“There are,” Fennec said, “people that Boba… helps, let’s say. You knew that, right?” 
Din nodded. He thought of Theran in the room down the hall. The marks Boba’s whip had left across his back. Din’s own bruises had faded some, but he could still feel them. He could still feel Boba’s thumbs pressed into the hollows of his hips. His hand around Din's throat, even though Boba hadn't put his hand around Din's throat since that first time down in the kitchens.  
“He’s been doing that for years,” Fennec said. “Both of us have – that’s how we met, did you know? There used to be a cantina in Mos Eisley that catered to… beings like us.” 
“Beings like you,” Din said warily, watching her. Beings who liked to cause pain? 
“Beings like you, too,” Fennec said, eyes glittering. “Or have you not liked any of it, what Boba’s been showing you?” 
Din flushed all the way up to the roots of his hair, which made Fennec chuckle. 
“I thought so,” she said. “Boba and I met there. Our tastes are mutually exclusive, let’s say, but we got along well enough that when Jabba needed someone to do some wetwork for him, Boba recommended me.” 
“Boba got you into Jabba’s outfit?” 
“He did,” said Fennec, nodding. “Not that Jabba needed much prompting, of course – I had a reputation even then.” 
“I’m sure you did,” Din muttered. He'd heard of Fennec Shand all the way out on Nevarro. 
For some reason that made Fennec chuckle again, and she took another pull of spotchka. “The point,” she continued, once she was finished, “is that Boba can handle… delicate arrangements. He’s been doing it for years. It’s nothing new to him, and he never lets his arrangements get in the way of his business. But what you two are doing – that’s new.” 
“How is what we’re doing  new?” Din asked, baffled. “I saw – but he – ” Din stopped, confusion deepening. How could what Din and Boba had found between them be  new? Din had seen Boba flogging Theran. That was how all of this had started. 
“It’s new,” Fennec said, “because Boba cares about you, you idiot.” 
Din scowled. “I know  that,” he said. “He cares about everyone. Well, everyone in the outfit.”
Fennec stared at Din. He felt himself growing red again, so he growled out, “What? It’s true. He looks after everyone. Noora, Gida, Theran, Kasyyk. You. Me. It’s just – I thought that was just what he  does.” 
“It… might be true,” Fennec allowed, still staring. “But the way Boba’s looking out for Noora isn’t the way he looks out for me, and it’s  certainly not the way he looks out for you.” 
“What are you saying?” Din asked directly, too tired to play this sort of game. 
Fennec sighed. “If Boba hasn’t said anything to you, it’s not my place,” she said. 
“You clearly think it’s somewhat your place,” Din snapped. “You’ve already said something.” 
“I did,” Fennec said. “You deserve the warning, that’s all. Be careful.”  
“Why?”
Fennec studied Din for a long moment, and then relented. “Because Boba,” she said, choosing her words slowly, carefully, “has… other things that he’s answering too. Other goals. It’s not just you and me and Noora and all the rest. It’s not just this idea of revenge he’s got going. It’s – ”
“It’s what?” Din growled. His head hurt. He didn’t have time for this. He didn’t have the patience for it.
“It’s… a shadow,” Fennec said. “Boba’s trying to get out from underneath a shadow, and it’s more important to him than anything else.” 
 More important to him than you,  Fennec was saying. Din shook his head. He  knew that. 
“Gorga’s shadow?” Din said. “Jabba’s? But we’re working on that. As long as Gorga doesn’t get the drop on us – ”
“No,” said Fennec. “Not Gorga’s shadow. Jango’s.” 
“Jango Fett?” Din asked, puzzled. 
Fennec nodded. 
“His father?” 
She nodded again. 
“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Din. 
“You didn’t know Jango.” 
“You said that you didn’t either.” 
“I knew him by reputation,” Fennec corrected. “Never met him. But what I did know – Djarin, Jango Fett was the  best. The best. Untouchable. We all wanted to be him.” 
Din’s brow furrowed. “What does that have to do with Boba?” he asked. “Jango’s – he died in the Clone Wars, right? He’s been dead for, what? Thirty years?” 
“More,” said Fennec. “He died during the First Battle of Geonosis. At the very start of the Clone Wars.” 
“So why does it matter, what his – what his legend was like?” Din pressed, still not understanding. Boba had lived over thirty years without his father. Din knew that Boba still felt his loss – Din’s own parents had been dead almost as long and Din still missed them sometimes, still had a small, desolate, empty place inside of his chest when he thought of them, but –
 But who my father was doesn’t matter anymore, Din thought. Din’s father had been a shepherd. A farmer. A gentle man, if Din remembered him right. Din’s chance to grow up just like his father – gentle and tame and content to live in just one place – had long since passed. 
Fennec sighed. 
“There aren’t any other Djarins out in the galaxy, are there?” she asked. 
Din shrugged. “There probably are,” he said. “It’s a big galaxy.” 
Fennec rolled her eyes again. 
“But they’re not  your Djarins,” she said. “Your people. Are they?”
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not anymore.”  Not after I took the Creed. Din doubted that there were any blood relatives left on his home planet. The Mandalorians that had come to fight had driven the Separatists back, but Din had been the only foundling added to the Corps that day. Everything else had burned. 
A strange, hollow pang went through Din. He didn’t know why. 
 I haven’t thought about my home planet in years. Not seriously – not as anything more than a bad dream or a series of sense-memories, impressions, the odd scrap of a conversation. 
But that little village had been Din’s home, once. His family. His body remembered comfort, remembered happiness. Gualamas ruffling his hair with their wet noses, reeds brushing against the backs of his legs. The covert had been Din’s home for a long time, the covert and the battered walls of the  Razor Crest, but before he’d had those, he’d had – 
 Parents,  Din thought.  Grandparents. Aunts and uncles, cousins. Neighbors. Everyone had worn red and everyone had cooked for the village’s feast days. Everyone had pitched in to help with the harvest, to shelter a neighbor whose house had been washed away in the floods, to decide what to do when someone broke one of the village’s few laws. 
If any of them had lived, Din’s parents or grandparents or aunts or uncles, his cousins, their cousins, had survived the Separatists’ attack, they weren’t Din’s family any more than the tribe was, now. Din had been gone a long time. He’d given up his history to become Mandalorian. 

   They wouldn’t know me.  

That was a startling thought. Din wasn't sure he'd ever had a thought like that before. That he would be a stranger, if he went back to the place he'd come from and looked to see if anyone was left. 
 We were a peaceful people. No one in the village Din had been born in had fought. They hadn’t been warriors. Din couldn't remember even seeing a blaster before the Separatists had come. Some of Din's father's friends had hunted, braving the highlands around the village to hunt the quick little hue deer that would chew on the village's crops or the occasional fearsome uarana that had wandered too close to the gualama flocks, but when the hunters had gone out after their prey, they'd only carried plasma bows. No one else had carried any weapons.
 But I'm a warrior now.  
Din blinked and shook his head, clearing that away. He hadn’t ever intended to go back to his home planet. He supposed that he  could go back, now that he wasn’t Mandalorian any more, but Din didn’t see the point. Even if the village had survived the Separatists’ attack, what was Din supposed to do? Go back and stake out a plot of land? Farm, herd gualamas for the rest of his days? 
 I’d be better off among the Tuskens,  Din thought.  At least they’d understand when I  had  to fight something. When I’d need to hunt.  
“Boba doesn’t feel that way about Jango Fett,” said Fennec, oblivious to the direction of Din’s thoughts. “He’s – he feels like he has something to live up to.” 
“Really?” Din asked, more confused than before. “But – what does it matter, what his father was like? What his reputation was? Why is he this – this shadow over Boba?” 
“You’re asking the wrong person,” said Fennec. “I’m not after any legacy. But Boba  is.” 
“A legacy?” 
Fennec shrugged. “I think, anyway.” Her tone went wry. “I’m guessing a little. Boba hasn’t exactly been open about it. But he’s got something – he’s got something inside of him. Something driving him. Pushing him. And whatever it is, it's the most important thing in the galaxy to him. He’ll put it before anything else.” 
“So how can you be sure that’s what he wants?” Din asked. A  legacy – Din hadn’t thought about a legacy before. 
 What’s the point of a legacy? A legend? 
Din thought of his  alor  again.  Our children can’t eat songs.  Legacies and legends didn’t matter. Providing for the tribe did. Keeping everyone alive mattered. That was why the  alor encouraged them all to keep their names to themselves, to keep them within the covert. No one on Nevarro had needed to know Din's name. The Guild had only needed to know that Din would work. 
 But Boba,  Din remembered again, an inkling of understanding flickering through the confusion in his head,  never had a tribe, growing up. He didn’t have older warriors to protect him. Brothers and sisters to train with. Din hadn't needed his name out in the galaxy, because the covert had kept it safe for him while he'd been out hunting. Everyone who'd needed to know Din's name had known it. 
But Boba hadn't had that. Boba hadn't had his father's protection. He'd only had his father’s name. 
“...Oh,” Din said, finally understanding. He rubbed his forehead. That was – that was a lot to think about. It was more than that – it was a way of thinking Din didn’t understand. Didn’t know  how  to understand – he’d never had a clan name to worry about. A  buir to live up to. A shadow to escape. 
 Paz did,  Din thought.  Paz wanted to be like Pallas so badly he’d break his fingers training. He drilled every day, even after the trainers told him to rest, to stop before he hurt himself.  
Din had done the same thing, practicing katas over and over again, throwing punches until his knuckles bled, so he hadn’t said anything to anyone when he’d caught Paz sneaking out at night to get more practice, even when Paz had slunk back into the foundlings' bunks in the morning with his fingers clumsily taped.  
 But for me it was – a way to prove that I belonged there,  Din thought.  It wasn’t about living up to any  one,  it was about – about proving that I was Mandalorian too. Even though no one thought I could do it.  
No one had adopted Din. The tribe had looked after him, the whole tribe – there hadn’t been any one warrior to drop the weight of their legacy on Din’s thin shoulders. 
 But Pallas,  Din remembered,  gave his name to Paz.  

   And Boba has Jango’s name.  

“Yeah,” Fennec said, watching Din carefully. “‘Oh.’ And – well, Boba hasn’t said anything about it, not really, but – it’s not hard to put the pieces together. He wanted that armor back.” 
“Of course he did,” Din said, puzzled. Boba was Mandalorian. Any Mandalorian would want their  beskar’gam.  
Fennec made a dismissive sound. “Not  any  armor,” she said. “His armor. His father’s armor. I guess you pass it down? Father to son?” 
“Parent to child, yeah,” Din said. “If you’ve got a parent with a full set, anyway. Otherwise you’ve got to earn your armor.” 
“That what you did?” 
Din nodded. “My helmet,” he said, tapping his forehead, “was a gift. A – sponsorship. That was how my tribe accepted foundlings. If a warrior, any warrior, thought that you could cut it as a trainee, they’d sponsor you with enough beskar for a helmet. The rest I earned for myself.” 
“That how it works for all Mandalorians?” 
“I’m… not really an authority on all Mandalorians,” Din admitted. “But that’s how it worked for my tribe. Strill and Jaig’s band probably do the same.” 
Fennec shot Din a strange look at that, her eyes flickering over the darksaber on his hip – 
 Really,  thought Din, vague crossness shifting in his chest,  does everyone know what the darksaber means but me? 
– but shrugged, letting the point drop. “He wanted that armor,” she repeated. “Not anyone else’s. Not any of that raw beskar he’s got beneath the palace. He’s the same about that hunk of junk he calls a starship.” 
“His ship’s not that bad,” Din said, thinking of the  Huntress  and the way she’d rattled coming back into atmo or even of the  Razor Crest, which had been literally rebuilt from scrap more than once. 
Fennec snorted. “For all the clink he’s sitting on?  Soong alla junkee,” she said. 
Din winced, conceding the point. Boba – Boba wasn’t quite as well-off as Jabba had been, but Jabba’d had centuries to build up his empire. Boba’d been at it for a few months and already credits and clink of every sort were passing through the palace’s doors, and Boba got a cut of all of it. He probably wasn’t rich enough just yet to outfit himself with a Kalevalan yacht like a Crimson Dawn kingpin, but in another year or so he’d probably be there. 
“His ship was his father’s ship,” Fennec said. “That ship, his armor, Jango’s name and reputation – that’s what Boba has of him. And that’s  important.” 
“I don’t understand,” said Din, plainly. “Jango was his father, yes, but his father’s dead. The armor, the ship – why  is it all so important? It’s just – the armor is Boba’s  beskar’gam, I understand why he’d want that back, but the ship? This – this legacy you think Boba’s after? I thought that Jango was just a bounty hunter. Not a – not a king.” 
Fennec’s face did something complicated there, a twitch or a ripple, like Din had tossed a stone into still water. 
“Djarin,” she said. “Don’t you have anything of your father’s?”
Din shook his head. “I didn’t… I don’t remember my father, really,” Din admitted. Most of what Din still remembered was the Separatist attack. The color of his father’s hood. The ashes in his hair. There were older memories too, but they weren’t very clear. Their edges were smudged and blurry. Din remembered his father’s hands, strong and clever. Whittling and carving and teaching Din how to tie knots. Hands against Din’s chest while Din learned how to swim, hands on his shoulders as Din looked up at a star-flecked sky. 

   He sang, I think. We kept gualamas, and my father would sing to bring them in from the field.  

Din didn’t remember if his father had sung  well, if Din had liked hearing him, if Din himself had sung along, learning his father’s trade, but –

   But that’s all I remember.  

“Your father a Mandalorian?”
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “I've told you already – I was a foundling. Brought into the tribe during the Clone Wars.” 
That was all Din had to say – Fennec understood. She nodded. 
He wondered abruptly where  she’d come from. She was older than Din – she’d been hunting and killing since at least the rise of the Empire. Din had been rescued only a few months before the end of the Clone Wars. 
 What happened to her people?  Din wondered.  How did she end up here?  
Most beings didn’t end up on Tatooine by conscious choice. Din had thought before that the planet had its own strange sort of gravity – it caught beings who were unmoored, who were drifting through space without anything else to tether them down. 
 But to end up here, you have to be unmoored,  Din thought.  Uprooted.  
Fennec must have come from  somewhere. Shand wasn’t a Tatooinian name, a sorrowlanes name. Fennec had an even Mid Rim accent. She could be from almost anywhere. 

   Corellia, maybe? Chandrila? Calodan?  

There were hundreds of planets Fennec Shand could have come from. Thousands. So many worlds had been caught up in the Clone Wars, so many places torn apart, confused, boundaries shifted and muddled. Any of them could have grown Fennec, just like any of them could have grown Din. 
 She’s like me, Din thought. The depth of the feeling surprised him. Fennec was hard, harder than Din. Din wasn’t cut out to be an assassin. He could kill – had killed within just the last cycle, in fact, had shoved the darksaber under that Imperial officer’s ribcage and twisted – but there was a difference between killing an enemy in a fight and hunting another sentient down to put a blaster bolt in the back of their head. Doing that required something Din didn’t have. 

   But she’s still like me.  

Fennec had chosen Tatooine. Boba. This life. That made her more like Din than unlike him – he thought, not for the first time, that Fennec would make a good Mandalorian. 
 But she won’t accept any beskar,  he thought.  She won’t take the – a,  he corrected himself.  A Creed.  

   Why?  

Fennec had known other Mandalorians. She’d told Din about them.
 What did she know about them,  Din thought to himself,  that made her decide she didn’t want to become one?  
She’d mentioned several Mandalorian bounty hunters before. Boba’s father, a Beviin, a Bralor, a Hokan. She’d described them to Din in loose terms. Hard but competent. Fierce but just. The Skiratas had been clannish. Beviin had been fair. 

   What Creeds did they follow? What Creeds did Fennec see, and decide not to swear?  

Fennec kicked Din in the ankle, lightly. 
“Whatever you’re thinking about,” she told him, “knock it off. It makes you look sad.” 
“Sorry,” Din said, pulling his thoughts away with some effort. 
Fennec rolled her eyes. “I’m not – what you and Boba do,” she said. “It’s none of my business. I mean,” she continued, voice sharpening when Din opened his mouth, “it’s  really none of my business, and I’d prefer not to get involved.” 
Din nodded. 
“But,” Fennec said, “whatever you two are doing – just think about it. Okay? And be careful. Don’t – don’t hang your entire heart on it. Boba – this isn’t a good time for him to be getting all twisted up about – well. About anything. And it’s not a good time for him to be getting dragged into the middle of Mandalorian politics either." 
Din snorted. “You don’t have to worry about that,” he said. “As soon as P – as soon as Ushib clears them all, the others’ll be heading off to Mos Pelgo.” 
“What about you?” Fennec asked, tone level. “Boba – He’s got other things to focus on, and – ”
She sighed, pulling a face. “And you could get hurt,” she continued. “If you don’t understand. If you – if you’re not careful. Boba could hurt you. I don’t think he’d mean to, but he could.”
“What about me? I’ll be here, still,” Din said. “And Boba – I trust him.” 
“You’re not going with the others?”
Din shook his head. 
“Why not?” 
“Boba needs my help,” said Din. “And the others – I can’t go with them. I’m not Mandalorian anymore. That’s why you don’t have to worry about Boba getting dragged into – into the middle of it.” 
 That finally made Fennec react. She raised a single eyebrow. She was not, however, surprised.  
Din’s skin prickled. “You knew that,” he said. “Paz – Paz has been talking about it. Boba says that you know everything that goes on here.” 
“Not everything,” Fennec said, smiling faintly. “But I know a lot, yeah.” 
“So you knew that I’m  dar’manda,” Din said. His anger was only faint, but it was still there. She’d still made him say it again, after Din had said it so many times already. 
“I thought I knew,” said Fennec. “That friend of yours, the injured one, he’s not quiet.” 
Paz was used to bellowing instructions at a pack of excited foundlings. “No,” Din said. “He’s not quiet.” 
“But he is just about out of his mind with fever,” Fennec continued. "And I don't know much about Mando politics, but I know they're volatile." She shrugged. “It seemed like the kind of information I should verify. So. You’re not Mandalorian anymore, and these other Mandos will be leaving as soon as Ushib gives the all-clear.” 
Din nodded. “You – you don’t have to worry about Boba getting caught up in all of that,” he said. 
“Good. His attention needs to be here.” 
“It  is here,” Din said. 
Fennec  laughed.  Din stared at her, startled. He’d heard Fennec chuckle before, had heard her tease, but he’d never heard her laugh outright. 

   What did I say?  

“His attention,” said Fennec, “is on you, wherever you are. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. You’re a distraction, Djarin.” 
Din couldn’t help the shiver that went through him, then. “You’re exaggerating,” Din said, but the words sounded weak even to his own ears. 
He thought of leaning against the wall in the throne room, the feeling of Boba’s eyes on him. The shiver that had gone through him then, too, the heady rush as his body realized that Boba’s attention was fixed on him despite everyone and everything else in the throne room. 
“I’m really not.” Fennec’s expression flickered. “Listen,” she said. “What you and Boba do – that’s your business. I don’t want to get involved. I  really,  ” she said, when Din opened his mouth again, “don’t want to get involved. But my job is to keep this outfit running. So when Boba tries to drop everything to go tearing off after you, I  am involved, no matter what any of us want.” 
Din flushed. “I didn’t – I didn’t intend to fly off on him,” he said. “It’s just – ”
Fennec held up a hand and Din obediently closed his mouth again. 
Fennec had a presence like Boba, in her way. She was sharper than Boba, a gleaming edge instead of an implacable wall, but she still had the air of an  alor  about her, something that commanded respect, attention. Obedience. Something inside of Din leaned towards her. Something in him  wanted to listen.
“I don’t need details,” she said. “The things I know – I know a lot because I  have to know what’s going on in here. But details – no. That’s your business. But.” 
Din winced.  But, he thought. 
“Whatever you and Boba are doing – you need to be careful, Djarin,” Fennec repeated. “Boba – this is important to him. Making this work. Making a name for himself, living up to – I don’t know, to this idea he’s got in his head of the kind of man that his father wanted him to be. It’s more important to Boba than anything. You’re a distraction,” she said. Her tone was gentle. “And there might come a time soon when Boba sets all distractions aside and goes for what he wants.”
“How do you know that?” Din asked, softly. 
Fennec looked at him. “What else would make a man crawl out of a sarlacc’s belly?” 
Din’s heart sank. Fennec – Din didn’t know how he knew it, but he knew she was telling the truth. He could taste it like ashes in the air. 
“And Gorga’s circling,” Fennec continued, still gentle. “There’s already been attacks. If Boba’s too distracted…” 
 We’re all in danger, Din thought. Fennec didn’t say it. She didn’t need to. 
He swallowed.  She thinks that I’m a liability.  A weak point in Boba’s armor. And worse – She’s not wrong.  Din had already proved that he was weak. Not – not  fragile, but certainly not made of beskar. 
Din pushed his breath out through his nose, then nodded. “I’ll – I’ll be careful,” he said. “I won’t – I know that all of this,” he gestured vaguely around him, “has been different. For everyone. I can – I can stay away, if that will help.”
“And this point? It probably won’t,” said Fennec wryly. “We’d just spend the entire time you were gone worrying about where you were. I’m not trying to scare you off, Djarin. I like you. I’m just – I want you to be ready, is all.” She'd said we instead of Boba, which softened the blow a little. 
“Ready for what?” 
Fennec shrugged. “Ready for things to go bad,” she said. 
 Between me and Boba, or just in general? Din wanted to ask, but he wasn’t sure that he wanted to hear the answer, so he just nodded, tiredly. 
“Kark, Djarin,” said Fennec, looking pained. “I’m exhausted just looking at you.”
“It’s been a long day for everyone,” Din muttered. 
“True,” said Fennec. “But still. Go rest. Staying awake down here with me isn’t going to bring Ushib here any faster.” 
Din didn’t want to sleep. He didn’t want to go to his own room or even up to Boba’s. He didn’t want to be alone with his thoughts. 
 A distraction. Am I a distraction? Din didn’t know. He didn’t understand the point of Fennec’s warning. 
 She sees everything,  Din remembered.  Boba said that she finds out everything, sooner or later. Can she – can she see the way I feel about Boba? 
That fierce, bright thing in the center of Din’s chest, the feeling Din hadn’t named yet. Affection and trust and respect and –

   And more.  

Could Fennec see that? 
She must have seen  something. That or she was tired of Boba shirking his duties as Tatooine’s king to spar with Din or spend long nights working Din over. 
“Djarin,” said Fennec, her eyes dark. She reached out, hesitated, and then settled a hand on Din’s elbow. “I didn’t mean – ”
“I’m going to – I’m going to get something to eat,” Din said abruptly, standing up so fast he nearly knocked over what was left of his glass of water. He tried to smile. He knew it didn't reach his eyes, but there was nothing Din could do about that. “Where’s my helmet? Still upstairs?” 
Fennec looked at Din for a second, expression pinched, but she relented. “No,” she said, and she stood up, leaned over the bar and rummaged around. She came up holding Din’s helmet. “Here,” she said. 
Din stared at it for a second, then her, but he took it. “Why – ?” he started. 
Fennec shrugged. 
“We didn’t know when you’d come back,” she said. “Or where. But I figured you’d want to check in with Boba first, and he’s usually down here, so.” 
“Thanks,” Din said. He didn’t put the helmet on, but its weight in his hands was reassuring. 
Fennec sighed. “I don’t really want to hurt you either, you know,” she said. “You’re – you’re not bad, for a Mandalorian.” 
“How’d you figure that?” Din muttered. His visor stared up at him. “And I’m not a Mandalorian anymore.” 
Fennec just shrugged again. 
“Toro Calican shot me in the gut and left me to bleed to death in the sands,” Fennec said. Din winced. He didn't understand the shift in conversation, but he knew what Fennec was talking about. Din had thought her dead. Toro Calican had gone straight for the kid after leaving Fennec to die. Din had gone right after him – he hadn't stopped to check if Fennec was alive. Boba must've come up on Fennec minutes after Din had left to get back to Mos Eisley.
“If it helps,” Din said, still faintly guilty that he'd left Fennec there to die like that, slow and painful and with no hope of rescue, “I killed him.”
“It helps a little,” Fennec allowed. She gave Din a small, sideways smile. “I went looking for him once I was back on my feet. Didn’t find him, but I found a twitchy little mechanic in Mos Eisley who told me he was taken care of.” 
 Pelli, Din thought. 
“Why’d you agree to go on a hunt with somebody like Toro Calican?” Fennec asked. "I'd heard of you. You were a big man in the Bounty Hunter's Guild. You didn't have to let a little runt like that follow you around."  
“I needed the credits.” That had been back at the very beginning of all of this, only a handful of weeks after Din and the kid had been run off Nevarro. Din'd had rations aboard the Crest before he'd run, but they had been his rations. Grogu had gone through a week's worth of food in about two days. Din's cut back on his own rations, but by the time he'd landed on Tatooine in Pelli Motto's bay, Din had been pretty desperate. “He agreed to give me the bounty if he got to keep the fame. You were worth a lot of credits.” 
“And you believed him?” 
Din shrugged. He hadn’t been too worried about Calican, not even after Calican had betrayed him. The kid had been fast with his triggerhand, but Din had been faster. And if he'd tried to shoot me in the stomach like he shot you, he would've just run into my beskar. “I needed the credits,” Din repeated. 
Fennec shook her head. “You wouldn’t have shot me,” she said. 
“I wouldn’t have left you to bleed out, anyway,” Din said. Din would’ve shot Fennec if she’d tried to fight. But he would’ve shot her in an arm or a leg first, as a warning, and then if she’d kept fighting he would’ve killed her. 
That made Fennec smile. “Fair enough,” she said. 
“That’s why you trust me?” Din asked. “Because I would’ve shot to kill?” 
“Because you would’ve made it clean,” she said. “That’s the kind of hunter you are. That’s rare, these days. Something to respect.” 
Din wasn’t sure what to do with that statement. “Is that why you wanted to warn me?” 
“Partly,” Fennec allowed. “Part of it’s that I think you’re an honest person, and that deserves honesty in return. And part of it is that you  were Mandalorian, and I've seen what your kind can do when you get surprised or upset. I wanted to – I wanted to prepare you, I guess. Forewarned is forearmed.” 
“Oh,” said Din. He didn’t really know what to do with that either. Everything she’d told him rattled around in his head. 
 I need to think,  he thought. His grip tightened on the helmet.  I need to – I need to sort this all out.  
“You really going to go eat?” Fennec asked. 
Din nodded. He was going to go down into the kitchens, anyway. “Maybe… maybe check on the  verd’i – on Strill and Jaig,” Din corrected, catching himself before he could pick up Boba’s nickname for the pair. 
Fennec nodded. “No violence,” she warned him. “And here. Take this.” 
She reached into a pocket on her belt and fished out a small, glowing red device. A tracking fob. 
Din eyed it. “I would’ve thought that you’d just stick one into my helmet.” 
Fennec smiled the way Boba often smiled. Like a nexu with something caught at the end of its claws. “I thought about it,” she said. “But this’ll have to do for now.”
Din sighed, seeing that he wouldn’t be swayed, and took the fob, shoving it into an empty loop on his utility belt. The red light flickered as it paired with Din's vitals, and then a new glowing red dot appeared on Fennec’s map. 
“Is this just so I don’t go out the window again?” Din asked. 
Fennec chuckled. “Maybe a little,” she said. “I’ll call you when Ushib and Boba get in. Go eat. Find a corner to nap in if you can. We're in for a busy few days.” 
Din slipped his helmet back on over his head and nodded, though he had no intention of napping. 
Fennec let him go without calling him on it, which Din appreciated. Having his helmet back on settled Din some. 
 I’ve told everyone I need to tell that I’m  dar’manda, he thought.  I shouldn’t put it back on.  
But it was  useful, the helmet – Din had missed it out in the desert. He’d missed the ability to narrow his field of vision in from half a mile away, the ability to take thermal scans, to track prints. 
 And if Gorga  does  attack –
If Gorga did attack, Din wanted to be armored. Paz was hurt. There were foundlings here.  Boba was here, and Noora and Fennec, Ushib, all the rest. 
 This armor,  Din thought, walking away from the throne room,  lets me keep them all safe. 
That was important. 
 And no one here,  Din continued, grimly,  is strong enough to take my armor away. Paz might try, if he recovered quickly. Strill and Jaig might try too. But they weren't strong enough to take it from him. 
And I need it,  Din thought.  At least for now.  
He tried not to think of anything else as he made his way down through the palace towards the kitchens. He’d done too much thinking over the past standard day. He’d spent too much time stuck in his own head. 
It made Din long again for Boba’s rooms. For the quiet that would come over him if Boba brought out a flogger, for the sense of peace Din could find whenever he put control in Boba’s hands. 
 Boba – he’ll still help me, right? Din wondered. Boba had wanted to help Din before all of this had gotten so tangled and confused. He’d wanted to help Din before he’d been Din’s friend. When Din had just been another bounty hunter hanging around looking for work. He might not want Din in his bed again, in his arms, and Din could live with that, but Din hoped that Boba would still want to help. 
Din pushed the thought aside as he reached the kitchen door. He wondered absently who was cooking, with Ushib gone. She’d been away for days now. But there was food to eat, still – the massive curry pot in the center of the room was still warm. Someone had come in and made bread. Dozens and dozens of flat, uncooked heaps of japoor bread had been laid out along one of the smooth counters to rest overnight before they were fired in the morning. 
Noora? Din wondered. Somehow he couldn't imagine Fennec down here kneading meal together. But Noora liked to keep herself busy, and she'd been just as anxious and frazzled over the past few days as the rest of them. 
Din even found a refrigerated storage unit that had been stocked with pre-cooked food. He searched around for a minute before his eyes landed on a large bowl, which Din quickly filled with cold food. There were small, sealed containers of  easda,  jars of preserved fruit, even a few individually-wrapped  hanshun pastries, the leftovers from a few days ago. 
Din threw it all in the bowl, making sure he had something sweet for the foundlings, something easy to eat for Paz and something filling for Strill and Jaig, then took a detour into the training room he’d once used to spar with Boba for a quick restock on medical supplies. 
Thus armed, Din angled towards the still-empty wing of the palace, where Boba had stashed the others. 
Strill was, as Din guessed she’d be, on guard duty. She had planted herself in front of the door like a mother gundark guarding the season’s nestlings. Din smiled to see it. 
“Strill,” he called, giving her plenty of warning. He carried the bowl with both hands so she didn’t think that he was approaching her as a threat. 
She tensed anyway, armor clinking. Her hand drifted towards her blaster. 
Din stopped ten paces back, and studied Strill. The fierce tilt of her chin, her planted stance. “Paz told you,” Din said. He didn’t need to elaborate. 
“He did.” She lifted her chin even higher. She was shorter than Din by five or six inches and her armor looked too big on her, the cuirass loose, her pauldrons oversized. Maybe her armor had fit better when she'd been back with her own covert, fed and safe, but a year on the run had pared all of that away.

   She’s just a kid.  

“Is it true?” Strill demanded. “Are you – are you  dar’manda?” 
“Paz isn’t a liar,” Din said, gently. 
“No,” Strill agreed, “but – he’s confused. Sick. He might have misheard, or misunderstood, or – ”
“He didn’t,” Din said, still trying to speak gently. “He’s telling the truth. I’m  dar’manda.” 
Strill recoiled. Her hand went to her blaster. She didn’t draw it, which was a small miracle. If her  alor  had raised Strill like Din’s  alor had raised him, she probably wanted to shoot Din very badly. She had foundlings behind that door. A brother. An injured elder. 
Din took two very large, deliberate steps back and raised the bowl in his hands so Strill could see that he carried no weapon.  
“I’m not going to hurt you,” Din said. 
“You’re  dar’manda,” Strill spat back. “You’ve – ”
“Been  dar’manda  for weeks,” Din interrupted. “I was  dar’manda when you came here and asked for my help. I didn’t hurt you then and I won’t now.” 
“But – ”
“But nothing,” Din finally snapped, patience fraying. “Here.” Din closed the distance between them and shoved the bowl full of food and bacta rolls at Strill, mostly to give her something else to do with her hands. 
“What’s – ” Strill fumbled the bowl but caught it before it hit the ground. She peered at it for a moment, then looked back up. Her stance hadn’t softened, but at least her hands were full now. If she wanted to go for her blaster she’d have to drop the supplies. 
“Medicine,” said Din. He tried to smooth the impatience out of his voice. The hurt. He'd known how Strill would react. He'd known. “Food, too. Good food. Stuff the kids’ll like, I think. Ushib – the cook here – she’s not Mandalorian, but Tusken food’s pretty close. She makes a decent  hanshun.” 
“Hanshun?”  Strill faltered again. “I don’t understand,” she said. 
“It’s food,” Din said, deliberately misunderstanding. “You’ve got to be hungry. The kids too.”
Strill bristled, looking up from the supplies. 
“There’s medicine in there too,” Din continued. “Anticeptin, some nutrient boosters, painkillers. To hold you over until the medic gets here.” 
“Medic?” 
“Ushib,” Din said, bolstered by Strill’s wary tone.  Wary’s good,  he thought.  Wary is better than angry. Wary means that she might  listen.  I’m  dar’manda,  but I’m offering help. Strill wasn’t in a position to turn down any help, and Din thought – hoped – that she was sensible enough to understand that. Jaig – Jaig was young. Din had only spent a handful of minutes with him, but he knew that Jaig was young. He couldn’t have been more than five years past his Foundling’s Trial. Couldn’t be older than seventeen or eighteen. 
 Young enough to be stubborn. Not that Din had ever grown out of being stubborn himself. 
“Gar atin," Boba had said, more than once. Sometimes Boba had said it like a compliment and sometimes he’d said it like a curse. Now, standing in the hallway with Strill and trying to convince her that Din meant know harm, Din understood how Boba felt. 
“Her name is Ushib,” Din continued. “She’s a Tusken.” 
“One of the sand people?” 
“A Tusken,” said Din, firmly. “They call themselves the tuskra. She’s – they don’t have med droids or surgeons in the sands. Ushib is a  jida. She knows what she’s doing. She’ll help.”
“What’s a  jida? ” Strill asked, still wary. 
“It’s – our closest word is probably  grandmother,” Din said. “Ori – ori’buir.” 
Din didn’t know if that was right. He only knew a handful of words in Mandalorian. 
 Mando’a,  Din corrected himself again. He only knew a handful of words in  mando’a,  and none of them were  grandmother  or  grandfather.  
 But Strill called me  ori’vod.  Older brother. So – does  ori’buir  mean older parent?  
It apparently did  not, because Strill stared at Din for several seconds, still and silent. Din felt his face grow hot. He was glad he’d stopped to put his helmet back on. 
“Oh!” Strill finally said, shaking her head a little. “You mean  ba’buir, right? Like your father’s father or your mother’s mother?”
Din nodded, relieved. “Ba’buir,” he repeated, just like he did when Boba taught him a new word. “We didn’t – that is, Paz and I – we didn’t learn a lot of – of  mando’a,” he tried to explain. “Our  alor didn’t think it was a good idea.” 
“Neither does our  alor,” said Strill. “But my mother – she’s  dar’evaa. Old-fashioned. She thought it was important for me and my brothers to learn a little. We’ve been teaching Paz a bit but – ”
Strill caught herself and shook her head again. “But,” she continued, voice harder than it had been before, “you’re  dar’manda.  You shouldn’t speak  mando’a.”  
Din frowned a little. “I’m not a Hutt either,” he said. “But I still know Huttese.  Mando’a's just a language, isn’t it?” 
“It’s  our  language,” Strill said. “And if you’re  dar’manda, you’re not one of us.” 
Din sighed. “No,” he said. “I’m not. I – I told Paz, I know I’m  dar’manda.  I know what that means. If I shouldn’t speak your language, fine. I don’t know much of it anyway. But breaking the Creed  doesn’t  mean that I should leave you all to starve. Ushib’s – she’s a  ba’buir,” Din said. “Among the Tuskens, their grandmothers are medics too. Healers. Ushib will help Paz.” 
“If she’s not Mandalorian – ”
“The Creed,” Din cut in sharply, putting as much authority into his voice as he could manage, “does not say that you can’t accept help from outsiders. I’m  dar’manda.  If you don’t want anything else to do with me, fine. I won't come by again. But Ushib was never a Mandalorian. She’s not  dar’manda. And she can help.” 
Strill hesitated again. 
It was hard for her, making a decision like this. Din could see it in the slump of her shoulders, the way her stance had shifted. Strill didn’t know what to do. 
 She’s probably never had to make a decision like this before, Din thought. If Jaig was at most seventeen or eighteen, Strill was only a few years older. She couldn't be more than twenty-one or twenty-two. Old enough to go out on her own, but not old enough to know anything about the galaxy beyond the safety of the tribe. She’d never been outside of her covert beyond taking the Foundling’s Trial. She wasn’t her tribe’s hunter. She’d never been put in front of an enemy – a brother turned enemy – and been asked to decide whether or not her pride and her honor were worth the lives of others. 
 C’mon, Din thought, keeping his mouth shut. This was Strill’s decision. Din knew what choice he wanted her to make, but he couldn’t make it for her. 
 Well, I could,  he thought. She  was  just a kid, a  verd’ika, like Boba had said. She might be angry with Din. She might think him a threat. 
 But she probably can’t take me in a fight.  If Din wanted to, he could  make Strill and the others accept his help. 

   But that will just make things worse.  

Strill had to decide whether or not to accept Din’s help for herself. She had to decide that he wasn't a threat. That she and the others were safe here, or at least safe enough. That was the only way any of this would  work.  
“...Can she set a broken bone?” Strill finally asked. Din’s heart soared. 
“Yes,” he promised. “And treat a fever. She’s – Tusken medicine is rough,” Din said. “But it’s effective. Tuskens kept me alive when I was younger and injured. They saved Boba’s life too, after he got eaten by a sarlacc. Ushib’s good. She can help.” 
“Dar’vod  got eaten by a  sarlacc?” Strill said, appalled. 
Din couldn’t help it. He smiled at her even though she couldn’t see it, a grin that made his cheeks hurt with its sudden force. 
“That’s what I said, when I heard about it. Apparently, yes, he did.” 
“And he’s still alive?”
Din shrugged. “He’s strong,” he said. “And Ushib’s care is good. She helped him. She can help Paz. And the kids. And you too – she can look at that leg for you, once she’s dealt with the more serious injuries.” 
Strill wavered for a moment, the bowl of supplies still clutched in her hands, and then she caved in. 
“Fine,” she said. “Fine, your medic can help. You can – you can help too. We’ll sit on Vizsla if we have too. But – but,  ori’vod,” she said, still using the  mando’a word, “you can’t come in. Paz – if he sees you – ”
Din blew out a breath. “I know,” he said. “He told me on the  Huntress. I won’t – I won’t come in. He doesn’t have to see me again.” 
Strill hesitated. “Will he really,” she started, then stopped. Took a breath. “Will he really try to kill you?” 
Din shrugged with one shoulder. “He said he would,” he said. “You’ve got to know him pretty well by now too, right?” 
Strill nodded. 
“How often does Paz say things that he doesn’t mean?” Din asked. He shrugged again, tiredly. “I’d prefer he healed up a little bit before he tried anything. But he probably will try.” 
“Oh,” said Strill. “D’you think – am  I  supposed to? You’re – if you’re  dar’manda, then… I’ve got a duty to, right?” 
“I’m not an  alor,” Din said. “I can’t tell you what your duty is.” 
“That sounds like a ‘yes’ anyway,” Strill pointed out, a little wry. “But… you don’t  seem  like you’re  dar’manda.” 
“How am I supposed to seem?” Faint curiosity prickled at Din. “How do you know what someone who’s  dar’manda is supposed to be like?” 
“Tallow,” said Strill, like that explained everything. 
Din cocked his head, confused. “Who?” 
“She was – she was part of our tribe,” Strill explained. “But she… she lost her helmet in a cantina fight. She was  dar’manda too.”
Something cold settled at the bottom of Din’s stomach. He heard the word.  Was. “What happened to her?” he asked, even though he thought that he already knew. “What was – what was she like?” 
“She… she couldn’t handle it,” Strill said. “She was mad. Screaming. It was awful. Tamsin made her stop, but – ”
“I’m… not mad,” Din finally said. He knew how Tamsin had made Tallow stop screaming. “I’m too busy to go the way of the wurrek, honestly.”
“Are you sure?” Strill asked. “Tallow did a lot of damage before – before Tamsin stepped in. If you think you’re gonna go crazy – ”
“I have people looking out for me,” Din cut in, gently. “Not a tribe, but. Allies. Friends. They won’t let me lose it. Go – go crazy, like Tallow did." 
“Boba Fett?” 
Din nodded. “And others,” he said. “Including the man I’m sending you all too, once Ushib takes a look at you. His name is Cobb Vanth. He’s a friend. And – I have a son, too.” 
“Really?” Strill asked, surprised. “Where? Here?” She looked around like she expected Grogu to pop up out of the floor or the walls. 
Din shook his head. “It’s not exactly safe here,” he explained. “My kid is younger than your three.” It wasn't a lie, really. Grogu might have been fifty standard years old, but he wasn't talking and scouting and bossing other foundlings around like Paz's kids were able to. 
“Paz’s three,” Strill corrected, shuddering. “I’m not ready to settle down with a pack of foundlings just yet.” 
“Yeah,” said Din, smiling to himself. “Neither was I. My kid – he’s somewhere safe. Somewhere far away from here. But he checks in now and then.” Din tapped his broken comm link. “Like I said. I’m too busy to lose it.” 
Strill hesitated, but she nodded. “Okay,” she said. 
“Okay?” 
“Okay.” Strill shook her head a little, the beskar of it gleaming where the paint had been chipped away. “I doubt I could beat you in a fight, anyway.” 
“Oh?” said Din, even though he agreed. Strill could manage to kill him if she got the drop on him, but Din was old and paranoid. It was hard to catch him by surprise these days. Only Boba managed it with any regularity. 
Strill snorted. “Paz’s told us about you,” she said. “He said you fight like a krayt dragon.” 
That made Din’s smile widen, affection welling up in his chest. It stung, because Din would never be Paz’s brother again, but he held the affection to himself anyway, ignoring the curl of pain and grief. 
“He’s never seen a krayt dragon,” Din said. “He doesn’t know what they fight like.” 
“Still,” said Strill. She paused, looking down at the supplies in her arms. “Thanks,” she said. “For this, and for – for coming to help, even if you’re  dar’manda.”  
“You’ve got foundlings with you,” Din said. “Of course I was going to help.” 
Strill nodded, shifting on her feet. She’d broken her ready stance, which Din took as a good sign. 
He nodded back, one warrior to another, and turned to go. Strill didn’t call out for him as he left so Din kept going. It was hard, leaving her there. Every instinct Din had demanded that he turn around and go back, that he take her place guarding the door, watching over them all. 

   But I am not their brother.  

Din didn’t know what he was anymore. Everything had been upended. He had Fennec’s warning ringing in his head too – she didn’t seem to think that there’d be a place here for Din either, not in the long term. That Boba was going to choose, one day, and that the choice he'd make would leave no room for Din. 
 Boba’s helping me because I need it, Din thought to himself, as he went blindly down the hallway, moving on instinct. 
 But what happens when I don’t need it anymore? Or – if I  still  need it, and Boba doesn’t want to keep giving it?  
Fennec had been pretty clear – for Boba, this was just another arrangement. One of the dozens of arrangements he’d had across the years. He was Din’s friend, yes, but – that was all that this – that the marks pressed into Din’s back, the bitten skin of his shoulderblades, the memory of Boba moving inside of him, panting, hot and huge and implacable – was. 
 That was all that we agreed to, though, Din reminded himself, as his feet carried him back past the throne room. He didn’t know where he was going, just that he wanted to be there alone. 

   We agreed on honesty. On respect. On – on trying new things. But not on –  

Not on whatever it was that had somehow tangled itself up in Din’s chest, that strange feeling of – something, of respect, of familiarity, of trust and admiration and comfort. It was all knotted together, and Din couldn’t pull any of the tangled strands apart to look at them, to really look at them. 
“He cares about you,” Fennec had said. Din had known that. But the way Fennec had said it made it sound like she thought Boba cared more about Din than he should. That Din was either a distraction or deluded – that the way he felt about Boba, deep and nameless, wasn’t returned. 
 It’s not that,  Din thought to himself, edged with desperation.  It’s just that I –
He couldn’t say it. Couldn’t think it. The thought, the word, was too enormous. 
 She’s probably right,  Din thought. Fennec was probably right. Din had let this – it had all gotten confused. When Boba had first offered to flog Din, to teach him how to use pain, to  like it, what he’d offered had sounded simple. Straightforward. 
 Nothing’s simple anymore, Din thought. 
His body carried him to the lift in Jabba’s old tower on instinct. Din stared at the controls for a second, hesitating. He didn’t want to go up to Boba’s tower. 
So he punched the lowest button instead and breathed a sigh of relief as the doors closed, and then Din was rattling down into the lower levels of the palace. 
The lift opened onto the cavernous, still, quiet room that had once been Jabba’s sauna.
Din made his way to the edge of the pool still on autopilot, his body moving without much input from his head. He stood there for a minute, listening to the quiet whisper of the water, and then Din shed his armor piece by piece. 
 The tuskra do this sometimes, he thought. If a wandering warrior found an oasis in the desert and there was no one else around, he’d shed his robes, his cowl, his weapons, and wade into the water. It was supposed to be sacred. A time for a warrior to think and rest. To connect to the spirit of the desert.
There was no desert spirit down here and Din had done too much reflecting, but Din did the same thing any Tusken would do, stripping down and leaving everything in a pile at the edge of the pool before sloshing his way into it.
 It’s not rest,  he thought,  but it’s – restful. The water would at least take some of the weight off his knees. Would at least get the sand out of Din’s hair. 
The water was still warm. Din took a few experimental laps, pushing off from the pool’s textured floor, and let the water lap at his flanks, his chin. He wondered idly where Boba kept his soap but didn’t feel any particular urge to go find it; for now this was enough, swimming slowly in the darkness, the warm water soothing Din’s tired muscles and his aching shoulders. 
He did feel a bit like a Tusken warrior finding solace in an oasis. That was what the oases were for, the storysingers said. Tatooine was a hard place. Living here was brutal, and the desert always won in the end. But the desert gave up what balms and comforts it could. Oases to swim in, aquifers to drink from, seasonal rains to water crops. Black melons and cedru trees. 
There were no trees down here. Boba’s little pool wasn’t a real oasis, after all. But there were vines creeping over the walls and tall, leafy plants clustered around the pool’s edge, the smell of them, green and alive, filled the air. 
 It’s quiet,  Din thought.  It’s – nice. I can see why Boba wanted to build it, even if it took a while to clean it out after Jabba.  
He was still trying not to think about what Fennec had said. That Din was a  distraction. That Boba didn’t need Din around. That Boba had – something else. Something that was more important to him. Something that Boba would not, or could not, waver from. 
It  hurt. 
Din shook himself, desperation beginning to buzz against his mouth, and shoved himself underwater. It was too warm to shock him, really, but it was still a change in sensation, and Din swam underwater until his lungs burned and anchored him into his body. 
 I can’t outrun this,  he thought. He couldn’t outfly it.  But I can – I can do something. 
He could keep his body so busy that his mind had nowhere else to go. That these circles he was running in could reign in his thoughts. 
So Din did that. He swam in the warm darkness for some indeterminate length of time, his legs heavy, his body brimming with exertion. Swimming wasn’t running through a sword-form or tussling around in a spar, but it was  something, and Din threw himself into it with everything he still had left. 
He didn’t know how much time had passed before a voice broke the darkness. 
“Din,” said Boba, crouching by the edge of the pool. Din slowly stopped swimming, wading instead. His feet grazed the bottom of the pool. 
“You made it back,” Din said back, voice hoarse. “Fennec was going to – oh.” Din’s comm was broken. Fennec hadn’t known. Guilt flickered through him before he remembered that she’d given him a tracking fob. Fennec had known where he was, at least. 
“We did make it back,” Boba said. He’d stripped out of his armor but not his robes. Water lapped his boots. “Had no trouble. Ushib’s with your  vode now. Come here.” 
“They’re not my  vode anymore,” Din muttered. The shape of the room carried it back to Boba, who frowned. 
“Still,” said Boba. “She’s with them. She’ll look after your – after Vizsla. Come  here, Djarin.” 
He put enough authority in his voice that Din went towards him instinctively, pushing water aside. 
“How are you holding up?” Boba asked. 
Din stopped. That was a thorny question. 
“Fine,” said Din, before he remembered that Boba didn’t like the word. He treaded water for a moment.
 No,  he thought, watching Boba’s face.  He doesn’t like it when it’s not true.  
“Fine,” Din relented. “Not fine, but – alright. Tired. Sore, though the water helps. It’s just – ” Din trailed off again. He got the feeling that Fennec didn’t want Din to share her warning with Boba. Din wasn’t even sure how he’d voice what Fennec had told him anyway. Boba didn’t look like a man trapped in a shadow. He just looked like Boba. Tired, familiar, watching Din with an expectation in his eyes. 
Din scowled. “Fine,” he muttered, and started swimming towards Boba again, rising back up to his feet when the pool became shallow enough. 
“Fennec said that you’d gone off to rest,” Boba said. “I'd hoped that you were asleep.” 
Din snorted. “This is restful,” he said. He didn’t leave the pool, staying in water that went up to his waist. 
Boba looked at Din for a while. He looked exhausted. Guilt prickled at Din again. 
 It’s my fault,  he thought.  If I hadn’t panicked, hadn’t flown off, maybe he could have gotten some sleep.  
“Come here,” Boba said again, quietly. 
Din scowled. He felt – not necessarily  safe, in the water, because he didn’t feel threatened. Despite all of his bursts of temper, Din knew that Boba wouldn’t hurt him. But the pool was neutral ground. Oases were places of peace, unless a band of slavers needed to be driven out of one. 
 But he’s already asked me to come, Din thought. He didn’t want to argue about something as small and harmless as leaving the pool, not when –
 Not when we have other things to argue about.  
Din kept moving until he’d left the pool, until he’d come out of the water dripping and shivering a little at the chill. Din hadn’t thought to stop anywhere and pick up something to dry himself off with, so he just shook himself like a bantha clearing a wallow and dried himself off with his undershirt. His hair tickled the back of his neck. 
Boba stayed where he was, crouched at the edge of the pool a few feet away. He was watching Din again. 
“How are your bruises?” Boba finally asked, breaking the uneasy silence. 
The ones on Din’s back warmed under Boba’s attention. Din knew that the edges of those bruises, the uneven bursts where the flogger’d struck, had started to heal, but there was still plenty of bruising to feel. 
“Sore,” Din admitted, because it was true. 
“Haven’t had much time to enjoy them, though.” 
Din snorted. “Not really.” Din hesitated, Fennec’s warning in his ears. 

   Be careful.  

 Careful of what?  Din thought tiredly.  Of getting too close? Of – of feeling something for Boba that he doesn’t feel for me?  
“How are you?” Din asked. “How are your bruises?” Their spar had only been a few nights ago. 
Boba snorted right back and finally stood, straightening up. He rubbed the center of his chest, where Din had slammed into him to bowl him over. “Also sore,” he said. “But I’ll live. Listen, Din – ”
“Can we – can we wait?” Din blurted out, before he could stop himself. Boba froze. Din winced. 
“We should rest,” Din said. He looked at Boba carefully. “Before we – you know. Argue again.” 
“Is it always an argument with you?” Boba muttered, but he was nodding. Din relaxed. Boba was agreeing with him. 
“Not always,” Din said, tugging his pants on. He eyed his heap of beskar. He really didn’t want to pull it all on again. “But someone keeps telling me that I’m stubborn, so…”
Boba huffed. “Gar atin,” he said, “doesn’t just mean that you’re stubborn.”
“What does it mean, then?”
“That you hang on like a bloody massiff,” Boba grumbled. “You dig your heels in.”
“I’m – I  was Mandalorian,” Din pointed out. He decided against forcing his stiff limbs through his kute and his armor and just collected it all up in a big, untidy, precarious pile, using his cuirass as a basket. Boba helped, collecting Din’s kit, his weapons, the heavy folds of his cloak. “We’re all stubborn.” 
“Fair,” Boba muttered. “But – we don’t have to argue about it.” 
Din looked at him. “You have,” he said, “strong feelings. About – about all of this.”
A muscle in Boba’s jaw twitched. 
“And I do too,” Din said. “And – we’ll argue. It’s fine. Neither of us have killed the other yet, right?” 
“Right,” Boba finally allowed. He shook his head and then added, for good measure, “Gar atin.” 
Din smiled a little. “Gar atin,” he repeated. He heard Strill in his head, telling Din that he shouldn’t speak  mando’a, but he pushed that thought away too. It was just a language. Din spoke half a dozen. And he liked this, the scraps of words and phrases he'd picked up. Boba had wanted to share them with Din. Din liked the way mando'a sounded. 
“You learn quick,” Boba said. 
Din, arms full of armor, managed a faint shrug. The motion made his shoulders flex. His bruises throbbed. Boba was still looking, and even in the low light Din could see the way his eyes darkened. “I’ve always had a head for languages,” he said. 
 Be careful, he heard in Fennec’s voice. 
 Be careful of what? Din thought back fiercely. Boba was looking. Boba was close, standing at Din’s side. 
 Be careful, because he cares more for – for whatever Quest he’s set in front of himself? Din wasn’t an idiot. Any Mandalorian knew that a Quest came first. Din had been Quested to get Grogu to the Jedi, after all, and he’d done it. It had cost him, but he’d done it. 
 So Boba’s Quested himself to – to live up to his father’s name,  Din thought.  Or to get out from under his father’s name entirely. Fine. I understand what that means.  
But now that he knew about it, Din could make sure that he didn’t get in Boba’s way. He wasn’t about to – about to force Boba to choose between his Quest, between whatever he’d sworn to his father’s memory, and Din himself. 

   I would never. 


   And if Fennec wants me to be careful with – with my heart, or something, my honor, who I’m loyal too, well –  


   She doesn’t get to choose that for me.  

What Din felt for Boba – that was Din’s business. He wouldn’t name it if he could help it but he couldn’t bring himself to crush it either, to squash the warmth that rose in his belly when he took a step towards the lift and Boba took a step with him. 

   This is mine.  

“So you don’t wanna talk right now,” Boba said, as they climbed into the lift together. Din was dripping water everywhere. “What do you want to do?” 
“I told you,” Din said. “I want to rest.” 
“Rest,” said Boba, sounding doubtful. 
“You look dead on your feet,” Din said, frankly. It was true – Boba had bruises pressed in the hollows of his eyes and some of his usual easy grace had faded to a more ponderous, unsteady sort of exhaustion. 
“Oh,” Boba rumbled, rolling his eyes. “Then if it’s for  my benefit, after you.” 
The lift let them out into that long hallway. It was verging on dawn now, not that Din cared. He was going to  sleep. Or at least force himself to close his eyes for a while and let his thoughts run in circles. 
They went to the second lift together, side by side, and when the doors closed behind them and it was time to choose their destination, Boba looked at Din. 
“What,” he asked softly, and Din could hear a strange, new sort of edge in Boba’s voice, one he’d never heard before, “do you want right now,  Djar’ika?”
“What?” Din didn’t understand. 
“I want,” Boba said, “the both of us to go up to my rooms, where I’m gonna pitch that jetpack of yours out the window so I don’t have to worry about you leaping into the sands, and then I want to sleep with you.”
“I – ” Din spluttered, ears reddening. Boba’s confession caught him by surprise. Left him flat-footed, unsure. 
Boba smiled, eyes turning up, and Din realized that he was being teased again. 
 That,  he thought,  is a good sign. Isn’t it?  That was the way Din had felt in the desert, when Boba had called him  Djar’ika again and Din had realized that maybe he hadn’t ruined everything between himself and Boba after all. 
“Just sleep,” Boba clarified. “In a real bed, Djarin. Not the floor of some bucket of rust held together with spit and star-prayers.” 
“The  Huntress really wasn’t that bad,” Din said, feeling a little defensive of the ship that had protected Paz and the others for so long, and Boba snorted. 
“I’m having it condemned,” Boba said. “I can do that now, did you know? Apparently Jabba was in charge of Mos Eisley’s municipal departments as well as all of the criminal ones.”
“And that makes you a ship inspector?” Din asked, but he was smiling, which he thought was maybe why Boba had brought the  Huntress up in the first place. 
That warm glow of something was awake in Din’s chest again. He didn’t crush it. He wanted to cup it in his hands and nurture it, like protecting a candle against the wind. It might burn his fingertips, but Din wouldn’t mind. It would keep him warm for now, at least. 
“What are you asking me?” Din said, looking at Boba. Some time over the past few weeks, it had gotten a lot easier to look Boba in the eye. Din hardly wanted to look away at all, now. 
“If – if you want comfort,” Boba finally said, choosing his own words carefully. “Companionship. It’s been… a long day.” 
It had been a long day. 
“Just sleep?” Din pressed. “No – no arguing? No talking?” 
“I don’t know about you,” Boba said dryly, “but I’m about out of things to say,  Djar’ika. At least for today.”
Din nodded. 
 Boba understands,  he thought. Maybe that was why Din had been drawn to him so quickly. Why he’d stuck around.  Boba understands what it’s like. How hard all of this can be.  
“Alright,” Din said softly. He met Boba’s eyes again. 
“Alright?” 
Din nodded. "Will it – will it help you sleep? If I'm there?" he asked.
Boba pulled a face. Din felt a little surge of satisfaction go through him. Not so fun to have the conversation turned around on you, is it? Din thought.
"It... would," Boba said. He looked rueful saying it, like he realized what Din had done but felt that he deserved it anyway, for all the times he'd asked Din the same question. Will it help? 
“Alright,” said Din, quietly.  
The smile Boba gave Din then was a new smile. Secret and soft.  Fond.  
The warmth in Din’s chest flickered and surged. 
They didn’t say anything more. They didn’t need to – Boba pressed the button for his rooms and they took the lift to the top of the tower, and when the doors opened Din deposited his armor and kute into a lopsided pile by the lift. Boba took more care with Din’s weapons; he laid Din’s blaster and the darksaber on top of his work table. He did not pitch Din's jetpack out of a window, though he did set it down away from the bed. 
Din rolled his eyes. He wasn't going to bolt again. He wasn't. 
The blast doors had come up again, revealing the desert in all of its early morning stillness, the grey light of dawn just beginning to give way. Boba tapped one of his datapads and a few doors – the ones around his bed – descended again. He didn’t close all of them but he closed off two-thirds of his large, circular room, and the darkness that came with it wasn’t quite the dark of night, but it was close. 
 It’ll be dark enough to sleep, at least, Din thought. He padded over to the bed and sat down, cautiously. Boba didn’t say anything or otherwise change his mind, so Din swung his feet up and settled in. Boba joined him after a minute, slipping into the other side of the bed. 
“Was just messaging Fennec,” he reported. “She’ll see we’re not bothered, unless something happens with your  vode. She's heard from Ushib – the foundlings are all gonna be just fine. Your brother's probably gonna live.”
“They’re not my  vode,” Din murmured. His heart did something complicated inside of his chest. The kids are okay. Paz will probably live. 
Boba huffed. “Your  dar’vode, then,” he said, mimicking Strill decently well. Din swatted his side. Boba’d chosen to wear his robe and Din missed the feeling of his skin, but he’d done enough to Boba today.
 I can survive without being cuddled, Din thought. 
Boba, almost as if he could read Din’s mind like a Jedi, reached over and hooked an arm over Din’s waist, tugging him firmly but insistently closer. Din went, bemused, and Boba made a pleased  hmm sound. 
Din’s heart began to beat a little faster. The last time they’d done this –
“Settle down,” Boba rumbled, picking up on that too. “We’re just resting,  Djar’ika. That’s all. You don’t need to get all worked up about it.” 
“I can leave,” Din said, awkwardly. He didn’t know why he’d agreed to do this. The proximity – everything he’d said to Boba, the revelations, the Death Watch, the  mand’alor – there wasn’t room for it here, in this bed. 
“I can – this was a stupid idea, maybe. It’s – it’s fine. I can go. I – ”
“Ne’johaa,” Boba grumbled, pulling Din towards the warm curve of his body. Din resisted for a moment, thoughts churning, but Boba didn’t let up and Din eventually went, caving in, relieved by the closeness between them. 
“But – ” Din started, even as he let Boba tangle their legs together, even as his nose filled with the familiar smell of Boba’s skin, beskar and cedru and the warmth of another person. 
“A’naas,” Boba said. They were pressed so close together now that the word vibrated against the thin skin of Din’s throat. “But nothing,  cyare. Ne’johaa. Go to sleep.”
Din debated arguing further, thought about pushing away, but Boba’s arm was like a band of beskar wrapped around Din’s middle, and Boba’s bed was comfortable. 
 Not too soft, not too firm, Din thought, wriggling a little more to get all of his limbs tucked into the right places. Boba made a wordless sound of discontent and tugged Din again, settling him firmly against Boba’s side.
“Are you a man or a dune worm?” Boba demanded sleepily. 
“Sorry,” Din murmured. He pressed his nose into the crown of Boba’s head. Boba’s skin was soft here, too. His scars made him look tough and leathery, a krayt dragon armored against the suns, but even Boba’s scars were soft, the skin smooth and shiny. There was no dragon here. 
“Sorry,” Din repeated. He meant that he was sorry for scaring Boba, sorry for arguing, for jumping out into the desert. 
 For lying to you,  Din thought, sore.  For pretending to be – 
The arm around Din’s waist tightened. “Gar mishe ni orjore,” Boba muttered. The edges of his  mando’a, usually clear and crisp to Din’s ears, like the peaks of a mountain or the orderly march of a ridge, had gone soft and round. The words had tangled together. 
“What does that mean?” Din murmured. 
“Means I can hear you thinking,  Djar’ika,” Boba murmured back. “Knock it off. ‘S gonna give you bad dreams, my dad always said.”
“What, thinking too much?” 
“When you’re s’posed to be sleeping, yeah.” 
“Oh,” Din said. 
“So stop thinking,” Boba grumbled. “And  be quiet. If I’ve gotta get up and gag you, neither of us are gonna have a good time.” Despite his words, Boba made absolutely no attempt to get up at all.  
 He’s bluffing, Din thought, but he didn’t feel like testing the limits of Boba’s patience. Tonight, anyway. 
 There’ll be time for that later, Din thought. The thought warmed him. 
Boba made a disgruntled sound against Din’s shoulder. “You’re still thinking,” he rumbled. “I can hear you. Knock it off.” 
Din chuckled, and did as he was told. 
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    Content warnings: Very few that are new; Din continues to interact with his cultural trauma in ways that are uncomfortable for him. Unrequited feelings (Din hasn't labeled it), pining. Some guilt and self-recrimination.
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-Fennec Shand: “You have terminal Protagonist Disease.”
Din Djarin: “Gross???”
-When talking about complicated father/son relationships in Star Wars, everyone’s first thought is (perhaps rightfully so) Luke and Vader, or sometimes Han and Kylo Ren. But man, y’all. The Boba and Jango relationship has got to be so fraught. Even before he died, Jango heaped a bunch of pressure and expectation onto Boba, who was, at most, ten years old at the Battle of Geonosis.
Part of it stems from Jango’s own experiences -- he’d lost almost his entire family and any chance at a normal life by the time he was recruited for the cloning project on Kamino. Jango didn’t really have any other options if he wanted his name to continue. Mandalorians don’t necessarily place a ton of emphasis on a biological connection between generations -- they do adopt just about anything that moves, after all -- but there is an enormous emphasis on clan, family and the “next generation.” Boba, to Jango, probably represented Jango’s last chance at continuing the Fett name and legacy. That’s an enormous weight to place on a child’s shoulders.
Then throw in the fact that Boba’s a clone of Jango -- one of several million clones of Jango, in fact -- and that that comes with a whole host of thorny issues to work through (“Am I really my own person? How much of my life is my own? What do I owe to my father? Am I shaped by my experiences or just by my DNA? Do I have any free will at all, or am I stuck following the path that my father set down for me? What do I owe to his memory versus what I want for myself? How am I different from any of the millions of other clones who look just like me?” to start.)
And then Jango does die, and the weight of all of that lands squarely on top of Boba, and he has to grow up with all of that and with no way of talking to -- yelling at, fighting with, reconciling to -- Jango. Boba never gets the chance to change that relationship or to move it forward.
We don’t get a ton of canonical introspection from Boba. The most time we spend with him is during the Clone Wars period, where he’s first an angry, frightened orphan and then a ferocious little gangster. (Sidenote: I cannot BELIEVE that the Republic but a TWELVE YEAR OLD in GALACTIC SUPERMAX. Jesus Christ.) We have no idea, really, how Boba feels about all of this during ESB/ROTJ, aside from the fact that he’s competent enough to have been recruited by Vader, and that he’s the only one who succeeds in snagging up Han Solo.
But man, does Boba have a lot to work through, and a lot going on internally. I’m really interested for Book of Boba Fett to dig into that. We’re getting the edges of it here, but. Very interesting.
-I also think that Mandalorians have… an interesting relationship with generational trauma. They’re a warrior culture that prizes feats of cunning, strength and physical prowess. A chief method of becoming a leader (either the mand’alor or just a leader of a clan-group or battle company) is through kicking in the teeth of anyone who’d challenge you. On the surface, they relish the chance to fight and gather glory in battle.
But on the other hand, Mandalore is several centuries removed from being an empire. Its people have been scattered all over the galaxy. It’s had two civil wars within living memory. It’s people have been hunted, sometimes by other Mandalorians, and in many places completely wiped out.
That… leaves scars. It’s a cultural trauma, and it’s one that’s passed down from generation to generation. It's a little different for each group, I think -- Bo-Katan's relationship with being Mandalorian is not the same as Din's is not the same as Boba's, but it is something that every Mandalorian -- or every descendant of a Mandalorian -- has to wrestle with. Something to chew on, anyway.
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Din woke up to a stabbing headache. He rolled over, shoving his face into a pillow, and groaned. Light splintered around the edges of his eyes, harsh and bright. 
“Sorry,” Boba rumbled from somewhere above Din. His voice was rough with sleep. He had woken Din up when he'd moved, though Din didn't remember feeling Boba get up or get out of bed. “Go back to sleep,  Djar’ika. I’ll close the blast doors when I go.” 
“Go?” Din mumbled. His mouth still tasted like sand. The pillow he’d buried his head in was warm and soft. Din counted to five in his head and then unstuck himself from the pillow, squinting. The cause of his headache quickly became apparent. Boba had opened the blast doors all around the room. 
It had been just barely dawn when Din had fallen asleep, tucked comfortably into Boba’s side. They were well past dawn now. The suns were bright and fierce and high in the sky, and the light they poured into Boba’s rooms was uncompromising. 
Din groaned again, flopping back down in bed for a moment. Burying his head into the pillow did nothing to soften the edges of his headache. “How long did we sleep?” Din rasped. 
“Six or seven hours, give or take,” Boba replied. Din looked up again. Boba hadn’t pulled his flightsuit or his armor on yet. His cheek was creased with the pattern left by his bedsheets and his jaw was dark with stubble. 
Din yawned, jaw cracking, and rolled over so he could sit up. He ran a hand through his hair, which he was sure was sticking up wildly, curls in every direction, and slowly, carefully stretched. 
The bruises on his back filled him with slow, deep, warm pain. The sharp edges of his headache faded. 
“Go back to sleep,” Boba repeated, softly. “You don’t have to be up.” 
“I’m fine,” Din disagreed. He rolled his shoulders just to feel another deep ache, like pressing down hard on a bruise, and stood up. “Six or seven hours is a pretty good night for me.” 
Boba snorted, but didn’t push. “For me too,” he said. He looked Din up and down appraisingly. “How are you?” 
“Better,” said Din, truthfully. He meant it, too. His head hurt, but that was fading. There was an ache somewhere in his chest, twin stones of grief. He’d lost his tribe. His people. Everyone who’d needed to know that knew it now. And he’d – he’d maybe lost something from Boba, too, something Din hadn’t known that he’d wanted or that he’d thought he could have. His conversation with Fennec, her warning, pressed against his ribs. 
But even those hurts had faded some. Din had lost his tribe months ago. 
 And Boba doesn’t owe me anything, Din thought. 
“You telling the truth?” Boba asked. 
Din snorted. “I am,” he said, squinting against the light again. He looked Boba up and down too. “How’re you?” 
Boba spread his hands. “Alive,” he said, tone lightening. “And rested, mostly. You kick in your sleep.” 
“And you hang on like an anakkona,” Din retorted. He had vague memories of rolling over some time after sunrise and finding both of Boba’s arms curled around him. It had been nice, so Din hadn’t bothered trying to wriggle free. 
 Now that I think about it,  he thought, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the suns,  I’m surprised I didn’t feel him get out of bed. Din was a light sleeper, usually. The first few weeks he’d had Grogu, Din had jerked awake any time the kid had so much as twitched in his hammock. 

   I must’ve been more tired than I thought.  

Boba just shrugged, unrepentant. “You hungry?” he asked. “Since you’re determined to be awake.” 
“I could eat,” Din said, accepting Boba’s peace offering. “Can I use your ‘fresher?” 
Boba nodded and waved Din off. Din didn’t need a full sonic, not after swimming in the pool, but he stepped in anyway, letting the vibrations jostle him awake. His headache spiked, but Din’s days of nausea and vertigo with the slightest change in noise or pressure were over. Din was relieved. The med droid on the light cruiser would be happy, as much as a med droid could be. 
He flexed his right arm absently while the sonic did its job. His wrist hurt where he’d fallen on it in the Dune Sea, still bruised from his brush with the concussion grenades on the road to Mos Eisley, but given all the abuse Din had put his arm through since he’d landed on Tatooine – his first brush with Zhalto, several spars, the concussion grenade, his sloppy landing in the desert – the fact that his arm hadn’t broken again was a positive sign. 
 Maybe droids do know what they’re doing, Din thought, remembering IG-11’s photoreceptors, its little attempt at humor while it had been shoving Din’s brain back inside his skull. 
He pulled a face.  Still don’t like them much.  
Boba seemed to have a similar dislike of droids. He kept a few protocol droids around the palace and Ay-Two was a repurposed Sienar-class E522, but those were the only droids Din had seen around. Ay-Two was Zero's, anyway. Din wasn't sure that Boba would've sought Ay-Two out and recruited him, if Zero hadn't dragged him along. 
 Jabba kept Eye-Gees and Kay-Exes,  Din thought.  Did Boba get rid of them, or did Bib Fortuna lose them somehow? From what Din had learned from Fennec and Noora’s gossip, Bib Fortuna had misplaced or gambled away most of Jabba’s empire, and what he hadn’t lost at the sabacc table or the pod races he’d sold off to cover his growing debts. Maybe he'd lost Jabba's IGs and KXs that way. 
IG-11 had turned out to be a useful ally, but Din couldn’t say that he missed having droids around.  
Din stepped out of the sonic, more awake now even if his headache had migrated to the back of his head and lodged itself like a piece of shrapnel behind his right ear, and went to the sink to splash water over his face and work some through his hair, taming the mess it had become overnight. He ran damp fingers down the edge of his jaw, too, brushing past the stubble that had grown there. 
Din looked more like himself, now. Still greying at the corners of his jaw, still missing a patch of hair on one side of his chin. His reflection at least looked decently-rested, though, which was a good change – the shadows that had lingered under Din’s eyes after the chaos on the light cruiser had faded. 
Satisfied that he was at the very least presentable, Din left the ‘fresher and rejoined Boba, who still hadn’t bothered to armor up for the day. Din took that as an invitation to tug on a shirt – he wasn’t sure if it was his or Boba’s – and padded over to join Boba at the worktable. 
“Sit,” Boba invited. Din shrugged and did. Boba watched him out of the corner of his eye and then looked away, a pleased little expression crossing his face. 
Din resisted the urge to roll his eyes. 
 I scared him, he thought. Jumping for the sky like Din had. He'd scared Boba. Guilt flickered in his stomach. Boba had enough to deal with. Enough to be worried over. Din let his guilt gnaw at him for a minute, then pushed it aside. What had happened had already happened. It wasn’t something that Din could change or undo. 
He didn’t reach for his jetpack, though, which was still propped up just out of reach. Boba’d kept Din’s spear where Din had left it, too, leaning against the worktable. Din settled and contented himself with rolling his shoulders again, fabric bunching across his back, and with swiping one of Boba’s datapads. 
Boba let him, engrossed in his own datapad, so it was unlikely that the ‘pad held any secrets. Din scrolled through it briefly and found that it was a record of trade routes – notes on passes through the desert, a list of waystations between Mos Eisley and Mos Gamos, even the calculations for hyperspace lanes between Tatooine and what looked like half of the galaxy. 
Interested, Din swapped the datapad for another, flicking through the first few files. The second ‘pad was a collection of files too, except it had information about beings instead of trade routes. Each file was set up like a Bounty Hunter’s Guild dossier, with an image, a description and a list of known locations underneath each name, though the general layout was the only thing any of the files seemed to have in common. Boba had records on humans, on Devaronians, on Wookiees, on Twi’Leks. Hutts, Pykes, Palliduvans, Trandoshans, Rodians, Falleen, Tuskens, even on a male Zabrak who stared up at Din through the screen with a scowl on his face, his thick black tattoos fearsome and stark. 
“Is this everyone you’ve ever met?” Din asked, still flipping between files. Boba had even classified them all. His system was simple enough to follow. Boba had sorted everyone into three categories:  ally,  like Fennec Shand and a green Trandoshan with a scar across his muzzle;  enemy,  like the Zabrak and most of the Pykes and Hutts; and  target, under which category Din found the illustrious Han Solo, who turned out to be an ordinary-looking human man.
(Din was a little disappointed. He’d expected – well. He’d expected more from someone who’d managed to get the drop on Boba.)  
“Not everyone,” said Boba, voice rich with amusement. “You’re not in there, if that’s what you’re asking.”
Din rolled his eyes. Han Solo’s file was several years out of date – the most recent entry was dated from back before the Empire had fallen. “What do you use all of this information for?” he asked. “You’re not hunting anymore, are you?” 
“Not really,” said Boba. His eyes had turned up at the corners. “I’ve got you around for that. But – I dunno. ‘S a habit I got into. Helps me keep track of things.” 
“That’s a word for it,” Din murmured. Some of the individual files were very thin but some were full of observations, pages and pages of notes. 
“How’d you keep track of things, when you hunted for the Guild?” Boba asked. “You keep any sort of records? I’ve got probably six or seven ‘pads that are just as full as that one.” 
Din shrugged. “Flimsi can get expensive,” he said. “And datapads break.” He’d kept track of everything in his own head, mostly. The  Razor Crest’s navcomp had kept track of hyperspace lanes and escape routes, but the rest of it – the movements of his bounties, the shifting alliances between syndicates, everything else Din had needed to know to do his job – he’d kept in his head. 
Boba chuckled. “That why you get headaches?” 
Din half-reached for his head, which was still throbbing lowly behind his ear, then realized he’d given himself away and scowled. “No,” he said. “I’m pretty sure those are just – from everything else.” The multiple blows to the head, the stress of the last few days, the lingering tension Din could still feel in the pit of his stomach, like a hunted animal. 
Boba’s chuckle faded. “How bad is it today?” 
“It’s not bad,” Din assured him, setting the datapad down. “Really. It’s just – ”
“Been a rough few days?” Boba suggested. 
Din snorted. “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s go with that.” 
Boba made a noncommittal noise low in his throat. There was a chime over by the turbolift. Din tensed before he remembered that no one else but Fennec could get in here, and Boba stood. 
“That’ll be breakfast,” he said. 
“Oh.” Din relaxed. “Need a hand?” 
Boba shook his head. He left Din at the worktable, datapads scattered everywhere. The one Boba’d been looking over still had its screen up. It looked like a schematic. Din resisted the urge to stick his nose in and waited. He didn’t have to wait long – within a minute Boba was back, balancing a platter across one forearm, two steaming mugs in his hands. 
“Ushib’s back in the kitchens,” Boba reported, depositing a cup in front of Din. “Which means that your brother survived the morning, at least.” 
Boba had brought up caf for himself and Din, and the platter was loaded with a variety of small foods. 
“That’s… good,” Din said, settling on as neutral a word as he could manage. His heart kicked anyway, relief strong and sweet behind his teeth. 

   Paz survived the night.  

Boba shot him a knowing look anyway. “I stayed down there with them for a minute,” he said. “When we got back. The kids’re all gonna be fine, Ushib said. The  verd’ike probably will too, though they wouldn’t let her take a look at them until she’d looked at Vizsla.” 
“And… what’d she say about Paz’s leg?” Din asked. He couldn’t help himself. He wanted Paz to be alright, to  live, even if it meant that Paz would likely try and hunt Din down later. 
But Boba only shrugged. “Haven’t heard,” he said. “She’s good at what she does, though. If there’s anything to be done, she’ll do it.”
“If he lets her,” Din muttered, thinking of Paz’s particular dislike of outsiders. 
“Last I saw, he was stone unconscious,” Boba said. He set the platter down between them, shoving datapads out of the way, and shrugged. “The  verd’ike  made some noise, but they seem to think Ushib’s an  alor.  What did you tell them? Strill said you went to visit, when you got back.” 
“I did. I – I told them that Ushib was a  ba’buir.” 
Boba snorted. “A grandmother?” 
Din shrugged. 
“Well, it worked,” Boba said. “They let Ushib do what she wanted. I told her not to take off Vizsla’s helmet, or the kids’. She promised not to.” 
A breath Din didn’t realize that he’d been holding eased its way out of his chest. 
“Thank you,” he said, feelingly. “It’s – whatever my feelings about the Creed are, it’s important to Paz. It’ll be important to the kids, too – he said he adopted them.” 
“All of them?” 
“Not Strill or Jaig,” Din said. “They’re – they have a parent already. But I think he’s stolen them, even if they don’t take his name.”
“Stolen them?” 
Din shrugged again. “Yeah,” he said. “You know. Impressed them enough that they’ll join our – his tribe,” Din corrected himself, wincing, “instead of staying with their own covert. It happens.” 
Boba was quiet for a minute. Din could tell that he wanted to say something and that whatever he wanted to say was probably derogatory, because Boba busied himself with folding a piece of japoor bread in half and using it like a spoon to scoop up a bit of some kind of reddish, stew-like mixture that smelled like spices and smoke. 
Din eyed it, interested. “Mandalorian?” he asked, after Boba’d finished chewing. “Or Tusken?” 
Boba’s eyebrows went up again. He seemed willing enough to let Din change the subject. “You haven’t had  shukka?” 
Din shook his head.
“The White Bantha live in the north,” Boba remembered. His expression cleared. “Shukka’s more common in the southern deserts. ‘S good. Try it.”
Curious now – the spices  did  smell promising – Din took a piece of japoor bread for himself and copied Boba, folding it in half and swiping it through the  shukka. There were all sorts of things in it. Cracked junda bird eggs and crumbled bantha cheese, flakes of salt, bits of green. Din took a healthy bite and hummed, pleased.  
Boba’s face creased in a smile. “Good, right?” he said, as Din went in for another scoop. “I think Ushib’s trying to impress you. Usually she just settles for  easda or marching rations for firstmeal.” 
The  shukka,  whatever it was, was spicy and sweet, full of peppers and red nebula onions in some kind of stewed sauce. It wasn’t  tiingilaar by any stretch, but it was good and warm and filling. It was spicy enough that Din’s mouth warmed, senses coming awake, and his headache faded some.  
“The Spotted Anooba make this?” Din asked, after he’d taken a few more bites. 
“When they can,” said Boba, helping himself. “They’re not growers or farmers but they’ll trade with the Armored Hides and the Scattered Stones for the ingredients during the  maraat hayma, or whenever their paths cross.” 
 The Festival of Tents.  “You went to one? A  maraat hayma?” Din asked, interested and even a little jealous. 
Boba inclined his head. “My third year with the Spotted Anooba,” he said. 
“I was two years too early,” Din said. “What was it like?” 
Every five years, all of the Tusken tribes in the hemisphere made the journey through Tatooine’s canyons and deserts and mountain ranges to gather for the Festival of Tents. Outsiders were almost never allowed to see it – it was the time when the Tuskens reviewed their history, shared news, when they took new chiefs, when marriages were arranged and young warriors sparred to exchange new techniques. It was also the only time that all of the tribes agreed to keep their peace with each other, outside of hunting season in the Jundland Canyons. No one, not even a sparring warrior, was allowed to spill blood during the Festival of Tents. 
“Interesting,” said Boba cryptically, though he was smiling. “It was – they didn’t let me see all of it,” he said. “But I was allowed to watch some of the aza’gadde, to join in on a few of the hunts.” 
“Tell me about it,” Din said, eager to eat and prolong the feeling of calm that had settled over Boba’s rooms. He took a sip of his caf, then another bite of the  shukka.  Boba’d called for  tamur  too, for fresh bantha yoghurt and an assortment of dried berries and nuts. There was even a little copper pot of cream for Din’s caf, which felt almost as indulgent as swimming in the pool felt – Din had never had cream on the  Razor Crest. He’d drunk his caf black, wincing at the bitter taste that would always lodge itself behind his molars, or he’d bought a milk powder when he’d had the extra credits in his rations budget. 
Boba didn’t seem to feel the same way about his own rations budget. As long as Din had been here, Boba’s kitchen had always been well-stocked. Din wondered how much of that was Boba’s preference and how much was just the way the palace was used to running – Jabba the Hutt had been famously indulgent. 
Boba watched Din for a moment. “You don’t have anywhere else to be?” he asked. 
Din snorted. “No.” 
It wasn’t like Din could go down and have firstmeal with Paz and the  verd’ike.  
“Are we – are you holding court today?” Din asked. Judging by the light in the desert, they’d missed Boba’s usual morning session in the throne room by several hours. 
Boba shook his head.
“Fennec called court off for the day,” said Boba. “Same as yesterday. She’ll have it off the whole week if she gets her way.” 
“Is that safe?” Din asked, frowning. “Does it show weakness? Fennec thinks there’s a spy here. If word gets back to Gorga...” 
Boba shrugged. “Jabba held court only when it amused him,” he said. “Bib Fortuna hardly did it at all. And she’s probably right, Fennec. It is what it is. Gorga likely knows he’s made an impression already. Attacking you on the sand road was enough.”  
“But you do it every day. Or nearly every day.” Boba often held court twice in a day – once in the morning and then again in the evening.
Boba just shrugged again. “I like a hands-on approach,” he said. “The old worm didn’t pay enough attention to his business. Half of Tatooine was skimming credits off the top. I don’t want to run the outfit like that.” 
 Like Chud and Cheem, Din thought, remembering the two Weequay squabbling in front of Boba’s throne. They’d been stealing from the shipments they were supposed to deliver for Boba. 
“Oh,” said Din, settling on the word because he didn’t know what else to say. 
Boba smiled. “I know what I’m doing,  Djar’ika,” he said. “I had a lot of time to think about it, after all. Wasn’t much else to do inside the sarlacc.” 
Din winced. “How long – how long were you in there?” he asked. He knew that it was probably a dangerous topic. He couldn’t imagine that Boba had enjoyed his time in the sarlacc’s belly. He traced some of Boba’s acid scars with his eyes. 
Boba snorted. “Long enough,” he said. “It was hard to tell. It – well. It  can  keep you alive for a while. Not a thousand years or any of the other kark Jabba liked to spout off before he tossed some poor  di’kut inside, but for a few days, at least.” 
A few days being eaten alive. Din winced again. 
“I spent longer lying on my back in a tent in the desert,” Boba said wryly. “Much longer. Was almost a full year before I could take more than a few steps at a time.”
“How’d you get out?” Din asked quietly. He set his last few scraps of japoor bread down. 
“Stubbornness,” Boba said. He paused. “And a rocket launcher.” He set his cup of caf down and showed Din the backs of his hands, the shiny scars there. “That’s what most of this is. It wasn’t the acid. Well, it wasn’t  all the acid. Sarlacc acid’s weak. The first day it was just irritating. The second day’s when it started to bite. But most of this is ‘cause I detonated a rocket in its gut.” 
“Gar atin,”  Din muttered. 
Boba chuckled. “N’gana jaro,” he said. “I’ve got a death wish, my dad would say. It worked, though.” 
The mention of Boba’s father made Din freeze for a second, Fennec’s warning ringing clear in his head. He tried to pass it off as a moment of deliberation, of turning Boba’s words over in his head, but Din was worried that Boba’d seen his hesitation anyway. 
“And that killed the sarlacc?” Din asked, eager to turn the conversation away from Jango Fett. Din didn’t – 
 Fennec warned  me, he thought.  She didn’t warn Boba. I don’t need to bother him with this.  
That probably wasn’t the thought that Din should have had. Keeping things from Boba was part of the reason why Din was in his current situation, why they were both sitting here at Boba’s table skirting around the edges of a dangerous, unpleasant conversation. Din had been  dar’manda this entire time, and he hadn’t said anything because – 
 Because I was afraid,  Din thought.  Because I didn’t want to say it. I was afraid of losing Boba’s regard.  
 But – but she warned me, not him, Din thought. Fennec’s words had been for him and not for Boba – if she had something she wanted to say to Boba, Din didn’t doubt that Fennec would run Boba down later and pass her warnings off in private. 
Din took a drink of caf to buy himself a few more seconds, then looked up at Boba expectantly. “You’d think that someone would’ve tried to bomb the sarlacc before,” he elaborated. “It’d been in the desert for years, hadn’t it?”
Boba blinked, but answered Din’s question. “The rocket – it didn't kill it,” he said. “Not at first. Karking thing probably took another day to die, thrashing around with me still in its stomach. They’re not easy to kill, sarlaccs. Greater krayts can do it coming up from under the sand, but from above… If you tried to bomb one from outside it, it’d just close its beak. Its beak was as hard as beskar. But I was already inside.” 
Din shuddered. He couldn’t help himself. Din wasn’t claustrophobic by any means. He’d fit himself into plenty of tight spaces before, including, briefly, the inside of a krayt dragon. 
But to be trapped inside a creature like that for days at a time, waiting to die – 
“I don’t like tight spaces any more,” Boba confided, looking out the window into the sunny desert. “Close quarters. Pressure. But I won in the end, and blowing the kark out of myself won me some respect with the Spotted Anooba.” 
“Is that why Ushib gave you  alain’ah?” 
Boba nodded. “The Tuskens knew to avoid the Pit of Carkoon,” he said. “But they’d lost plenty of warriors in the learning. They’ve got long memories. The sarlacc had been a hated enemy for generations.” 
Din nodded thoughtfully.  That makes sense.  
“How’d you impress the Tuskens?” Boba asked, tone curious. “You’re – you won the Sun Rock over with the krayt, right?”
“I did,” Din said. “The White Bantha – well.” He rubbed the back of his neck, embarrassed. “The first time I was here, on Tatooine, I was young.  Di’kutla,” Din said, since he knew what the word meant now.  
Boba’s mouth curled up. “Got your  shebs kicked in, did you?” 
“I did,” said Din, ruefully. “I’d set out to prove to the covert that I was – that I was an adult. A warrior, ready to take my place in the tribe. She – my  alor – let more of us out back then. We weren’t quite as fiercely hunted. So my whole age group was turned loose, and we went all over the galaxy to try and prove that we were adults. I landed here. Three weeks after the rainy season.”
Boba winced. He seemed to know, instinctively, what Din was talking about. What had happened when Din, young and stupid and too proud to ask any of the locals about what dangers might lay in the desert, had set off to prove himself in the sands.  
“Yeah,” Din said, smiling despite himself. 
Tatooine did, despite its general inhospitality and harsh environment, have a rainy season. It lasted two or three standard weeks and following it the whole desert would bloom, bantha-grass covering the dunes, flowers sprouting up along all of the ridges. 
And, a few weeks after the rains brought relief to the desert and its inhabitants, male bladebacks started looking for females, driven by the ancient instinct to pair off and breed while resources were plentiful and the desert not quite so harsh. 
A bladeback boar in rut was dangerous even to fully-prepared, skilled hunters. Din had been twenty. He hadn’t been fully-prepared  or all that skilled. 
“You wander across one by mistake?” Boba asked. In their season bladebacks would roam far beyond their usual territory. They’d attack anything in their path, too. Din had learned that the hard way. 
“No,” said Din, rubbing the back of his neck again. “I’d heard – I’d heard in a cantina in Mos Eisley that some local moisture farmers were paying fifty  peggats a head for bladeback skins. I went hunting for one.”
Boba whistled. Din nodded and grimaced. Now he knew that hunting bladebacks after the rains was almost fatally stupid, but he hadn't known that then.  
“It went about as well as you think it did,” he said. “I didn’t have any beskar armor back then except for my helmet. The rest of my kit was all durasteel. It, uh, didn’t hold up well against a bladeback.” 
The boar Din’d found in the sands had been old, its tough hide crossed with scars. Din had thought back then that an old boar would’ve been easier to catch and kill than a young one. He’d been wrong. He’d driven the boar into a narrow canyon with his flamethrower, then had tried to kill it with his  verd knife. 
The bladeback boar, perhaps understandably, had objected to that plan, and had charged him. 
Din still didn’t remember much of that fight. Pain, desperation, the sound the bladeback had made when Din, half-dead underneath its feet, had finally found a weak spot in its tough hide and had driven his knife into its jaw. The blood that had poured over both of them, Din and the boar, as they'd struggled in the sands.  
The boar probably would’ve killed him if a party of White Bantha raiders hadn’t been passing through the canyon from the other end. They’d heard both the boar and Din screaming and had come to finish the boar off. The White Bantha's chieftain, A'Ven, had taken pity on Din and dragged him back to the White Bantha’s camp, and there he’d stayed for months while his ribs healed, while the gashes left by the bladeback’s tusks scarred over and the White Bantha’s young warriors, A’Saf and Usdaq and A’Haza, had taught Din how to survive in the desert. 
 I wonder how they’re all doing,  Din thought, absently. He hadn’t heard from the White Bantha since he’d left to rejoin his covert. All of the young warriors who’d taught Din how to  properly hunt a bladeback, how to travel through desert, find water, stalk a canyon krayt, were probably elders of the tribe, now. 
 If they’ve lived, Din thought. Life in the desert was hard. Not every Tusken warrior made it to become an elder.  
Din shook his head, clearing away those thoughts too. 
“What’d you say about detonating a rocket inside the sarlacc?” Din asked. “N’gana jaro?  I was – I was the same, as a kid. I had no sense. But the White Bantha were impressed that I’d tried to take a bladeback on and let me stay with them for a while.”
Boba snorted, shaking his head. “Haven’t done anything like that since, have you?” 
Din thought about flying into the krayt dragon’s mouth and resolved to never tell Boba that story. “I’ve had closer calls,” he said, “but not because of my own stupidity. Mostly.” 
 Except for this,  he thought. Most of Din’s more recent injuries had come out of bad circumstance – a strong enemy, a desperate fight. Even flying into the krayt dragon’s mouth had come from desperation rather than recklessness or a young warrior’s pride. Din hadn’t  wanted  to do it. He’d just done it because he hadn’t seen another way to bring the dragon down. The only  really stupid thing Din’d done lately was keep the truth from Boba. 
Boba was thinking it too. Din could see it in his face, the way his eyes roamed over Din’s face and to the collar of his shirt, where Din still had bruises bitten in against his collarbones. 
Din flushed faintly, but pushed through it and cleared his throat. “Mostly,” he repeated. “I am – I try to look before I leap.” 
“Like you did last night?” Boba asked. His tone was mild. It had been mild out in the desert too. 
But he was still angry. Din could hear it, like the sound of claws scraping against bare stone. Boba’s anger pressed against him. Din could feel it. He had to push down the urge to apologize again, to show Boba his belly. 
 We need to talk about it, Din thought. He could do that. He could – he could face this head on, like he’d faced the krayt dragon. Like he’d faced Strill. 
“Last night was – I panicked,” Din said, frankly. There wasn’t any point in skirting around it. “I hadn’t – I didn’t handle it well,” Din said. 
“Telling me that you were  dar’manda?” Boba asked, expression pulling in. 
“Well, that,” Din admitted. He’d – he’d handled it well enough, Din thought. He’d managed to tell Paz, had even managed to tell Paz  why,  and he’d managed to tell Boba too. “But I didn’t – I didn’t know that I could be this – this  mand’alor.  That surprised me.”
“It scared you,” Boba said. 
Din, reluctantly, nodded. 
 I won’t lie, he thought. 
“Not the word,” Din added, though it felt like trying to pull one of his own teeth out by hand. “But – ”

   But the way you looked at me.  

Din cleared his throat again and made himself keep talking. “I am not the  mand’alor,” he said. “I don’t – I don’t have any reason to want to be, and even if I  did want to – to lead other Mandalorians, I can’t any more.”
“Because you’re  dar’manda.” 
Din’s skin prickled. “Yes,” he said. “Because I’m  dar’manda.”  
Boba studied Din for a minute, inscrutable. Din tried not to squirm away from the scrutiny. He felt naked even with clothes on, felt flayed to the bone, like Boba could see through Din’s shirt and skin and ribs to the hollow ache in the middle of Din’s chest. 
“You really don’t wanna talk about this, do you?” Boba observed.
“I’m tired of talking,” Din snapped, curling his fingers around the edge of his cup so hard the pottery creaked. “I’m tired of – ” He made himself stop, words burning in the back of his mouth. 
Boba let him fume for a minute, face impassive. 
Din pushed a breath out through his nose. 
“I am tired,” he started again, fighting for control. “Of going around and around in circles about all of this. It’s – I’ve had the same conversation three times in the last week. Four, actually – I told Cobb Vanth first.” 
“What conversation?”
Din gestured between them. “This  conversation,” he said. “The – dar’manda conversation.” 
What was left of Boba’s eyebrows climbed towards his forehead. “You told Cobb Vanth that you’re  dar’manda?” 
Din nodded. “I told him first, actually,” he said. “He was – he was the easiest person to tell.” Vanth with his sturdy cheerfulness, his watchful eyes. 
 He would’ve made a good Mandalorian too, Din thought. The thought surprised him. He’d never – it hadn’t ever been his job to decide which of a year’s crop of foundlings would thrive under the Creed or not. Din had never been expected to recruit or bolster the tribe’s numbers. He’d never judged a Foundling’s Trial or put a young warrior through their paces to decide where that warrior would fit best in with the rest of the covert. 
 But Vanth would’ve been a good Mandalorian. Like Fennec.  
The thoughts were odd ones to have. Din tucked them away to examine later and focused his attention back on Boba, whose incredulity had faded and been replaced by a look of vague irritation. 
Din scowled. “Don’t,” he warned. “It wasn’t – I told him because we were talking about it, that’s all. I needed to tell  someone.” 
“Why were you talking about being  dar’manda?  What does Vanth know about being a Mandalorian?” 
“Nothing, really,” Din admitted. Vanth hadn’t even understood the significance of Boba’s armor, and he’d worn it for years. “And it wasn’t – we were talking about the  ahra. Vanth was explaining it to me. He was explaining different words and what they meant.”
“Ah,” said Boba, expression clearing. “He told you about the  dal’ahra.” 
“Yes,” Din said, wary. He didn’t want to spill any of Vanth’s secrets by accident, but Boba was sharp. “How do you know the word?” 
“I pay attention,” Boba said dryly. “How long did you spend on Tatooine, when you were with the White Bantha?” 
“Less than two years,” said Din. 
“And how often did you come by Jabba’s looking for work?”
“Not very often,” Din admitted. “I was young. Unestablished. And – ”
And Din hadn’t liked it here. The Tatooine of the White Bantha had not been the same as the Tatooine ruled by Jabba the Hutt, and Din had been keenly aware of the difference. The White Bantha had lived – still lived – under the suns and the stars. They worked for their food. They hunted and fought and raided and drifted all over the desert, free as the wind. 
Jabba’s Tatooine had been a planet of closed doors and dark hallways. Greed and fear and pain. Din had taken a few jobs from the worm to scrape together enough credits to buy his way off Tatooine, but he hadn’t wanted to stick around long enough to get folded into Jabba’s court. 
Boba hummed in understanding. “I was here for years,” he said. “The eating was good around Jabba.” He meant that there had always been jobs, that there’d always been credits to go around. Din nodded. 
“People like Cobb Vanth are quiet enough about their network,” Boba continued, “but if you’ve been around long enough – and if you’ve got eyes – you pick up what you can. Slaves are everywhere.” 
 Were everywhere, Din thought. Boba had started to change that. 
But Din still nodded, slowly, processing that information. “So how much do you actually know about Vanth’s network?” 
Boba smiled. “More than he wants me to know, probably. But enough.”
“Don’t tell him that,” Din muttered, loosening his grip on his cup. “That’ll make him nervous.” 
“So, what, Vanth told you about the  dal’ahra and you… ?” 
“Told him that I understood,” said Din, steadily. “He said – he said that the  dal’ahra were people who’d… forgotten what they were.” 
“You didn’t forget, though,” Boba pressed. 
Din’s mouth twisted. “No,” he said. “I didn’t. But… the concept sounded close enough. And I – I needed to tell someone.” 
“Why?” Boba asked. His dark eyes were fixed on Din’s face. 
Din swallowed. “So I could tell the people that I needed to tell,” he said. “Paz, my tribe, you. I couldn’t – I should have told you weeks ago.” 
Boba opened his mouth, but Din rushed to cut him off. 
“I  should have,” Din insisted, before Boba could say anything else. “I – it was something that you should’ve known before you agreed to make any deals with me, before we came to any of our arrangements. It’s a matter of honor. You can’t – ”
“Din,” Boba said, fitting the word in before Din could finish his thoughts, “I would have made a deal with you anyway. Even if you’d told me.” 
“But – you would’ve known that I was  dar’manda,” Din said, confused again. “That I didn’t have any honor.” 
Boba made a rough, growling sound. “You have your honor,” he said. “Being Mandalorian has nothing to do with it.” 
The words struck Din between the eyes and left him stunned. He stared at Boba, uncomprehending. “That’s not true,” Din managed. “That’s – the whole point of the Creed is to keep a warrior honorable. I broke the Creed, so – ”
“So nothing,” Boba growled. “You – ” Boba stopped himself with great effort, pushing a breath through his teeth. “I have never,” he said, fighting to keep his voice even, “thought that you were honorable because you were a Mandalorian.”
Din’s whole body froze. 
“I decided that you were honorable,” Boba continued, voice softening, “because you  showed me that you were honorable. Trustworthy. You showed me that you’d keep your word.”
“But,” Din started. His tongue felt heavy in his mouth. He couldn’t – he didn’t  understand. 
“Not all Mandalorians are honorable,” said Boba quietly. “Tor Vizsla was a liar and a murderer. Gar Saxon sold his people out to the Empire. Pre Vizsla let a Sith take over his entire planet because he wanted power. Bo-Katan Kryze stood against her own sister. Did she tell you that?” 
“...No,” Din said, latching on to the part of the conversation that he could understand.  Bo-Katan fought against her sister? The one who was the Duchess?  
 Bo-Katan was part of Death Watch, he remembered. 
“If – if you don’t trust Kryze because she was Death Watch, you shouldn’t trust me either,” Din said. “You shouldn’t – ”
Boba huffed. “You’re… you’re not really Death Watch,” he said. 
Din stared at him. Boba’d said that he was Death Watch less than a full day ago. 
Boba grimaced, catching the direction of Din’s thoughts. “I jumped to conclusions, yesterday.” he said. “I don’t like surprises.” 

   He likes to be in control.  

“And,” Boba continued, before Din could voice any other thoughts, “you’re – even if your tribe started out as Death Watch, I don’t think you are anymore.” 
“Why not?” Din asked. “How can you be sure?” 
“Like I said, the  Kyr’tsad  of my father’s day – they showed their faces. There was no rule against taking off one’s helmet. Showing your face. They didn’t have a Creed, not really, but most of them followed the  Resol’nare , or at least the parts of it that they liked.” 
Din’s brow furrowed. “The Resol’nare,” he repeated. He’d heard the word before, but he didn’t know what it meant. “You’ve – you’ve said that before. You said that the Creed was the  Resol’nare.”  
Boba’s grimace deepened. “Like I said,” he muttered. “I jumped to conclusions. You – your Creed can’t be the  Resol’nare.  I didn’t realize until you’d told me that you were  dar’manda, and why, but – ” 
Boba stopped too. 
It was a relief to watch Boba struggle with choosing the right words just as much as Din did, if Din were being honest with himself. Boba’s clear struggle, clear discomfort, put Din on more even footing. 
 Neither of us know what we’re talking about, Din thought wryly. The realization was almost comforting. 
“What  is  the  Resol’nare?” Din asked. “Why did you think that it was the same thing as my Creed?” 
Boba took a deep breath. “The Six Actions,” he said, still quiet. “It was – it was a code of behavior for Mandalorians. My father’s father, Jaster Mereel, based  his  Creed off of it. Death Watch – Death Watch followed the  Resol’nare  as much as they followed anything, though they discarded the parts that didn’t let them do whatever they wanted. I don’t think they swore to it, not like you seem sworn to your Creed. No one who broke the  Resol’nare was banished from their clan.” 
“Do you know them?” Din asked. “The Six Actions? Did your father teach them to you?”
Boba’s answering smile was bitter. “No,” he said, “he didn’t teach me. My father – by the time I was old enough to learn about Mandalore, about where he’d come from, he was  dar’manda too.” 
“He never said the word to me,” Boba added, catching the horror that had flashed across Din’s face. “But by the time I was – by the time we lived on Kamino, he no longer saw himself as Mandalorian.” 
Din flinched. He didn’t mean to, but he couldn’t help it.
“The civil wars,” Boba continued, staring off over the desert, “were not kind to my father. War’s not kind to anyone, not really, but the True Mandalorians – they won against  Kyr’tsad once, at a cost. That was when Tor Vizsla murdered my father’s father for the first time. His birth father, before Jaster Mereel found him.” 
Din took a deep breath too, steadying himself, and said, “Tell me what happened?” 
Boba finally looked away from the desert. His gaze was searching. Din resisted the urge to hunch his shoulders and hide, to tuck the vulnerable parts of himself away. He needed – 
 I need to know this,  Din thought.  This is – it’s not just Jango Fett’s history. It’s not Boba’s. It’s mine too. It’s  Mandalorian  history, and I –  
 I should have been taught it.  If Din could settle on nothing else, he could settle on that, at least.  They should have –  
Din stopped himself. His thoughts were starting to turn in that circular pattern again, that cycle that ended with him half-mad with panic and bolting for the open sky. 

   I don’t have my jetpack.  

Din took a breath. He didn’t want to push. If Boba didn’t want to talk about what happened to his father, Din would understand. He hated talking about the Separatist attack on his first home planet. Some things just – hurt too much. Left a wound too deep to ever heal properly. The best thing to do with a wound like that was to bury it. Forget about it. Let it scar over on its own, as much as it would scar, and then avoid thinking about it to avoid tearing it open again. 
“Do you remember them?” Din asked instead, giving Boba room to shift the conversation if he wanted to. “The Six Actions? Any of them?” 
Boba frowned a little, eyes dark with concentration. “Not – not all of them,” he said, faintly apologetic. “Like I said, my father – by the time I was old enough to learn his trade, he’d given up on being  mando’ad. I remember…” He trailed off, gathering his thoughts. Din let him.
“There’s something about  beskar’gam,  which I think is where your tribe got its idea,” Boba said eventually, brows drawn together. “And there’s  ara’nov, aliit,  something about the  mand’alor – ”
Din tensed before he could stop himself. Boba caught it anyway and closed his mouth, shrugged with one shoulder. 
“There was a man,” Boba said quietly, “on Kamino. Skirata. He was – it mattered a lot to him.  Manda kar’tayl.  Mandalorian knowledge. He’d throw it at – at anyone who came within ten feet of him. He would’ve taught me if I’d thought to ask. But I didn’t care what anyone who wasn’t my father thought, and I didn’t want to learn anything from anybody but him. I’d probably heard the  Resol’nare a few times – it’s set up in a rhyme, so even kids can learn it – but I never paid enough attention to commit it to memory.”
 “Ara’nov,” Din repeated, tasting the word. He pushed aside his discomfort with the idea of a  mand’alor.  Din wasn’t wearing the darksaber here at Boba’s table. He didn’t have to think about it. “What’s that mean? I know  aliit. ” Clan. Family. 
“It means  self-defense,” said Boba. “Fighting to protect your life, your clan’s life.” 
Din nodded. He understood that. “We had that too,” he said. He committed the word to memory even though he wasn’t Mandalorian any more. It was something Din could teach Grogu, at least. That way Grogu could choose for himself what he wanted to be. Who he wanted to be. “We – that was part of the Creed. Protecting the rest of the tribe.” 
“So your  alor got something right,” Boba offered, though his mouth had twisted. 
Din scowled and fought down the urge to stand up in his  alor’s defense. 
 She wouldn’t appreciate it, not now.  
“You said there was a part in it about  beskar’gam, ” Din pressed. “Wearing armor?” 
“Wearing beskar armor,” Boba confirmed. His mouth was still twisted unhappily. “But – even among my father’s people, the True Mandalorians,” he said, “they showed their faces. Some more than others, but the other Mandos I grew up around – Skirata and that bastard Vau, Ba’vodu Rav, the rest – they all would take their buckets off. Didn’t matter who was around. You said – you said that you couldn’t take yours off at all?”
Din shook his head. “Not in front of another living being,” he said. “That was the Creed we swore.” 
Boba was silent. “Not your parents?” 
Din hadn’t had any Mandalorian parents, but he shook his head. 
“Your kids?” Boba pressed. 
Din shook his head again. 
“Your lovers?” 
“No,” Din said. His voice had gone hoarse. His hands were tight around his cup of caf again, and Din didn’t know if he was angry or afraid. “No, Boba. I wasn’t supposed to take it off at all.” 
“That,” said Boba, tone firm, “is not the  Resol’nare.” 
“But it is the Way of the Mandalore,” said Din quietly. “That’s what we were taught, anyway.” 
 I think,  he thought, looking down at the cup, at the way the surface of the caf shivered in time with the tremors in Din’s hand,  that I’m angry.  
He shut his eyes against it.
 Why weren’t we taught any of this?  The Six Actions, the civil wars,  any of it. Why hadn't the alor told them? Why hadn't any of the elders – the ones who'd been from Mandalore, or Concordia, or other Mandalorian outposts and coverts – taught this to the foundlings?
“Din,” Boba started. 
 I am tired,  Din thought,  of learning about Mandalorians by accident. By rumor, by mistake, by a slip of the tongue in conversation. Din was tired of other people throwing out little comments or scraps of knowledge. He was tired of being caught by surprise.  
“Tell me about the True Mandalorians,” Din said. He opened his eyes and met Boba’s. “Tell me about Death Watch. Tell me about the civil wars. About – about what happened to your father, if it’s not – if it isn’t too much.” 
Boba looked back. The hard line of his mouth had softened some. “Why?” he asked.
Din thought about that for a little while. Boba let him, taking a sip of caf, going back to looking out over the desert. Din appreciated that almost more than he could say. The space to think about things, after the noise and chaos and closeness of last night. 
“Because it’s important,” Din finally said, coming to an answer that he liked. “It’s – I should know this already,” Din said. “I’m – I  was Mandalorian. For most of my life I was Mandalorian. It’s my history.”

  It’s something that I should have been taught.  

 Why,  Din thought, anger bubbling slowly through his chest, lodging in his throat,  wasn’t I – weren’t  any  of us – taught about it?  
He didn’t  understand.  What was the point of keeping all of this back from foundlings? Din had been – he’d been so grateful to find himself among the Mandalorians, to have been rescued, protected, to have been taught how to protect himself so that he’d never be at a droid’s mercy again. He would have devoured  any of this knowledge. Stories of Old Mandalore, stories of its people and its wars. He would have learned it all and he would have glowed with pride to be included. To have that history as something he could claim for himself, after losing everything else when the Separatists had attacked. 
 Were our teachers afraid that we’d be scared? That all the talk of bloodshed, of Mandalorians tearing each other apart, would scare foundlings away before they could take their Trial and swear the Creed? 
A darker, uglier thought had grown in the corner of Din’s mind like rot in a wound. 
 Were they afraid that if we knew that there were other Creeds,  Din couldn’t help but wonder,  that we wouldn’t swear to theirs?  
He didn’t  want  to think that way. Not about his tribe, his people. Not about the  alor, who’d always done her best to listen to Din, to give him good advice. Not about Tosho, who’d given Din his first knife and blaster, had taught him how to use them. About Wyrran and his patience with Din in the beginning, when Din hadn’t known how to throw a punch or fall the right way. Not even about prickly Pallas. 
 Pallas kept us fed,  Din thought.  He brought us beskar. He always had biba fruit in his pockets for us, because he wanted to make sure we had something sweet to eat.  
To think that any of them had  lied, had kept the truth, or at least some truth, back from Din and the other foundlings, cut Din down to the bone. 
Boba looked at Din, at the remnants of the meal shared between them. Din couldn’t parse his entire expression. Boba was – sad, Din thought. Angry. A dozen things all at once. “Alright,” he finally said. “Alright,  Djar’ika. I can – Where d’you want me to start?” 
Din swallowed. “I don’t know – I don’t know  anything,  it feels like,” Din said. “I knew – I knew  beskar’gam, and I knew that we came from Mandalore, and that Mandalorian kings rode mythosaurs once, but – that’s it.” 
Boba studied Din again. “Alright,” he repeated. He ran a hand over his scarred head, eyes going somewhere distant. “I’ll start from the beginning. I don’t have a complete history,” he warned. “I’ve got – pieces. Larger pieces than you do, but still.” 
Din spread his hands. “I’m listening,” he said, and Boba nodded, and then Boba began to speak.
By the time Boba had finished talking, the  shukka  had long grown cold. Din had finished his caf and switched to water, then to  tihaar once Boba’d stopped talking about Mandalorian history in general terms and had started to talk about his father. 
“And – your dad taught you all of this?” Din asked. The suns had passed the height of Boba’s tower and were slanting towards the opposite horizon, and Boba had had to stop talking a few times to type out a message to Fennec on his datapad, assuring her that he and Din both were fine. 
Din’s head was spinning. Boba had told him so  much. He hadn’t had an entire history for Mandalore either, but he’d started all the way back in the days of Mandalore the First, who’d led his people to Mandalore from the Core and settled there. 
 I knew about the wars, Din thought, trying to process everything Boba’d told him. Din hadn’t had any specifics, not really – Boba’d known songs about Sith wars and wars against the Republic, wars between one clan and another – but Din had known that Mandalorians had always fought. 
 But I didn’t know about any of the rest of it. Collapse and chaos, clans fracturing apart, Mandalorians scattering across the galaxy. Living in fear, living in hiding. Rising again, then falling. The Old Republic had turned on Mandalore once and broken its people. The Empire hadn’t been the first to try and glass the place. 
“My dad taught me some,” Boba allowed. He’d had more  tihaar  than Din. He’d looked like he’d needed it, once he’d started talking about his father. What had happened on Korda Six, and what had happened after. “He’d – if he’d had a glass of this,” and Boba raised his cup of  tihaar, “or if one of the others on Kamino caught him in just the right mood, he’d talk about Mandalore. He’d sing the songs he’d learned from his father. I did my best to remember them.” 
“But he didn’t teach you all of it?” 
“No,” said Boba. “He didn’t – he didn't want me to end up like him. An outcast. So he kept it to himself. Most of what I know I went looking for, later. Mandalorian history’s not as hard to dig up as Jedi history.” 
Din bit his tongue. Mandalorian history was plenty hard to dig up, from where he was sitting. He still couldn’t wrap his head around some of it. Darksabers and alliances and wars and betrayals. 
Din rubbed his forehead. 
 Our Way is simpler, he thought. Din’s Creed was a sword. Straight and sharp and true. Some of these other Mandalorians –
“So,” Boba said, gesturing again with his cup, “now you know. What I know, anyway. I’m sure Her Highness swallowed a history textbook or six as a kid.” 
Din snorted. Boba’s story had not been very flattering to House Kryze. Now that Din knew a bit about Duchess Satine and what she’d tried to make Mandalore, Din couldn’t help but agree with Boba, at least a little. 
 If you don’t want to fight, don’t fight,  Din thought. He couldn’t understand why anyone who called themselves a Mandalorian  wouldn’t want to fight, but Boba’s story had confirmed what Din had been thinking to himself ever since he’d met Bo-Katan Kryze.

   There is more than just one kind of Mandalorian.  

The planet in Boba’s stories – Manda’yaim – had once been home to millions. Not all of them had fought. For every Mandalorian warrior there was a Mandalorian farmer, a Mandalorian shepherd, an engineer, an artisan. Some Mandalroains had been all of those and some had been none at all.  
 There’s more than just one kind of Mandalorian. So even though  I  can’t imagine not wanting to fight, there were Mandalorians who didn’t want to. And that was – that was their decision.  
But Satine, Din thought, had gotten it wrong by trying to keep  everyone  from fighting. Din had never ruled a planet, but he’d lived with other Mandalorians. Sometimes the only way to prevent  real bloodshed down in the covert was to spar or scuffle. To throw a punch. The stars knew that sometimes the only reason Din hadn’t killed Paz – or Paz Din – was because they’d been able to clear a space in the covert somewhere and kick the kark out of each other without anybody interfering. 
“Do you think Kryze – do you think she thinks that I know all of this already?” Din asked. He’d finished his most recent cup of  tihaar a bit ago, so he peered into the bottom of his cup. “Is this – do most Mandalorian kids learn all of this?” 
Boba only shrugged. “That, I couldn’t say,” he said. “My upbringing wasn’t… traditional.” 
Din snorted. His hadn’t been either, apparently. 
Boba sighed. “I think,” he started, slowly, “that Kryze probably thinks that you know more than you do. Your covert – your people left Mandalore a long time ago. Kryze probably thinks your elders taught you at least the history.  Manda’torim, manda’kote.” 
Din knew those words, now.  Manda’torim,  Mandalorian righteousness. A Mandalorian had the right to what they could win with their hands, with their cunning and their skill in battle. And  manda’kote, that the righteousness and glory of one Mandalorian was the glory of all of them. Boba’d said that the old Mandalorian kings had believed in all of that. 
Now that he knew what Death Watch was, Din could see where they’d gotten some of their ideas.  Manda’torim, manda’kote sounded like an excuse, almost. A reason to march out into the galaxy and fight. 

   It definitely explains a lot about Bo-Katan.  

Boba, already serious – he couldn’t help but be serious talking about all of this, Din thought, which had eased the sting of some of what Boba’d said. Boba was being honest – hardened further. 
“Din,” said Boba, “you need to be careful with Bo-Katan.” 
It was what Fennec had said just hours ago, except she'd warned Din to be careful around Boba. Din startled. “I’m – ” he started, but Boba held up a hand. 
“I’m serious,” said Boba. “House Kryze – they were never House Vizsla, but they have their own power. The ones left, anyway. Bo-Katan Kryze is not someone to underestimate, and she is  not your ally.”
“We’re  narudare,” Din said. He understood that idea a little better now too. “Boba, she’s set against the Remnants. I am too.” 
“And you’re not gonna abandon her Quest, are you.” 
Din shrugged. “I’m not going to abandon yours either,” he said. “I can – there might be a day where Kryze decides she doesn’t want me around. I’ll deal with that when it happens.” 
Boba stared at him, expression opening. 
Din flushed. “What?” he muttered. 
“Nothing,” Boba said. “It’s just – you’re very honest. Usually,” he added. 
Din winced at the little reprimand even as he straightened up at the praise. “I  am sorry,” Din said. He’d said it in the desert, but he could say it here too. “I didn’t mean – I wasn’t trying to keep anything from you,” he said. “It was just – ”
“Complicated?” Boba offered, wry. 
Din shrugged a little. 
Yes, it was complicated. Getting more information about Mandalore hadn’t made anything any less complicated. 
 Maybe that’s why our elders never told us any of this,  Din thought.  They made the Creed sound so simple.   
“It was complicated,” Din allowed, willing to take Boba’s peace if it was offered.  
“I can… understand that,” said Boba, slowly. 
Din watched Boba’s face. “But you’re still angry,” Din said. 
Boba shrugged. 
“I’ve been honest with you,” Din pointed out, feeling needled. 
“Except when you haven’t been,” Boba returned, then seemed to realize that he’d given himself away anyway. 
Din leaned back. He wasn’t  satisfied,  not to hear this – not to hear that Boba  was still angry – but he was relieved to have it out in the open. 
“Fine,” Boba muttered, frowning hard. “I am angry.” 
“That I’m  dar’manda?” 
“No,”  said Boba, with so much emphasis that Din couldn’t help but startle. “I don’t – I don’t care about that. I – I wish you had told me sooner,” Boba said. The admission came grudgingly. Boba was still frowning. “I would have – it would just have been good to know,” he said. “But I don’t care that you’re  dar’manda. I told you. Your honor – it’s yours. Whatever Creed you swore or broke doesn’t matter to me.”
Din’s skin prickled. He had to fight not to put his hackles up, to growl at Boba like an angry anooba. “Then what are you angry about?” 
“I’m angry that you think it matters to me,” Boba said. “That you – ” 
Boba shook his head. 
“What?” Din pushed. 
Boba looked at him, expression dark. “I’m angry,” he said, voice low, “because I can’t help but think that maybe you’ve been punishing yourself for being  dar’manda, and I didn’t know about it.” 
“Punishing myse – oh,” Din said, realizing what Boba was talking about all at once. 
Din swallowed. “We… did talk about punishment,” he said, quietly. They  had. “But – but no, I haven’t been – ” He stopped. 
Boba just kept looking, steady and bleak. “We talked about punishment,” Boba agreed, just as quiet as Din. “But only punishment for broken rules. Rules we both agreed on. I did  not,” and he put so much feeling behind the word that Din flinched like Boba’d shouted it, “agree to punish you for – for breaking a Creed that I don’t believe in. For one that I think is wrong, and cruel.”
“I wasn’t – it’s not been about that,” Din said, trying to make Boba understand. He’d never – Din hadn’t started this, hadn’t allowed Boba to show him this, any of this, because Din had wanted to be punished for breaking the Creed. 
“What’s it been about, then?” Boba asked, challenging. 
Din shook his head, frustrated. A sliver of fear had lodged itself in his throat. If Boba was angry – if Boba thought that Din had been  tricking him, had been using Boba to get something more than what Boba wanted to give – 
 I haven’t, Din thought. 
He tried to force himself to breathe, to speak from his head, not the wild fear in his heart. 
“The Creed,” Din said, choosing his words like they were made of something delicate and breakable, something that could collapse if the wind took them wrong, “is not… it’s not something you can punish me for,” he said. 
“Why not?” Boba asked. 
Din thought about it for a second. 
“Because you’re not – you never swore it,” Din said. “Only my tribe can punish me for breaking it. It’s not something that an outsider can enforce.” Boba could no more cast Din out, brand him an  aruetii,  than Bo-Katan Kryze could. They were Mandalorians, but not  Din’s Mandalorians. Their Creeds and Ways were their own. 
“Only another – another Child of the Watch can punish me,” Din said, turning the thought over. “And they’ve already meted out punishment. You heard Paz. I’m  dar’manda. Cut off from the covert. That’s the – that’s the price.” 
And it was a small price, if it meant that Grogu was going to grow up safe and happy. Protected. It was hardly a punishment at all. It was – it  hurt, it hurt, but it was not a fatal injury. It was something that Din could live with. 
Din set his jaw. Lifted his chin. “It’s not something you can punish me for,” he said, firmly. Then, with as much conviction as he could muster, “And it’s not something I’d  ask you to punish me for.” 
Boba watched Din for a moment. The tension was awful, went skittering down the back of Din’s hands, his spine, but Din held his ground. 
He wasn’t – 
 The worst part,  Din thought,  is that I understand why Boba might feel that way.  
Din had jumped into what Boba had offered him head first. Boba’d talked him through several parts of it, but Din hadn’t ever  objected. Din had stepped into Boba’s arms like he’d stepped off the edge of Boba’s rooms. Like Din hadn't been worried about hitting the bottom. 
But Din hadn’t  meant to. He hadn’t – 
“None of this,” Din said softly, gesturing at himself, at the corner of the room where somewhere below them Paz and the  verd’ike and the foundlings were staying, “is your fault. And it’s not something I ever thought to ask you to punish me for. That’s not how the Creed works.” 
Punishment implied penance. At least, the form of punishment Boba offered – the flogging, the pain, the wrenching and liberating loss of control – implied penance. Din knew that. Boba’d never really talked about what punishment with him would entail, but Din could guess. If Din broke one of the rules he'd agreed to at the beginning of all of this, Boba would punish him, and once he was done, Din would be forgiven. 
“The Creed,” Din continued, aware that he had Boba’s attention fixed on him, “isn’t… it’s not something I can take twenty lashes for, and then be fine with it. It’s not something I can ever atone for. And,” Din hurried to add, as Boba’s expression darkened again, “I knew that when I swore to follow it. However else you feel about it. I knew – I knew what I was agreeing to.” 
“Did you?” Boba shot back, tone barbed. “We just spent hours talking about what you didn’t know. What you  should have known, if your elders had bothered to teach you like they should have.” 
“This isn’t their fault either,” Din snapped, bristling. He couldn’t help it. He couldn’t imagine that anyone in his tribe – the  alor, Wyrran, Tosho, Pallas – would have done this to Din on purpose. 
 Paz wouldn’t do it to his foundlings,  Din thought.  I wouldn’t do it to Grogu. Din had already done his best to commit what he’d learned from Boba to memory. He’d made Boba sing “Mandalore the Preserver” three times because Din had thought that the song would make Grogu laugh.
Boba scowled, shoulders tense, but he was clearly trying not to fight, just like Din was. 
 The problem,  Din thought,  is that we’re both Mandalorians. Or I was. And Mandalorians  want  to fight.  
Din doubted that thirty years of instinct and training would disappear just because he was  dar’manda. Din wasn’t exactly living a retiring life – his Mandalorian instincts had kept him alive so far, in Boba’s service. He was still going to need them, assuming Boba didn’t throw Din out over this. 
 That would be a punishment, Din thought, swallowing. Anything else – anything else Din could take. 
He just had to figure out how to make Boba understand that. 
Din’s nerves twisted. He had an idea. 
 Probably a stupid idea, he thought. It was the sort of idea that Boba might say was reckless. 
N’gana jaro. 
But it was the only idea that Din had, the only way he could make Boba understand. Words – Din could talk until his breath ran out, but Boba was a Mandalorian. 
 Mandalorians understand actions,  Din thought.  Words – words can be lies. But actions show the truth.  
Nerves rising to a pitched, frantic note, Din pushed himself away from the worktable, stood up, wobbled, and sank to his knees as gracefully as he could manage. 
He had done this on Strill’s ship and it had worked. It had – it had cut through the noise in Boba’s head, through whatever he’d been thinking or wrestling with. 
Maybe it would work again. 
Din straightened his back and put his hands on his knees, then looked up at Boba. 
“This,” Din said, “isn’t a punishment. Not to me. I’ve never – I’ve never thought it was. I’ve never wanted it to be.” 
Boba stayed silent. But he hadn’t jumped to his feet and hauled Din up and he hadn’t started shouting, and he hadn’t taken on that desolate look he’d had when he’d learned that Din might have been Death Watch. 
Din took another breath and made himself keep talking. “It’s – I do feel guilty,” he said. “But… not for breaking the Creed. Guilt because I didn’t tell you, and it hurt you. Because I wasn’t brave enough to face it head on. For pretending to be Mandalorian even though I’m not anymore. But not for breaking the Creed.” 
Boba was still quiet. Fear burned in the back of Din’s throat. He couldn’t tell what Boba was thinking. Din had gotten decently good at reading Boba, but the last few days –
 He didn’t really know me at all, Din thought. Everything Boba’d thought that he’d known about Din had been wrong. Maybe Din hadn’t known Boba all that well either. 
“If you want me to leave,” Din said, keeping his voice steady with every scrap of strength and will he’d ever had, “I will. If you want me to leave Tatooine, I will. I can – ”
“Karking stars, Din,” Boba said, his voice rough with rust. He’d said that before.  Karking stars, Din, when Din had tried to explain the Creed to him. “I’m not going to throw you out just because – just because we had a misunderstanding.” 
Din froze. 
Boba sighed and scrubbed a hand down his face. He looked tired again, despite the food and the sleep they’d both had, and another sliver of guilt wormed its way underneath Din’s skin. 
“I am angry,” Boba admitted. “I’m – I thought that with Mandalore gone, maybe all of Death Watch had gone too. That it was over. Then you – ” He stopped, shook his head. “I am angry,” he repeated. “But just because I’m angry doesn’t mean I’m going to throw you out. I’m not a tyrant.” 
“No,” Din said after a second, struggling to parse all of that. “No, you’re not. It’s just…” he trailed off again. 
“It’s just that your Creed has no room for mistakes,” Boba finished. 
Din, reluctantly, nodded. He hadn’t ever really thought about it, but Boba was right. 
“I am not your Creed,” Boba said. “I’m – I’m just a man. And men aren’t beskar.” 
“No,” Din allowed, relaxing a little. This was – it was ground they’d covered before. They hadn’t covered it  well, exactly, but they had talked about it. And Din could grit his teeth and get through it if it meant that the awful tension still tight in his shoulders dissipated. If it would get that tired look out of Boba’s eyes. “So – what happens next, then? If you’re not – if you’re not going to ask me to leave?” 
Boba did soften some at that. 
“I don’t know,” said Boba, honestly. “What do you want to happen next?” 
Din drew back, startled. “What?” 
Boba gestured between them. “What,” he repeated, “do you want to happen next?” 
“Right now?” Din asked. He couldn’t – Boba had thrown him. He hadn’t expected the conversation to turn around this fast. 
 Maybe that’s why he said it, Din thought, catching the sharp gleam in Boba’s eyes. 
“I don’t know what I want to happen next,” Din admitted. He looked down at his hands, which he’d curled tightly over his knees. “I don’t – I don’t want to leave. I want to stay. I meant what I said. Your Quest – I’ll help you.” 
 The shadow you’re under,  Din thought, but didn’t say.  I’ll help with that too. Whether you want to be your father or you want to get so far away from him that the only Fett anyone knows is you. I’ll help.  
“Why?” Boba asked. 
 Because I love you, Din thought. It was a clear, bright, easy thought. Warm and steady in the middle of Din’s chest. He’d had the thought for days now but had never let it fully form. He had been afraid to name it. 
There was no point in being afraid, not now. 
Din didn’t  say  that, of course. He didn’t say it. He  could listen and learn from his mistakes, and Fennec had warned him. Boba –
 I can’t make Boba choose between what I need and what he needs,  Din thought.  I can’t distract him from his Quest.  
But Din could hold his own feelings in his heart. He could think of himself as Boba’s  tal’vod, his blood-brother, if Boba would take him. 
Din settled deeper onto the backs of his heels and looked up at Boba. Boba still hadn’t moved. 
“Because I keep my word,” said Din. “And – because you’re right. Maybe. A little.” 
“Maybe, a little?” Boba said, though the corners of his mouth had turned up in a small, almost unwilling smile. 
“You made some… good points, about the Creed,” Din allowed. He held up a hand, showed Boba the space between his finger and his thumb. “A few good points. Things that I should – I should think about. Things I  should have thought about, maybe.” 
Maybe Din should have thought harder, before swearing the Creed. Maybe he should have asked more questions. Demanded to know more about what the elders had wanted him to do. He hadn't and now Din had to live with what he'd done, but. Maybe Boba wasn't entirely wrong. 
Boba was quiet for another minute. 
“I don’t,” Boba said, “want you to be blindly loyal,  Djar’ika.  To me or to anyone. To the  Resol’nare. To a Creed.”
“It wouldn’t be…  blind loyalty,” Din said. 
“You’d look before you leapt?” Boba asked. His tone was light, which Din had learned was more dangerous than Boba’s outright anger. 
Din’s jaw worked while he chewed on what to say. 
 I’ve already leapt,  he could say.  I did it weeks ago. Din had jumped the morning he’d woken up with the taste of Boba’s skin on his tongue, with the memory of Boba’s cock inside him. The first night he’d come up here and gotten on his knees. It was too late for Boba to talk about Din wanting to look before he went hurtling off the edge of a cliff. Din had already jumped. 
“I trust you,” said Din. It was a simple thing to say and a simpler thing to offer. It landed like a punch anyway – Din saw Boba’s eyes widen. Din spread his hands. He’d left his beskar in a pile by Boba’s bed. His weapons scattered all over the room. His jetpack was out of reach. 
But this time, Din didn’t feel trapped. 
Sore, yes. Hurt deep in his chest, the word  dar’manda a wound. And Din was angry too. Not at Boba, but still angry. 
But not trapped.
“This is important to you,” said Boba after a moment, his voice soft. He wasn’t just talking about Din’s loyalty now. He was talking about  this, about Din on his knees, about the warmth and trust and affection Din had found here with Boba. About the other things, too. The darker things. Pain and pleasure and the feeling of a flogger licking across the meat of Din’s shoulders. Boba’s hand digging bruises into his hip. 
The other things Boba had promised him. The wyyyshockk silk and the reed canes. The restraints, the blindfolds. Din –
 I want to try it,  Din thought.  I want to know what works and what doesn’t. I want to – I want to know that about myself.  
“Isn’t it?” Boba pressed. 
“It is,” Din said. 
“Why?” 
That stopped Din cold. 
“It’s important to you?” Din hazarded. 
Boba snorted. “Try again,  Djar’ika, ” he said. “I’m not the only one at the table here. Why,” he said, as firmly as he’d ever given Din an order, “does this matter to you?” 
Din swallowed. At least the endearment meant – at least it meant that Boba was open to what Din was trying to do. Open to the idea of continuing their arrangement. 

   I hope.  

“Because – because I like it,” Din admitted quietly. He couldn’t hold Boba’s gaze, not for this part. “Because I need it. It’s – ”
What Boba did to Din – the flogging, the clamps, the pain and even the more intimate things, the kissing, the casual, familiar touching, the bumping beskar – 

   I need it.  

Boba had been right, all those weeks ago. When he’d put his hand around Din’s throat in the depths of the palace. 

   I like it, and it helps me.  

There was only one answer that Din could give. 
“I want it,” Din said. “I want it. I don’t – I don’t  want things,” Din said. Before all of this, he’d wanted to provide for the tribe. He’d wanted to get from one planet to another without getting caught in too many dogfights. He’d wanted to spend a night or two a month under Nevarro City surrounded by his people. 
Now he wanted – he wanted. He wanted Paz to get back on his feet and Paz’s kids to grow up somewhere safe, somewhere they didn’t have to run every time an unfamiliar shuttle passed overhead. Din wanted Grogu to never have to worry about an Imperial attack again. He wanted to know more about Mandalore. 
And this. Din wanted this. 
 I love you,  Din thought.  I want you. I want to stay here with you, and be – and be what you need me to be. I want to bring you even a sliver of the peace you’ve brought me.  
Maybe his time on Tatooine had made Din greedy. But he wasn’t going to apologize for it, and he wasn’t going to let the guilt still prickling in his chest run him over, wasn’t going to let it steal more from Din than it already had. 
Boba was quiet again. Then he said, sounding half-wry and half-rueful, “We’re going to have to renegotiate some of our rules,  Djar’ika.” 
Din’s laugh was startled out of him. 
“Yeah,” he said, because the neat little arrangement they’d laid out in this very room had gotten so confused, so complicated, “yeah, we are.” 
“And you’re okay with that?” Boba asked. 
“Are you?” Din challenged. 
Boba pulled a face. “I can be,” he said. “Probably.”

   He’s still angry.  

Din could – Din could live with that. 
“Then I can be too,” said Din. “Probably.” 
Boba snorted. “Get up, then,” he said. “Unless you want to do it now?”
Din shrugged. He didn’t see why they should wait. 
“Din,” Boba said, though his eyes were black all through. Din's stomach jolted. Relief pooled in Din's belly at the sight – it was proof that Boba wanted this too. That he wanted it like Din wanted it. “It’s the middle of the day.” 
Din shrugged, jaw set. “So?” 
“So,” Boba said, dragging the word out a little, “it’s – this is… different. Not what we usually do.” 
 It’s not what we agreed on, he means, Din thought. He and Boba had never agreed to keep their odd little arrangement confined to the evening or the dark, but they’d fallen into the habit. Boba and Din both worked during the day, after all, and they’d agreed to keep their arrangement separate from Boba’s business, and from Din’s business with Boba. 
 That's all gone out the window,  Din thought. He and Boba had gotten tangled up in each other's lives, now. Maybe that was what friends did. Blood brothers. 
 I can – I can live with that.  
“Are we – are you the King of Tatooine right now?” Din asked. “Or are you my friend Boba Fett?”
Boba stared at him. And then, to Din’s surprise he laughed a little, mouth turning up in a reluctant smile. “Mir’sheb,” he said, but he said it fondly. The tension in Din’s shoulders finally eased. “I’m – I can be Boba, right now. If that’s what you need.” 
Din nodded. He straightened his back a little. 
Boba looked at him. “Tell me what you want, Din,” he said. 
Din didn’t hesitate. “I want you to come here,” he said. 
“Alright,” said Boba, and did. 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: We continue with the cultural trauma, this time from both Boba and Din. Din continues to deconstruct his previous mindset. Some dancing around the edges of the idea of indoctrination: Din has started to wonder why he wasn't taught more about Mandalore, and what that might mean in the context of the control the Creed exerted over his life.
Chapter notes:
-The “is my world actually falling apart, or did I just need a nap” energy is strong with Din.
-I do kind of subscribe to a Sherlock Holmes-eqsue “if a piece of knowledge isn’t relevant to Din’s profession or survival, he does his best to forget it immediately” idea of how Din operates. He has such specific knowledge about things that are relevant to him as a bounty hunter -- how to negotiate with Tuskens, which planets are and aren’t safe, ship engineering, strategy, etc -- and such glaring gaps in other areas that I have to imagine he has heard about some of these things before, but has done his best to forget what isn’t immediately or near-future relevant so he’s got room in his head for what is.
-Y’all know I had to scroll through Wookieepedia to make sure that Star Wars had onions and tomatoes. If they’ve got onions I presume they have other alliums and allium allies, including garlic and leeks. Star Wars would be a sad, sad universe without leeks.
-I am a person who drinks their coffee black, but sometimes? Sometimes a little bit of fresh cream is really just. Top-tier.
-Fun fact: sarlaccs are technically plants! They develop from spores. Rathtars, which we see in TFA, are relatives of the sarlacc. Everything I learn about sarlaccs is upsetting.
-Deserts do have rainy seasons or rainy periods! They are usually very short, but they do occur. Most plant life in desert environments is adapted to maximize this period of rainfall.
-N’gana jaro: Lit. “I have a death wish,” from ni, “I, me” ganar “to have” and jaro, “death wish.” I conjugated ni as n’ based on N’eparavu takisit, “I eat my insult,” in which ni becomes n’ when compounded with an active verb. However, the rules of mando’a are literally incomprehensible, so ni gana jaro would probably also be appropriate. Assume the contraction is because Boba speaks a local, more relaxed dialect of mando’a versus a more formal, rigid form like Bo-Katan.
-Sorry that like, 30-40% of this fic is just me describing Star Wars food. I have flipped through the official Star Wars cookbook or whatever and you know? It’s just plain interesting! Give me all the regional foods, the variations in spice levels, in ingredient types. Give it all to me.
(For those who may be interested; for many of my Tatooine foods, I’m leaning on Middle Eastern and North African cuisine. Many of my ideas about Mandalorian food have come from Polynesian, Indian and Mongolian recipes, with some Spanish and Chilean cuisine thrown in. My little Worldbuilding Bible for this story has gotten wildly out of control.)
(Does anyone else ever think about Mandalorian cooks? Mandalorian farmers, hunters, gatherers? The current iteration of Mandalore is largely migratory and transient, but there are some clans -- like Clan Wren -- that have established strongholds. Do they grow their own food? Do they keep livestock? What are some differences between the cuisine of settled Mandalorians versus migratory ones? Who eats more protein versus more starch? Every clan has its own variant of tihaar, right? Tiingilaar recipes are closely-guarded family secrets, RIGHT?)
-Time to play "Guess the EU Source!" Like most things in the Star Wars, Mandalorian lore is a huge, honking mess. AM I using Boba's plausible lack of complete knowledge based on his fractured upbringing as an excuse to only talk about the parts of Mandalorian lore I like best?? YES.
(Canderous Ordo, my second favorite unromanceable Bioware husband, is perhaps obviously my favorite Mandalore the ____. I will not stop or apologize.)
-Boba: "Listen you should not be ride or die about this."
Din, a Mandalorian(TM): "???? Too late?"
(Literally, though, something I do love about almost all Mandalorians: They have just unbelievable, unshakeable, immediate conviction. After they've known you for five minutes, they love you or they hate you. They're your worst enemy or your dearest friend. They are, quite literally, ride or die for anyone they deem worthy of their loyalty, and the deeming part happens at the drop of a hat. It's so interesting.)
Your song of the week is, of course, "Such a Simple Thing," Ray LaMontagne, which is where the title and a lot of Din's softer feelings about Boba come from! I hope you like the song as much as I do, because at this point it's written its way into my heart forever.
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    Chapter Summary

    Gorga the Hutt has the worst timing in the galaxy.



    Chapter Notes

      Sorry about the delay with this one, y'all, the last eight days can be described as that one John Mulaney quote that's like, "you ever have those days where you're like, this might as well happen?"
But I'm back now, and oh man, I appreciate y'all so much. Your comments are so, so thoughtful and your enthusiasm for this fic is really just. It's so so appreciated and special to me. You make my day on the regular. Have 20,000 words because I love you <3
As always, content warnings are in the end notes! We do revist some kink (I do remember that this is a kink fic, sometimes), so if you've got any doubts, please check the warnings.
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Din’s whole body came alive as Boba came to stand in front of him. His skin prickled. His heartbeat picked up. He could feel the heat of Boba’s body again. 
Boba came to stand in front of Din, thin inches and the fabric of Boba’s pants the only things between them. Din stayed where he was, on his knees. He’d agreed to Boba’s first set of rules on his knees – he didn’t see why this should be any different. 
 That’s what I’m going to tell myself, anyway, Din thought, trying to reassure himself. His pulse leapt in his throat. 
Boba studied Din contemplatively. His eyes were very dark. 
“You keep doing this,” Boba said, softly. His gaze flickered up and down. He didn’t need to elaborate on what it was that Din kept doing. “Do you think it pleases me?” 
Din lifted his chin. “Doesn’t it?” he asked. 
Boba had moved fast, before. When Din had been on his knees. He’d moved fast in this room, wresting control from Din before Din could realize what was happening. He’d moved fast on the  Huntress, too. Din had gone to his knees and Boba had hauled him back up. 
Here, though, now, Boba moved slowly. He was almost contemplative as he reached out with one hand, almost gentle as he ran two knuckles along Din’s jaw from his chin to the corner of his ear. 
Din refused to flinch or look away. His heart was pounding, but – 
 But I’ve already said the hard part,  Din reflected. He’d already told Boba that Din wanted this. That he  liked it. That he needed it. This – this waiting, this inspection while different desires flickered behind Boba’s dark eyes – was easy enough to endure. 
Boba opened his hand and took Din by the back of the head. He was gentle enough about it. His thumb brushed the hinge of Din’s jaw. 
“Doesn’t it?” Din repeated. He held himself as straight and as still as he could. He knew that Boba could feel Din’s pulse thundering underneath his thumb. Boba’s grip tightened fractionally. 
Despite how determined Din was, he couldn’t help but tense a little. This was – this was a hand tangled in his hair. Boba’s thumb digging into his jaw. Boba could tilt Din’s head back without much effort. Bare Din’s throat. 
 Hurt me, Din thought, dizzy with the arousal that flooded through his chest. He tried to hide it, to mask it as just a sharply drawn-in breath, as tension coiled through his shoulders. 
Boba’s thumb dug in hard enough that Din couldn’t help but cave to the pressure, his mouth forced open to try and relieve the pressure on the joint. 
“No,” Boba growled, voice dropping like a blow. “Don’t hide from me. I want to see you.” The pressure on Din’s jaw eased. 
Din closed his mouth and swallowed. “What do you want to see?” he rasped. He forced his shoulders to drop. His runaway pulse to come back under his control. 
“I want to see what this does to you,” Boba said, his voice still a low, rumbling growl. Din couldn’t help but turn towards it, heat burning through his chest, through his belly. Boba’s voice dropped even lower, like a rumble Din could feel more than he could hear. “It would please me.” 
 That made Din’s cock twitch in his pants. Another sharp breath caught in Din’s throat. Instinct made Din want to curl his shoulders defensively. Made him want to hide, to keep his open desire to himself. This was – 
 This is supposed to be… private, Din thought. Want, desire. Those were – those were internal things. Din was supposed to keep them hidden behind his beskar. 

   But Boba doesn’t want me to.  

Din didn’t have to follow the Creed any more. 
 But I agreed to listen to Boba, he thought. At least here, like this. Din had promised Boba respect.
Din’s tongue was heavy in his mouth when Din swallowed a second time. Boba’s hand had gentled again. He rubbed an encouraging circle against the side of Din’s jaw. 
Nerves and shyness tugged at the bottom of Din’s ribs, but he wanted to make Boba happy more. Din made himself sit up straighter, resting his weight against his heels. He made himself untangle his hands from where they’d bunched in the fabric of his thin pants, laying his palms flat against his knees. He made himself tip his head back, pliant, and look Boba in the eyes. 
“That’s it,” said Boba, softly. “Very good,  Djar’ika.  I’ll ask you again. Do you think this pleases me?” 
Din licked his lips. Boba’s eyes were always dark, a rich deep brown like Din’s own, but now they were almost black, his pupils dilated. Boba’s heart was beating quickly too. Din could see his pulse fluttering in his throat. 
“Yes,” Din said. His own voice had gone hoarse. “Yes, I think it does.” 
“Why?” Boba asked. 
That threw Din a little. He floundered for a moment, confusion cutting through the growing haze of arousal. “I don’t – I don’t know,” Din admitted. 
Boba’s thumb kept circling his jaw. “I like it,” Boba said, “because you haven’t done this for anyone else. Have you?”
Din shook his head. Boba let him, keeping his grip loose. He ran his fingers through Din’s hair. “No,” Din said. 
“You’ve never trusted anyone else like this,” Boba said. This time he didn’t make it a question. He knew that it was true, and Din knew that Boba knew. “Yet you offer it to me without – without even thinking. That is – ”
Boba shook his head. 
“That’s important to me,” he said softly. He smiled a little, one corner of his mouth hooking upwards. “And it does please me. Maybe that makes me a pompous  di’kut." Ori’bucye, kih’kovid, but.” 
Boba shrugged. 
Din swallowed again, a little surprised by the frank admission, but settled by it some too. 
 Boba likes to be in control,  Din thought. Boba’d told Din as much himself. Boba liked – Boba liked having that trust. He liked that Din would get on his knees for him. That Din  wanted to get on his knees for Boba. 
“But,” Boba continued, his hand now so gentle it was more an impression of a touch than a touch, was as light as the wind through Din’s hair. “We have some things to talk about,  Djar’ika.” 
Some of Din’s arousal faded. 
Boba saw, because his mouth quirked into a true smile. The pressure of his thumb came back. 
“We don’t  have to talk,” Din muttered, refusing to give in to the pressure this time. “We can just – ”
“Just what?” Boba asked, his eyes glittering. 
Din scowled. 
Boba’s smile grew teeth. “Just what?” he repeated, teasing. “You got something else down there you wanna do,  Djar’ika?” 
Din’s eyes found the shape of Boba’s cock. He couldn’t help it. He’d been watching Boba’s face ever since Boba stood up and made his way over to Din, but now that Boba’d put the idea in his head, Din couldn’t help but look. 
Boba’s pants were made of the same loose, thin material as Din’s. They were functional, not – not made for showing off, like the thin, gauzy pants Twi’Lek dancers sometimes wore, graceful clothes that billowed like they were moved by a hidden wind, that were somehow loose and clinging at the same time. 
But even though Boba’s clothes were just that – clothes, meant to keep him warm at night in the desert chill and comfortable during the heat of the day – Din could still see the shape of him. 
Boba was half-hard. The hunger in his eyes wasn’t a lie. Boba wanted Din. 
Din had known that already, of course. He’d had Boba inside him just a few mornings ago. He’d felt the shape of Boba’s cock before. 
 It’s good to know that he still wants me, though, Din thought, tracing the shape of Boba’s cock with his eyes. It was – reassuring. Proof that maybe Din hadn't ruined this after all. That he was broken from his Creed, from his tribe, but maybe not broken from Boba. His fingers tightened on his knees. He wanted –
 But he hasn’t said that I can, Din thought. He looked up at Boba, who was watching him with open hunger. 
Din licked his lips, his mouth suddenly very dry. “Can I?” he asked, quietly. 
“Can you what?” Boba rumbled. 
Din looked down at Boba’s middle again. Boba – Boba was still fully clothed. Din was too, but that didn’t matter. He knew that Boba could see him, read him, just as well as he might have been able to if Din was kneeling in front of him entirely naked. 

   But I want to see Boba’s skin.  

Din wanted to touch him. To feel him. 
“Can I touch you?” Din asked. 
Boba was silent for a minute, studying Din. His hand was still threaded through Din’s hair. He dug his thumb into the side of Din’s jaw for a second, almost thoughtfully, and then he nodded. “You can,” he said. 
Din flexed his fingers, contemplating the effort it would take to take his hands off of his knees. 
 Not much,  he thought. His fingertips itched.  But – if I start touching him –  
If Din started touching Boba, he wasn’t sure that he’d be able to stop. Not unless Boba told him to stop. He wanted –
Din took the choice out of his own hands by leaning forward, a little, his eyes level with Boba’s navel. He felt Boba’s hand tighten in his hair, a sound of surprise above him, and pushed through the nervousness that twisted sharply in his belly. 
Din wasn’t brave enough to put his mouth on Boba’s cock. Not even like this, in the light of day, with Boba’s clothes between them. 
He turned his head aside a little, leaning against Boba’s inner thigh. He could feel Boba’s cock against his cheekbone. It twitched when Boba huffed out a startled, fond laugh. 
“You’re – gar dar’retyc,” Boba said, still chuckling. It was a warm sound that rolled through Din. It settled him some. Boba was willing to indulge Din in this, too. “I can never tell what you’re doing to do,  Djar’ika.” 
“Is that a bad thing?” Din asked. His words were muffled by Boba’s thigh. Pressed this close Boba was all Din could feel, all he could smell. The usual scents of cedru and beskar were there, solid and familiar, and the light scent of some kind of fabric detergent – but they were cut through with a deeper musk. Warm skin, faint sweat. Boba was fastidiously clean – all Mandalorians were out of hand, since bad smells were nearly impossible to get out of beskar – but Din could still smell him like this. Not just armor and cedru incense, not just tent-resin and soap, but  Boba.  
Din’s own cock stirred, interested. 
“Maybe not a bad thing,” Boba conceded. “But – unsettling. I can usually tell what people are thinking. I thought I could tell what  you were thinking.” 
Din winced. Guilt prickled at him. “I’m sorry,” he said, muffled by Boba’s thigh. “It wasn’t – ”
Boba sighed. The rich sound of his laughter had faded. “Something you meant to do,  Djar’ika, I know.” 
 But I still did it,  Din thought, chest sore. He’d still kept the truth from Boba. Boba had thought that he’d known Din, but he hadn’t, and it wasn’t because Boba hadn’t  tried to get to know Din. 
“Like I said,” Boba murmured. “I am angry.” Din winced again, even though Boba softened the words with an affectionate tug to the curls at the back of Din’s neck. “I’m probably gonna  be angry for a while. But it’s – I’m not angry with you.” 
 I’m angry with me, Din thought, but he didn’t say it. He pressed his forehead into Boba’s thigh. 
It felt – nice, Din thought, to be held like this. To have Boba all around him, solid and warm. Boba’s hand at his neck.  
It’d be easy to turn the warmth, the ease, into something else, Din thought. He wasn’t used to doing this sort of thing out in the open, but it was easy enough to do. Easy enough to turn his face just a little, to skim his nose over the hardening ridge of Boba’s cock instead of the crease of his thigh. 
 He’s warm here too, Din thought. He tightened his grip on his knees momentarily, fingers digging in, and then let go. 
 I can do this,  he thought. He opened his mouth a little. The fabric of Boba’s pants dragged across his lips.  I can –
Boba tightened his own grip and shook Din, very gently. 
“I think,” Boba said, using his grip on the back of Din’s neck to tug him away a little, “that we probably  should talk first, Din.” 
He used Din’s first name, which meant that he was serious. Din scowled. 
“Manners,” Boba reminded Din, mildly. “You don’t have to scowl at me. You don’t even really know what you’re doing down there, do you?” 
Boba had asked Din something like that before, in the pool underneath Jabba’s old tower. "Or are you a master already?" he’d asked.
Din reddened, embarrassed, even as desire flickered in his belly. After the last few days Din had had, he was faintly surprised – Din had expected to be too tired for this, for the thrill in his chest when Boba’s eyes darkened, for the way Din’s heart kicked, unsteady and excited. 
Din  didn’t know what he was doing, not really. He had the general idea of it, but the experience – 
Din had never sucked a cock before. He’d never even really thought about it until he’d met Boba, until Boba had teased him about it, but – 
 It’s not something that would be hard to learn,  Din thought. He bit the inside of his cheek, surprised at how much he  wanted to learn. At how much he wanted to try.
“We  really don’t have to keep talking,” Din said, flicking his eyes up to meet Boba’s. “We can – I made a mistake, I wasn’t honest, we can promise to be more honest with each other going forward, but – ”
Boba’s hand in Din’s hair had tightened to the point of pain. Relief stung the backs of Din’s eyes. 
“I’m not gonna argue about this,” Boba said, voice hard. His eyes were gentle, though. The contrast made Din dizzy. “Rules – they’re  important. They protect you and me. You remember?” 
Reluctantly, Din nodded. He did remember. Boba had explained all of this to him before, when he’d first put Din on his knees. 
Boba watched him, then softened, apparently satisfied by Din’s show of obedience. “I know that this is – that it’s hard to talk about,” Boba said. “It’s not comfortable. It’s not instinctive. But it’s important.” 
“I know,” Din muttered, looking away. A muscle twitched in his jaw. 
Boba sighed. “Do you need something to help you focus?” he asked. That made Din look back up at him. 
“What?” Din asked, confused. 
Boba just shrugged. “You’re out of your depth. Uncomfortable. That’s – understandable, I think. But I  do  know you,  Djar’ika. When you’re uncomfortable your first instinct is to punch whatever’s upset you.” 
Din grimaced. Boba wasn’t wrong. 
“Since I’m what’s upsetting you, that means you’d be punching me,” Boba continued wryly. “I don’t wanna get punched, Din. We’ve had – we’ve had a rough few days.” 
“I – don’t want to punch you either,” Din muttered.  Much. If Boba kept dragging this out – 
“So,” said Boba, steadily, “let’s start with a new rule; if you need something to help you,  Djar’ika – something to help you focus or something to help you  stop focusing, if you need pain or comfort or, I dunno, to beat the kark out of me with that spear of yours – I want you to ask. Understand?” 
Din stared at him for a second, then nodded again, slowly. 
“Ori’jate,” Boba said, his voice dropping back to its deep rumble. “Tell me, then. Do you need something to help you get through this?”
“Yes,” Din said, without hesitation. “I do.” 
Boba smiled. “Alright, then,” he said, rewarding Din with another affectionate tug on his curls. “Then I’m happy to help.”
Din’s eyes flickered back to the shape of Boba’s cock through his pants, a little less defined now that Boba’d taken a few minutes to talk instead of letting Din put his mouth on him, but Boba didn’t loosen his grip enough for Din to press back in. 
Instead, Boba brought the first two fingers of his free hand up and set them against the outside of Din’s bottom lip, just above his chin. 
Din twitched a little before he made himself settle. His eyebrows furrowed. “What – ?” Din asked, not understanding. 
Boba  hmmed. “You asked for something to help you,” Boba said. “So I’m helping. You don’t wanna talk? That’s fine. I can give you something else to do with your mouth.” 
Arousal kicked Din in the chest like a running falthier. His breath caught. This wasn’t – this wasn’t even that obscene, since Boba wouldn’t let Din get close enough to get his mouth around Boba’s cock, but –
 But it’s all in Boba’s control, Din thought, dazed. His tongue darted out to wet his lips. He could almost taste Boba’s fingers. 
“C’mon,” Boba coaxed, tone going sweet. Some of the gentleness in his eyes had bled away to hunger. His expression danced. “Open your mouth for me,  cyare. Let me in.” 
 He’s – he’s doing this on purpose, Din managed to think. His entire field of vision had gone hazy around the edges.  
But it was impossible to disobey Boba like this, when Din’s entire body wanted to sway deeper into him, wanted to be closer, when his mind had come alive with curiosity. When he wanted, very badly, to know what would happen next. 
Slowly, cheeks burning faintly, Din did as he was told. He opened his mouth and let Boba in. 
It was – strange. Din had kissed Boba now, had had Boba’s tongue in his mouth, his teeth against Boba’s teeth, but this was different. 
Boba’s fingers were rough. The texture was strange. The taste of them was strange too, though Boba pressed his fingers into Din’s mouth slowly enough, giving Din time to get used to him. 
Boba didn’t push in very far at all. He stopped with the pads of his fingers pressed against the first part of Din’s tongue. His other hand was still tight in Din’s hair. Din couldn’t pull away if he wanted to. 
He didn’t want to.
“What do you think,  Djar’ika?” Boba asked, his voice rough. “Wanna argue more?” 
Slowly, carefully, mindful of his teeth, Din shook his head. 
Boba moved with him. His fingers were warm and tasted faintly of  shukka, of clay, of salt. He’d set them against Din’s tongue, just past his teeth. Not deep enough that Din wanted to choke or pull away, but deep enough that Din’s mouth began to water. 
“Jate,”  said Boba, softly. “Ori’jate. Is this better? Someone making it so that you can’t talk?” 
Din nodded again. 
He could probably talk if he wanted to. He knew it. Boba knew it too. Din could spit Boba’s fingers out, could bite, could even pull away. He could say  gev and make Boba stop. 
 But that’s not what this is about, Din thought. 
“Good,” said Boba, still soft even though he’d switched to Basic from  mando’a. “We’ll try something new, then.”
Din couldn’t help but shiver. Boba trying something new had gone well for Din in the past, but it usually meant that Din would end up hurting. 
 It’d be a good hurt, though.  A  productive hurt. Something that Din could use instead of the grief inside of him that sat heavy in his chest like a stone. 

   I want it.  

“I’m going to talk,” Boba continued. His voice was still soft but had shifted, somehow, had deepened, roughened. Anticipation began to build low in Din’s belly. “And you’re going to listen. Okay?” 
Din nodded again. 
“Good,” said Boba. “If you’ve got a question, you can ask. Tap your knee twice. Tap three times to stop. Understand?” 
Din swallowed. It was strange, doing that with something in his mouth. The motion pressed Boba’s knuckles against the roof of Din’s mouth. The texture was strange. The taste of salt intensified. 
Boba waited for Din to nod again, then said, very softly, “Ori’jate.” 
Then, without waiting for Din to adjust, Boba decided to explore. He pressed down on Din’s tongue, provoking a splutter from Din, and ran a fingertip against the side of Din’s teeth. 
“My concern,” said Boba, ignoring Din’s spluttering, “is that you don’t take very good care of yourself,  Djar’ika.” 
Din  glared at him. 
Boba didn’t notice. He didn’t pull his fingers away either, didn’t push deeper into Din’s mouth or increase the pressure on Din’s tongue. Din, half-cautious and half-curious, flicked his tongue up against the pads of Boba’s fingers. The taste didn’t change, the warmth of them, but it was – odd, Din thought, to be able to feel the ridges of Boba’s fingerprints, the rough edges of his callouses. New. 
“You don’t rest enough,” Boba continued. “You ignore your injuries. You don’t think before you rush into something, either. Even something like this.” 
Din briefly fantasized about biting Boba, but before the thought could fully form, Boba let go of Din's hair and brought his newly-freed hand up, quick as a nexu pouncing, and caught Din by the face. 
“None of that,” Boba said firmly, fingers digging into the hinges of Din’s jaw. 
Din’s thoughts stuttered a little at that, at the fact that Boba could wrap his hand around Din’s face, at the sheer, improbable  strength in his fingers. His mouth fell open a little even without Boba putting too much pressure on his jaw. 
“Do you have a question?” Boba asked, tone dark. 
Din couldn’t move his head too much, but Boba had left him enough slack to tilt his head from side to side in denial. 
“Then let me speak,” Boba growled. “You are a grown man.  Sa verd ashnar tal'onidi. A blooded warrior,” Boba added, catching the question in Din’s eyes. He gentled some, loosening his grip so that Din could close his mouth around Boba’s fingers again. When Boba was satisfied that Din wasn't going to twist out of his grip or argue, he let go of Din's chin and returned that hand to the back of Din's head, threading his fingers again through Din's hair.  
“A blooded warrior,” Boba repeated. “What you do outside this room is your business. But,” Boba said, “what happens here is  my business. My responsibility. A bruise I give you in this room is a bruise I want you to care for.” 
 Is this going to be a rule? Din thought, glaring up at Boba. 
Boba smiled down at him. 
“I like the rules we set up the first time,” Boba admitted. “The rules for honesty, and respect, and for trying new things. But – I think we may need to add some things,  Djar’ika.  Just a few,” Boba added, catching Din’s mutinous expression. He pushed his fingers in just a little deeper, brushing the back of Din’s tongue, and then Din was too busy trying not to choke to glare at Boba. 
 That’s why he did it, Din thought, once he’d managed to get his breathing under control again. 
He was starting to realize that Boba was a  mir’sheb like that. 
“I think,” Boba said, tone firm, “that we should renegotiate.” 
Din’s stomach dropped. 
“This doesn’t mean that we’re done,” Boba said gently. He petted the back of Din’s head, the gentleness at odds with the way his fingers were pressing down on Din’s tongue, heavy, a pantomime of what Din really wanted. “I don’t think either of us want to be  done with each other. But – I don’t know.
“I don’t,” Boba added. Din shifted in his grip, confused. Frustrated. 
“I don’t know what rules we might need to change or add,” Boba continued. “This isn’t – it’s not an exact thing,  Djar’ika. It’s different for everyone. But it does need doing, before I give you pain again.” 
Din made a face around Boba’s fingers. He – 
He understood, he supposed. He  did. But it was just – 
 I want it to be like it was before,  Din thought. He didn’t want to squirm and sit through more rules. What he and Boba had been doing before had  worked. It had been good. But – 
 But,  Din thought,  circumstances have changed.  
“So,” Boba said. “As tempting as you are,  cyare, we should – we should take some time before we jump back into this. A few weeks,” Boba suggested. 
Din made an unhappy sound. 
Boba  hmmed, quieting Din. “I am not,” he said, “throwing you out for two weeks. If you want to come up here – if you want to share a bed – just to sleep, Din – if you want to share a meal, we can do that. You can be here. I want you to be here. But anything else… We need to take our time.” 
Din made another unhappy sound and licked the pads of Boba’s fingers, hoping it'd buy him some mercy. Boba chuckled. 
“This is for you and me both,” he said. “I don’t – I need to think. About what rules will protect us both. About what we both need. And you need to do it, too. You’ve got a better idea of what you like and what you don’t now, don’t you?”
Reluctantly, Din nodded. 
“A better idea of what you need?” 
 You, Din thought, but of course he couldn't say that, even if he hadn’t had Boba’s fingers in his mouth. He nodded again anyway. 
“So we take – let’s say two weeks,” said Boba. “Two weeks from today, and we think about what we want, and what we need. Can you do that?” 
Still reluctant, Din nodded again. 
“Good,” said Boba, voice warming. “Very good. Two weeks, then.” 
And then Boba hesitated, which startled Din some. Boba didn’t hesitate often. 
“Something I want you to think about very carefully,” Boba said, obviously choosing his words with more than his usual care, which was saying something, “is – is what you want this to be.” 
 This? Din’s heart kicked in his chest. 
“Do you want it to be more?” Boba asked, quietly. “We agreed on – on a separation. On keeping this separate from everything else. But… we are friends,” Boba continued. “This sort of thing… it can be done between friends. It doesn’t just have to be an agreement between two allies. But since we  are friends, if you didn’t want to do this anymore – if it’s too close for you – ”
Din’s eyes widened. Panic clutched his chest for a moment and his hands jerked, reaching for Boba. 
“Woah,  udesii,” Boba murmured, shifting his grip. “Udesii,  I’m not – I’ve told you,” he said. “I’m not throwing you out, Din. I don’t want that. I just – if it’s too much for you, now that we  are  friends,” he said, “I want you to know that you don’t  have to do this. You don’t have to give me this. If it’s too much – too close – we can find another way to get you what you need.”
“I need,” Din tried to say, but he couldn’t get the words out around Boba’s fingers. 
Boba gentled him again, though his grip in Din’s hair tightened a fraction. 
“I said no arguing,” Boba reprimanded, tone dangerously mild. “I’m not trying to upset you,  Djar’ika. But it’s something to think about.” 
Boba pressed down on Din’s tongue again, flooding Din’s mouth with saliva – Din’s chest with pained desire – before finally pulling his fingers away, giving Din his mouth back. 
Din swallowed heavily. 
“Two weeks?” he asked, plaintive, when he’d gotten his voice back, his breath under control. 
Boba settled his fingers against the side of Din’s jaw. They were wet and cool. The touch made Din twitch a little, but he didn’t pull away. 
“I know it’s not what you want,” Boba said. “But – I don’t want to harm you.” 
They were back at that again, at the difference between hurt and harm. 
Din swallowed again. His mouth still felt full and heavy. “Because – because if we do it right,” he said slowly, trying to show Boba that he  had been listening, “I want the hurt, but not the harm?” 
“The hurt and the harm are different,” Boba said. He brought his free thumb up to touch Din’s chin. “The hurt is good. It’s – an agreement. Trust. You trust me to hurt you up to what you can bear, and I trust you to tell me when it’s too much. The harm – ”
 The harm is what happens when neither of us know what we’re doing,  Din realized.  When you don’t know what you need to know about me, and I don’t know it either.  
“Oh,” said Din, guilt sitting heavy in his belly. “Oh. I didn’t – ”
“No,” said Boba, gentle. “You didn’t. And it’s alright. That’s why I want a few weeks. So you can get your head around – around what you need to get your head around, and I can do that too.” 
Boba at last loosened his grip on the back of Din’s head, petting the curls at the base of his neck again before letting Din go. 
Din swayed immediately, unsteady, and Boba let him. He didn’t push Din away when Din swayed into him. 
Din was grateful for that, at least. That this – the comfort, the solidity of Boba – at least didn’t seem to need rules. Din pressed his face against Boba’s hip. “Do we have to?” he mumbled. 
Boba’s chuckle was a warm, living thing. Din felt it with his whole body. “Yes, we have to. But you don’t have to start thinking about it all right now,” Boba allowed. He tangled a hand in Din’s hair again, except this time he didn’t pull it or make Din look up at him. “Take some time. Think about it. Yeah? I will too. Then we can come back up here in a few weeks and figure it all out. And then…” 
Boba trailed off even as Din perked up. 
“And then?” Din asked. 
Boba chuckled again. “And then we’ll see,” he said. “We’ll figure it out. Assuming Gorga doesn’t kill us all.”
The mention of Gorga the Hutt made Din groan. “We’ve still got to deal with him,” he muttered. 
“We do,” Boba said. “Wanna start tonight, or do you need more rest?” 
 I need to figure out how you switch so easily between the two, Din thought, but didn’t say. He needed to figure out how Boba could be Boba, Din’s friend, one moment and then Boba, syndicate boss, the next. It was a handy trick. 
“I can – I can help tonight,” Din said, pulling away from Boba with some effort. “I’ve slept enough.” 
Boba offered a hand, then, and helped Din stand up. Din groaned, rolling his shoulders. 
“Armor up, then,” Boba said. “Fennec’ll want us downstairs.” 
Din nodded, a little thrown but willing enough. It was – 
In their past arrangements, Din had always had at least a few hours to shift between the person he was in Boba’s rooms, under Boba’s hands, and the person he was in his beskar. 
There was no time, now, to navigate his way between the two. Din got dressed with the taste of Boba’s fingers still strong in his mouth. He did up his kute with the faint pain of Boba’s hand still tingling in the back of his head. Boba helped Din strap on all of his armor, then Din turned and did the same for Boba. 
 That’s why he wants me to think about it, Din thought, as Boba slid his helmet on and then offered Din’s helmet to him. Din looked at it for a moment before tugging it on, too tired of feeling guilty to resent himself for his weakness. 

   I have kind of karked everything up.  

Boba hadn’t known what he was doing either. Din had – Din had dragged them both into something new. 
 But that’s not – bad, is it?  Din wondered, strapping his weapons on next, his spear and his blasters and the darksaber and his borrowed jetpack.  Boba didn’t seem to think that it was a bad thing. Just – different.  
Boba finished kitting up as well, then held his arm out, gesturing at the turbolift. 
“Well?” he said, his voice smooth behind his helmet’s vocoder. “Shall we?” 
Din and Boba went down into the throne room together. Din was careful to keep some space between them so they didn’t walk in bumping their gauntlets together, their shoulders, but they still came in at the same time. 
Fennec, lounging in Boba’s throne, saw them walk in together and rolled her eyes. 
“There you are,” she drawled. She had a blaster in pieces in her lap. Another, this one fully-assembled, was propped up beside one of her knees. “Alright?” 
She looked at both of them as she asked, which settled Din a bit. 
 She  did  say that what Boba and I got up to was none of her business,  Din thought. Fennec hadn’t – she hadn’t wanted to  know, really. She’d just wanted to make sure that Din understood what he’d gotten himself into. 
 I understand,  Din thought, slowing down so Boba could reach Fennec first.  I understand. I do.  
“Alright,” Boba agreed. “Caught some shut-eye, anyway.” 
“Good,” Fennec said, fixing her attention on Boba. “Because we’ve got some damage control to do. I’ve put the word out to my people, they know what to look for, but – ”
Din peeled away, leaving Fennec and Boba to their business. He probably should stay and listen – Fennec was trying to root out spies, after all – but he didn’t want to get between Boba and Fennec any more than he already had today. 
Neither of them stopped him as he padded across the throne room, either. Fennec had dismissed most of the guards. Din didn’t see her holomap of the palace, but he was sure she had it and knew where everyone was. Aside from Fennec, Din and Boba, the throne room was empty. Not even Noora was behind the bar.
 Not much reason for a bar if we’re not holding court, Din thought. He left the throne room and wandered down the hall, trying not to feel aimless. 
He couldn’t go and check on the  verd’ike.  
 Well, I probably could,  Din thought. Strill had been – she’d been hostile, at first, but she’d softened towards Din once she’d realized that he  wasn’t dangerous to the little tribe Paz had gathered around himself. 

   She was mostly just confused.  

Din couldn’t blame her. He was still confused and he’d done nothing but talk about being  dar’manda over the past two standard cycles. He’d talked about it and thought about it and raged about it in the privacy of his own head. 
 All of that,  he thought, tiredly wry,  and I still don’t know what I am now.  
But he wasn’t a threat to Strill or Paz or the foundlings, and he thought that Strill’d come to the same conclusion too. 
 Still,  he thought.  I shouldn’t push.  
It wasn’t his place to push. If Strill – if Strill wanted Din’s help, if she wanted to talk to him, she knew where he’d be. 
So Din kept himself from turning towards the empty wing of the palace and angled himself down towards the kitchens instead. Din could at least find something to eat while Boba and Fennec went over their business. 
He moved through the palace unhurriedly, taking the time to learn where the guards were, to figure out who was still staying in the palace. 
Boba’s operation  had grown. What had once just been a handful of guards had bloomed into a tidy operation. Fennec had some guards stationed at the ends of hallways or in front of doors and she had others patrolling in pairs. She’d even gotten them all into some kind of uniform – simple, functional desert clothing, with bits and pieces of matte plastoid armor, chest plates stamped with a green mythosaur. 
It was disconcerting, seeing the mythosaur on other beings, beings who were obviously not Mandalorian. Din’s fingers kept twitching every time he saw one. 
 Mythosaurs are sacred.  Mythosaurs marked the location of the forge in every covert. Mythosaur skull pendants were kept safe close to the skin, used to identify each other outside of the tribe. No one except the  alore were allowed to use them as their personal signets.  
 But Boba  is  an alor, Din thought. He’d learned a little more about the Fetts, while he and Boba had talked over their cooling breakfast. Boba hadn’t gone so far as to call his clan a formal Clan or House, not like Bo-Katan had named her own family, but Din had still been able to hear what Boba had talked around. 
The Fetts – Jango Fett, at least – had once commanded respect on Mandalore. They were an important clan. The mythosaur could very well be their clan signet, and if it was, Boba was well within his rights to give his signet to anyone he wanted to, just like Din would’ve been allowed to pass the mudhorn on to Grogu or any other foundlings he’d adopted. 
 It’s still weird, Din thought. Even Ay-Two, a droid, had a green mythosaur painted on his chassis. 
 Fennec probably wants to make it harder for an infiltrator to pass as one of us, Din thought. The palace guards hadn’t always had a uniform, but now that they did it would be another thing an infiltrator would need to mimic. 
 Still,  Din thought.  I hope Paz doesn’t come wandering out here.  
Din doubted that Paz would react well to seeing  aruetiise wearing a mythosaur, even if they’d been given the right by Boba. 
 That’s a rathtar to wrangle another day, Din thought. Hopefully he’d never have to wrangle it – hopefully Paz would soon be strong enough to head out to Mos Pelgo, where he could be Cobb Vanth’s problem. 
 That’s not fair, Din thought, guilt prickling at him again. He didn’t – he didn’t want Paz to be Vanth’s problem. He didn’t want Paz to be anyone’s problem – he wanted Paz to heal and be safe. That was all. 
Din pushed those thoughts aside too. 
 Two weeks,  he told himself.  Two weeks, and – and I can stop feeling guilty.  
He hoped, anyway. Boba hadn’t promised Din anything. He’d just promised that he’d think about it.
Din stepped into the kitchens, still half-lost in thought, and found Ushib. She was bent over one of the kitchen’s long, low benches, diligently kneading japoor meal into bread. She didn’t look up when Din stopped in the doorway, but she knew that he was there; Din saw her shoulders shift, the angle of her mask changing a little. 
Din hesitated, unsure if he was welcome in or not. He’d done all his kitchen raiding during the times Ushib had been elsewhere, had been out in the sands with the rest of her people. 
 She can tell me how Paz is doing, though,  Din thought. He dug his fingers into the doorway.  She can tell me if the foundlings are alright. Din doubted that even Strill, who’d decided that Din wasn’t an enemy, would tell him how the kids were doing.
Ushib made a rough, grumbling noise and left her kneading for long enough to beckon Din in. 
 Come,  she said, signing with one hand while the other kept rolling dough together.  Earn your keep.  
That made Din smile.  Okay, he said back, and did what he was told. 
He’d kneaded japoor bread before. For weeks after his run-in with the bladeback, Din hadn’t been good for much of anything else and even though they’d saved his life, the White Bantha had told Din that everyone in the desert worked. He’d been too weak to haul water up from the aquifers or to herd bantha, so Elhama, the  jida of the White Bantha, had put him to work around the cookfire. 
Those memories were hazy now. So much had happened since Din had been to Tatooine the first time. But he still remembered enough of his first lessons at Elhama’s side to do this, anyway. Japoor bread was easy. The most basic versions of it were just ground japoor meal, a scoop of bantha yoghurt and some yeast, maybe a drizzle of honey or a pinch of sand-salt if there was any at hand. Japoor bread could certainly get elaborate, especially when the Tusken women started showing off to each other, but Ushib’s recipe seemed pretty straightforward. 
Din watched her for a moment, getting her measurements in his head, then stripped off his gloves and handguards, washed his hands and joined her at the bench. 
Once Din remembered how to do what he was doing, they fell into a comfortable rhythm. Meal, yoghurt, yeast, knead. The dough formed underneath his hands. Din was slower at it than Ushib. She could roll out three, forming the dough, gathering it into a loose ball, setting it aside to rise, before Din could finish one. 
 But that’s alright, Din thought, a peculiar kind of quiet stealing over his mind. 
Work like this didn’t need to be fast. There was only so much bread that would fit around a cookfire, after all. 
Din did manage to pick up speed as his hands remembered what to do, though. Ushib seemed content to work in silence, which Din appreciated. 
 I’ve done more talking in the last five days,  he thought, shaping another ball of dough,  than I think I’ve ever done in my life.  
After all of that, it was nice to stand next to someone in a companionable quiet and just – just get something  done. To do something that needed doing. Din hated feeling useless. This was necessary work. Any camp or covert needed food. Boba’s palace was larger than any camp or covert Din had ever stayed in, but it needed food too. They all certainly went through rations like an army – Din had eaten better here than almost anywhere else he could remember. 
Ushib waited until they’d scraped the bowl of meal dry, dozens of lumps of dough set aside to rise, before she spoke. 
 Your brother,  she said, tracing the words in the air,  will probably live.  
Din tensed a little even as relief burst behind his eyes.  He’ll live,  he thought.  He’ll live. He’ll be okay.  
 That’s – good,  Din said, his fingers stuttering.  Is his – is the injury bad?  
Ushib grumbled again in her throat.  Yes.  Her sign was decisive and blunt.  It is bad. When his fever breaks and the wound begins to heal, he will always limp. But his fever should break.  
 He’s going to live, Din thought. He closed his eyes briefly, glad Boba’d set Din’s helmet on his head, and managed a nod. 
“Good,” said Din outloud, sure his fingers would shake worse than his voice. “That’s good.” 
Ushib made another rough, Tusken sound. Din opened his eyes to see what she was saying. 
 The    children will heal better than your brother will, she said, using the sign Tuskens used to describe their massiff puppies. Din smiled. 
“They weren’t too badly hurt?” he asked. 
Ushib shook her head. Her mask and cowl had been impressive enough in the dark of the desert, but here, in the comfortable light of the palace, Din could see that she was one of the most elaborately-decorated Tusken women Din had ever seen. 
Her mask was studded with gemstones. The womp rat tusks on either side of her face were polished and gleaming. Even the rich dye of her cowl was deeper in this light, less faded than Din had first thought. 
 She was rich, once,  Din thought. Not even Elhama had been so decorated. 
Din had seen what was left of the Spotted Anooba. They had an oasis and a clever new leader, but if the Spotted Anooba had once had the things that made a Tusken band wealthy – sprawling bantha herds and dense copses of cedru trees, rich deposits of  um’ar  and  bril, underground rivers that nurtured plants and animals out of the heat of the suns – they didn’t anymore. 
If Ushib noticed Din’s scrutiny, she didn’t show it.  No,  she said, shaking her head.  The smallest has an injury to her head that will need watching, but the other two will be fine. Children are tough. Your children are like our children.  
“They’re not my kids,” Din said, though he was nodding. He’d thought that before, that Tusken children and Mandalorian children grew up in similar ways. For the kids that made it, the ones that survived, their upbringing made them strong. Hardy. 
 Stubborn, Din thought. And Tuskens, like Mandalorians, did everything that they could to make sure their kids survived to grow up stubborn. 
 What about the other two?  Din asked, switching back to Tusken handspeak.  The warriors?  
The next Tusken sound Ushib made was extremely rude. Din’s smile widened. 
 Stubborn,  Ushib said.  The young boar especially. But young men that age never have any sense.  
Din certainly hadn’t, when he’d been Jaig’s age. 

   Did they let you take a look at them? 

Ushib nodded.  Once I had done what I could for your brother,  she said.  I checked on them all again this morning. Your brother’s fever has not worsened, though he still speaks to spirits and shadows.  
Din winced.  That bad? He asked. 
 His fever is very bad,  Ushib said, with a small shrug.  Better than it was, but still bad. I am not surprised by his raving. At least he can still see, and hear, and speak. If he were unable to speak…  
“But you think he’ll live?” Din pressed. His voice had gone tight with concern. If Paz was delirious – 
Ushib nodded again.  Yes,  she said.  He is – and she did something with her hands that Din had never seen before. She took both hands and extended her first two fingers on each hand, like she was shaping the letter  resh, then turned her wrists and brought both hands towards her chest. 
Din tilted his head.  What does that mean? He asked, mirroring the sign. 
Ushib chucked. “It means ‘armored,’” she said, the peaks and valleys of spoken tuskra filling the kitchens. She made the sign again. 
Din understood all at once. “It means  ‘Mandalorian,'" he said. 
Ushib inclined her head.  Or as close to ‘Mandalorian’ as we can say,  she said, repeating the sign again.  We do not have many words for other peoples.  
Din only knew the Tusken sign for the   ghuy’ra, the outsider – he hadn’t thought that any tribe bothered to differentiate between other species or races. 
 I came up with it when Boba lived among us,  Ushib continued, answering the question Din hadn’t asked.  He would not call himself tuskra, no matter how much A’Karan pushed him. But I had to call him something.  
 A’Karan? Din asked. The name was familiar. 
 Our old chieftain,  Ushib explained.  Before A’Shek rose.  
Din’s hands paused. He remembered the name now – A’Shek had told Din that he’d fought and killed A’Karan, wresting control of the Spotted Anooba away from the old chief, who A’Shek had called too old and backwards and set in his ways. 
 The desert is changing,  A’Shek had said.  I will see the Spotted Anooba change with it.  
“Your chieftain let Boba live, even though Boba wouldn’t – what, agree to be adopted by the tribe?” Din asked, switching back to Basic because he didn’t know all of the right signs. 
Ushib chuckled again.  A’Karan wanted to kill him,  she said.  But killing the one who slew the Devourer – no. Not even A’Karan would have done that thing.  
 The Devourer,  Din thought.  The sarlacc.  
“A’Shek said – he said that Boba was your blood-kin,” Din said, reaching back into his memory for that conversation. “He said that was why Spotted Anooba was considering an alliance with Boba in the first place.” 
Ushib studied Din for a moment. Then she asked, hands moving carefully,  Do you have children, Mandalorian?  
Din blinked, thrown a little by the change in topic.  I do,  he said. He did know these signs.  One. I have a son.  
Ushib grumbled in the back of her throat. She was still watching Din. The jewels in her mask gleamed. 
 Once,  Ushib said,  I had four children. Three sons. A daughter.  
The four tusks sewn into her cowl beside her mask had told Din that. All four of Ushib’s children had lived to adulthood – Tusken women didn’t sew a womp rat tusk for a child who had died too young. 
 But she just said that she’d  had  four children, Din thought, heart sinking. He’d known this too – Boba had told him. That Ushib had once had children, had had a bloodmate. 
 Their names were A’Rett,  Ushib said.  A’Shen, A’Mahdi and T’Haza.  She spelled the names out for Din, then showed him the name-signs she’d given each child. An upraised club for A’Rett. A running anooba for A’Shen.  Clever bird  for A’Mahdi and  dragon-pearl for T’Haza. 
 What happened? Din asked slowly, watching Ushib’s hands. 
Ushib made a rough noise.  What happens to all children?  She asked.  They grew up, and then they died, and then I was alone. Until the desert gave up Boba.  
Din froze. 
 He is not my son,  Ushib added, making a chuckling sound behind her mask.  Not fully, not in blood. He would not take the rites.  
 No,  Din thought to himself, remembering the way Fennec had talked about Boba and Jango Fett.  He wouldn’t.  
Din had taken the blood-rites, a few months into his time with the White Bantha. The storysinger, A’Ze, had assured Din that he could be both Mandalorian  and tuskra, and Din had –
 I’d needed the tribe’s protection, he’d thought. He’d been stranded on Tatooine, and back then Din hadn’t known how to be alone. How to survive without the tribe there with him. The White Bantha had offered to adopt him and he’d agreed. 
 He wouldn’t,  Ushib echoed.  But he is my son here. She touched the center of her chest. 
Not either of her hearts, but the space between them. The Tuskens’ larger heart, the  bay’dam,  was on the left, like a human’s, and the smaller heart, the  bay’ruh, was on the right. 
 I shared my spirit,  Ushib continued.  A’Karan – he would not recognize Boba as my son or as tribe, not without the blood rite, but then A’Shek rose, and spirit rites counted enough for him. He was the one who named Boba as tuskra. To thank Boba for his help. Boba kept A’Karan’s most loyal warriors at bay while A’Shek fought him.  
Din’s eyebrows went up. He hadn’t known that. 
“Boba – he doesn’t think he’s tuskra,” Din said, head still tilted in confusion. Boba’d called  Din tuskra before, but he’d referred to himself only as a friend of the Spotted Anooba, not their kin. 
Ushib just shrugged.  He can call himself what he likes,  she said.  Tuskra, Mandalorian, nothing and no one at all. But he  is  tuskra, because his spirit is tuskra. As you are Mandalorian.  
Din winced. 
 I thought that I was done having this conversation,  he thought, a little wry. He couldn’t be angry with Ushib. She had no way to know that Din was  dar’manda.  
 I am not Mandalorian,  Din said, copying the sign Ushib had taught him.  I am – I am an outcast.  
Even as he said it, Din could tell that Ushib didn’t understand, not really. 
 An outcast? she asked, her fingers moving slowly. 
“It’s different, for Mandalorians,” Din tried to explain. Already he knew that he wouldn’t be able to make Ushib understand, not really, not in the right way. A Tusken pushed out of his tribe was still a Tusken even as he wandered the desert to die – there was no way to  stop  being a Tusken. Not even taking one’s face coverings off in front of an outsider could strip a Tusken warrior of that name. It would take his tribe, his place in the raiding bands, even his bantha, but not the fact that he was tuskra. “We’re not – they’re not,” Din corrected himself, “tied up in blood rites, like Tuskens are.” 
The only thing that had made Din a Mandalorian had been the Creed. His word. 
 But you are only an outcast? she asked. She definitely didn’t understand.  A Mandalorian outcast?
“No,” said Din. “Not a Mandalorian outcast. Just… an outcast. We call it  dar’manda.” 
 I don’t understand, said Ushib. 
“You know,” Din muttered, reaching up to push his helmet reassuringly against his forehead, “I don’t really understand it either.” 
The admission burned on his tongue. Blasphemy. If any Mandalorian heard Din say it –
 But it’s true,  Din thought.  I don’t understand.  
 Maybe I should’ve paid more attention, when the elders taught us all about this, Din thought, even though he knew that wasn’t the problem. It wasn’t that Din hadn’t paid enough attention as a kid. It wasn’t that he’d sworn to follow the Creed without knowing what he was doing. It was just –– 
 I don’t understand how this helps protect the covert, Din thought. What did abandoning warriors who – who made a mistake, or who made a choice to save a child or a friend or a lover, who’d lost their footing during a cantina fight and just gotten unlucky – 
 What does that  do?  For the covert? For the strength of the tribe?  
There were so few Mandalorians already. Boba’d talked about the high days, the glory days, when there had been hundreds of thousands of Mandalorians all over the galaxy. 

   Now…  

If Din had to guess, he’d say that there were probably less than three hundred Mandalorians across the entire network of coverts. He didn’t know how many of Bo-Katan’s people were scattered across rimspace, but Din hadn’t bumped into any of them over the years, so her kind of Mandalorians were probably thin on the ground too. 
 There’s maybe a thousand Mandalorians left,  Din thought.  Across all Creeds and all Ways. That’s –
That was nothing. A remnant. Even smaller than a remnant – that was a fragment of what, according to Boba’s stories, Mandalore had once been. 
 What does – how does throwing a trained warrior out over a small mistake  help  anyone?  
Granted, Din hadn’t made a small mistake. He’d – he knew what he’d done. But if he was just as  dar’manda  for his continuous and repeated infractions of the Creed as Strill’s lost  vod Tallow, who’d just gotten unlucky in a fight – 
Din shoved his helmet back into the bridge of his nose hard enough that pain sparked and flickered. He didn’t have much sensation there and hadn’t since he’d split his nose open slamming heads with Paz all those years ago, but the little flicker of pain was still enough to ground him. 
“I don’t understand either,” Din said out loud. He shrugged. “But whether or not I understand it doesn’t matter. It’s – it is what it is.” 
Ushib eyed him. The gemstones in her mask flashed. 
 But you are still tuskra, she said. It was not a question. Din got the distinct impression that Ushib would whack him, if he tried to say that he wasn’t. 
 Yes,  Din said, tracing the signs reassuringly.  I’m still tuskra.  
Elhama had been very clear, when Din had taken the blood rites. Once he’d finished, he’d be a Tusken for life. Even if he left the White Bantha, which he had, and gone back to wandering the galaxy. He could always count himself as one among the White Bantha. 
 Good,  Ushib said.  I would hate to have to crack A’Ven’s head open at the next gathering.  
That made Din’s smile come back. 
 A’Ven’s still alive? He asked. A’Ven had been the leader of the White Bantha when Din had lived with them. He'd been the one to share his blood with Din. Elhama had shared her spirit. Between them, Din had become tuskra.
Ushib snorted.  He is,  she confirmed.  Or he was at the last gathering, and it’s hard to imagine that anything in the desert would want to eat him, tough and stringy as he is.  
 If you see him, tell him I said hello, Din said. 
Ushib cocked her head.  Will you not stay and greet him yourself? She asked. 
Din frowned.  What do you mean?  
 The great chieftains are coming here,  Ushib said.  After the rains, when it is safe to travel again. A’Shek has been busy. He’s told every tribe who’d hear him of the benefits to allying with Boba.  
Din stared at her. The great chieftains – Tuskens really didn’t keep track of who they considered a great chieftain or not, but the White Bantha, with their sprawling home range and their enormous bantha herds, their many smaller, branching tribes, definitely ranked. 
 Does Boba know? Din asked. 
Ushib only shrugged.  I have not had the chance to tell him,  she said.  But that does not mean he doesn’t know.  
 Fennec,  Din said, spelling her name out for Ushib,  is going to be beside herself. She’s – there’s already too many we don’t know here.  
Ushib just shrugged again. She was only a jida, after all. The Tusken chiefs tended to move around as they wanted. The rainy season’s some months off yet, she said. There will be time to worry Fennec – and she taught Din Fennec’s name-sign, which turned out to be the same sign Tuskens used for the smaller, chortling anooba of the high mountains – later. 
 Does Fennec know what you call her? Din asked. 
Ushib chuckled low in her throat.  Probably not,  she said.  She was not with us long.  
Din snorted.  I wouldn’t tell her then,  he said. He wasn’t sure if Fennec would appreciate being compared to an anooba or not. They  were clever creatures, even the smaller ones, but Din got the impression that Fennec would prefer to be called after something fiercer, like a krayt dragon.
Ushib waved his concerns away.  I saved Fennec’s life,  she said, and the broad motions of her hands were amused.  She will, I think, let me call her what I like. So,  she added, and Din couldn’t help but tense up a little again.  You say you are not Mandalorian. What are you, then?  
Din just shrugged, mirroring Ushib.  Boba’s friend, he said. 
 And you’re happy with that? Ushib asked. 
Din startled. He hadn’t – no one had asked Din that, yet. No one had asked him if he was happy. 
 Paz wouldn’t,  he thought. Paz thought that being  dar’manda  was a death sentence. The  verd’ike thought the same. Boba – Boba might have wanted to ask, but he’d probably forgotten all about it in the chaos of going to Arkanis, the chaos of coming back. 
 I am… not unhappy,  Din said, carefully.  I’ll – I will have to think about that.  
 A fair answer,  Ushib said. Din got the impression, just a faint feeling, that she was smiling at him underneath her mask.  Do you have other work? 
Din shook his head. He was sure that Fennec or Boba would come and find him when they were ready. He spread his hands. 
“What else do you need done?” he asked. 
That turned out to be the right question. Ushib put him to work, and the work let the thorny tangle of the last few days sank to the back of Din's mind. Din spent the next hour or so helping Ushib prepare the evening meal for the rest of the palace. In the mornings Ushib could afford to be discerning, to offer a broader menu, since everyone in the palace got up at different times, but almost everyone was awake for lastmeal, which meant that Ushib had to concentrate her efforts. 
She had Din chopping up roots and fruits and showed him how to butcher a side of bantha meat. Everything went into the large, hot curry pots in the middle of the kitchens. Din was pretty sure she tried to test his spice tolerance by having him chop up a handful of  joloko, wrinkly little reddish-brown peppers that sometimes flavored Tusken stews and curries. 
Din, who had grown up eating Kashyyyki poisonpeppers, didn’t have a problem. The bright, stinging scent of the  joloko even woke him up, clearing Din's head as sharply as a slap. 
That was how Boba found him some time later, up to his elbows in Ojomian onions and polta bean sprouts while Ushib added thinly-trimmed slices of bantha meat to her curry pot. 
Boba, his helmet tucked under one arm, arched an eyebrow. 
 Putting him to work, Ushib? Boba asked, one-handed. 
Ushib laughed. She did that often, Din had found. It was – nice. It felt a little bit like being back in the covert with Tosho or Wyrran, mending gear or pulling a meal together to share with the rest of the tribe. 
 Everyone works in the desert,  Ushib returned, a common refrain in the sands.  And I like this one, Boba. He does not complain like you do.  
That made Boba chuckle too. “Fair enough,” he said, switching to Basic. “Djarin, wash up, will you? Fennec’s got work.” 
Din tilted his head, but obligingly set his borrowed krayt-bone knife aside. (When he had pulled his  verd  knife out of his boot to start cutting into the onions, Ushib had smacked the back of his head.) “Work?” he said. He took care to thoroughly wash his hands. Din liked the taste of joloko peppers well enough, but the oils had a tendency to chew through the skin if they weren’t washed off properly. When he was finished he tugged his gloves and handguards back on, then turned to look at Boba, expectant. 
Boba inclined his head. 
“What kind of work?” Din asked. 
Fennec hadn’t ever given Din an assignment, not really. She managed the guards and the spies – she didn’t run Boba’s hunters. She’d brought him in to keep an eye on Gida, but that had been the only time she’d asked for his help. 
“She’ll tell you upstairs,” Boba said. He nodded at Ushib, expression fond. 
Ushib waved them both off, returning to her curry pot. 
“She didn’t interrogate you too much, did she?” Boba asked, once he and Din had cleared out of Ushib’s earshot. 
“No,” Din assured him. “She was – she’s nice.” As nice as a Tusken grandmother could be, anyway. She  had killed two people less than a day ago. “If anything, I interrogated her.” 
“About your  vode?” 
“They’re not my  vode,” Din said automatically, scowling. 
Boba shrugged. He opened his mouth, eyes dancing. 
“And if you call them my  dar’vode again, I’m leaving,” Din said. 
Boba held up a hand, chuckling at his own cleverness. “As you say,” he said. “But still. What’s she think?” 
“Ushib’s pretty sure they’re all going to live,” Din told him. “Even Paz. She said – well. She said he’s still in rough shape, but as long as his fever breaks – and she thinks that it will – he’ll pull through.” 
“She give you a timeline?”
Din shook his head. 
Boba grunted. “You send word to Vanth yet? He know to expect six Mandalorians, only three of them likeable?” 
“Only three? The kids aren’t bad,” Din protested. 
Boba grinned. “I know,” he said. “Those are the three I’m talking about.” 
“Strill’s not bad either,” Din said. 
Boba just shrugged. 
Din sighed. “No,” he said. “I haven’t talked to Vanth yet. I – ” Din shook his head again. “It kind of slipped my mind,” he admitted. 
“Understandable,” said Boba. “Sounds like Ushib doesn’t thinking moving Vizsla’d be a good idea, anyway.” 
 No, Din thought. If Paz was delirious, moving him would be a bad idea. 
“Will Strill talk to me, you think?” Boba asked. 
“She should,” Din said. “You’re not – she doesn’t want to talk to me because I broke the Creed. You never swore the Creed in the first place.” 
“I’ll swing by before dark, then,” said Boba. “Check on her and the kids. Vizsla I still want to punch.” 
“Wait until he’s on his feet again, at least,” Din muttered. He knew better than to try and get between Boba and Paz. They were both stubborn. He didn’t doubt that the pair of them would come to blows soon enough. 
Boba offered Din a lopsided smile. “For you,” Boba agreed. 
Din resolutely tried not to feel warmed by that, by the little concession, but it kindled in his belly anyway. Affection uncurled in his ribs. 
 Stop,  he thought at himself, reaching for a bounty hunter's cool distance.  I’m working.  
Boba brought Din back to the throne room, where nothing had changed except the spot Fennec was sitting. When Din had wandered down to find Ushib, Fennec had been sprawled in Boba’s throne. Now she was sprawled in a chair at one of the corner tables, her holomap spread out in the air in front of her, flickering with its little heartbeat lights. 
Din eyed it as he and Boba approached. 
Sure enough, there was the red dot moving in the throne room that marked Din. Beside it was another red dot, the pace of the heartbeat more or less the same. 
“She tag you too?” Din asked, looking at Boba. 
Boba grimaced. “She did,” he said. 
“You’re both flight risks,” Fennec piped up, not bothering to look up from her map. Din was a little affronted at that. 
“I went out the window  once,” he said. 
“Twice, actually,” Boba muttered. 
Din resisted the urge to punch him. 
“Boys,” said Fennec. “Settle. Djarin, Boba fill you in?” 
Din glared at Boba, who looked unrepentant – He’d look repentant if I punched him, Din thought – and shook his head. 
“No,” he said. 
Fennec finally looked up. Her expression settled into familiar lines of faint exasperation. “We’re making a visit to Mos Eisley,” she said. 
Din’s eyebrows lifted. “Now?”
“Now,” she confirmed. 
Thoughts of punching Boba faded. “Why?” Din asked, straightening. “Did you find something? Is it Gorga?” 
“No,” said Fennec. She deactivated her map and tucked the datapad away. She was dressed for the streets – plastoid and leather armor, her helmet beside her. She’d reassembled her blaster and tucked it into its holster at her hip. “We’re just going to show our faces.” 
Din froze. 
It shouldn’t frighten him. The idea of taking off his helmet and walking through Mos Eisley. It was – it was what Din should have done the moment he’d stepped of that chartered flight answering Boba’s call. 
Fennec caught his tension and softened. “Not  your face,” she said. She jerked her chin at Boba. “Not even his. I want us all armored up. We’re going to show Gorga that we’re not scared.” 
“Why would we be scared?” Din asked, recovering some. Embarrassment pulled at him. He tried to ignore it. 
“Gorga’s attacked my people twice within a week,” Boba rumbled. Din blinked. The attack he and Gida had weathered on the road to Mos Eisley felt like it had happened months ago, but Boba was right – it had only happened a few days ago. 
“We haven’t held court since you and Gida were attacked,” Fennec explained. “Nobody’s seen Boba around, except as a dot in the sky.” 
“So we’re going to… what? Just walk around?” Din asked, confused. 
But Fennec nodded. “Gorga’s got eyes in the city,” she said. “Word’s gonna get back to him, if Boba’s seen in the streets. He won’t be able to say that he’s got Boba running scared, that he made Boba go into hiding.” 
 Oh, Din thought. He nodded. He understood now. “It’s a show of strength,” he said. 
Boba inclined his head. “We still know kark all about who’s spilling secrets to Gorga,” he said. “But at least this way, I can act like I’m not bothered. And I can show Gorga that it’ll take more than a few concussion grenades and a night raid or two to chase me out.”
“It’s not just for Gorga, either,” Fennec put in. “It’s for everyone else, too.”
Din nodded again. 
A lot of beings on Tatooine had thrown in with Boba by now. It wasn’t just the guards and the smugglers and the bounty hunters who’d flocked to the palace as Boba’s power had grown. It was Mos Pelgo, who was counting on Boba’s strength to protect them while they ran goods for him to Bestine. It was the Spotted Anooba, who’d broken with tradition to stand with someone who didn’t consider himself tuskra. It was the people of Mos Eisley, who had settled back into a wary rhythm with Boba in the palace instead of Jabba the Hutt. 
“How many other outfits are watching Mos Eisley, do you think?” Din asked, catching on. 
Fennec and Boba traded a speaking glance. 
“Valarian’s watching, at least,” Boba said. “She might have agreed to keep to her side of the Great Dune Sea, but she won’t tolerate another Hutt empire, not here. If it starts to look like I can’t stand up to Gorga, she’ll stick her tusks in.”
“Black Sun’s got eyes here too,” Fennec added. “And Zygerria – as best we can tell, Bib Fortuna was offering Zygerria a regular supply of slaves in exchange for credits and protection. Boba’s obviously thrown a spanner into the works there, but they’re sniffing around, looking for weakness.” 
“Would they throw in with a Hutt?” Din asked, alarmed. Zygerria was one of the few rimspace worlds that had thrived underneath the Empire. The Republic had, at least on flimsi, refused to freight with slavers. The Empire’d had no such qualms. 
Fennec shrugged. “It’s hard to tell, at this stage,” she said. “But it’s probably prudent to make sure they don’t think it worthwhile. If they think Gorga’s fighting a losing war…” 
 They won’t offer him any hands or blasters, Din thought. 
He nodded, decided. “When are we leaving?” 
“You ready now?” 
Din did a quick weapons check, then nodded. He'd kitted up when he'd left Boba's rooms. 
“Then we’re leaving now,” said Fennec. “It should be safe enough – the only people who know where we’re going are in this room right now.” 
 And none of us are selling information to Gorga the Hutt, Din translated. Fennec's easy faith in Din relieved him. He nodded. “Are we taking the sand road?” 
Fennec smiled. “No,” she said. “We are not.” 
She and Boba both pulled their helmets on, and then they brought Din through a door cleverly disguised into the wall of the throne room. The door opened up into a plain tunnel, which wound its way down and down underneath the palace and, Fennec explained, out underneath the sand road itself. 
“Jabba liked to have a few ways out of the palace,” Boba added. The lights down here weren’t the warm, softly-glowing light cells that had replaced the old bantha-fat lanterns upstairs. The lights down here were dim and grimy, pre-Empire grade. The shadows in the tunnel flickered. "Old Hutt habit, I'm told. It's been handy a few times." 
They followed the tunnel for what felt like a klick or so, then climbed upwards, where the light grew brighter and brighter. 
They emerged behind a large, reddish rock. An X-34 landspeeder that had seen better days was waiting for them. Fennec pulled the ignition fob out of a pocket and flipped it to Din. 
“You want me to drive?” Din asked, dubious. 
“I do,” said Fennec. She patted her pulse rifle. “I’m gonna be watching the ridges.”
“I can drive, Shand,” said Boba, sounding aggrieved. Din looked between them. 
 This is an argument they’ve had before, he thought. 
“I can pilot,” Din said. Fennec rewarded him with a grin. Boba just grumbled, but they all piled into the battered old speeder easily enough. It coughed and spluttered when Din triggered the ignition. 
“Where did you  find this thing?” Din muttered, thumbing the ignition again. The speeder finally choked to life, its power cells flickering before it stabilized and gained some air. “Is everything on Tatooine a piece of junk?” 
“Hey,” said Fennec, patting the side of the speeder fondly. “Watch your mouth, Djarin. This old thing’s seen more action that you ever have.” 
Din, eyeing the power readout gauge warily, believed her. Most of the speeder’s gauges were cracked. Parts of its casing had rusted through. It had had a windshield once – Din could see the anchorings for one – but it had vanished a long time ago, leaving a crooked stain. It had started its life out painted orange or red, but an indeterminate number of years out in the sands and the suns had rendered the whole thing a sort of sad, beige color. 
The speeder gained air, though, its power cells coughing, and Din supposed that it didn’t need to be the fastest thing in the sands. Din was only going over to Mos Eisley, not racing in the Boonta Eve. 
 I just hope we don’t get ambushed,  he thought.  We won’t be able to outrun an eopie in this thing.  
The speeder held together and they weren’t attacked on the road. Fennec situated herself in the front beside Din, which left Boba to grumble and sprawl across the back, but if Fennec saw anyone out in the dunes or the ridges, she didn’t see anyone she thought was a threat. 
Under Fennec’s direction, Din pulled the speeder into a private bay on the outskirts of Mos Eisley’s mostly-respectable business district. Din hadn’t spent much time here. 
Fennec evidently had, though, because she flipped a shiny golden  peggat at the valet minding the bay, an Ithorian with triangular tattoos marching up her face, and got them waved right in. 
“Where exactly are we going, Shand?” Boba grunted, heaving himself out of the speeder. Din followed, hissing as the power cells cut out all at once and the speeder dropped gracelessly to the ground.  “Taking the grand tour?” 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Fennec, briskly. “We’re following the Smuggler’s Walk. Shouldn’t take more than half an hour.”
“The Smuggler’s Walk?” Din asked, curious. He’d never heard of anything like that. 
Boba sighed. “A holdover,” he said. “From Jabba’s days. Used to be, when Jabba caught a smuggler skimming more than their fair share off the top of the shipment – before Jabba got a hold of that  fierfek rancor – he’d give the smuggler the chance to make it up to him. All the smuggler had to do was walk from one end of Mos Eisley to the other and back. A straight shot.” 
Din frowned. “Why does that sound like a trap?” he said. 
Boba chuckled, darkly. “‘Cause in the bad old days,” he said, “Jabba’d  also pay anybody the smuggler’s weight in spice if they killed the smuggler before the end of the Walk.” 
Din winced. 
“How often did a smuggler finish the Smuggler’s Walk?” he asked. 
“Hardly ever.” 
Din shook his head. “Then – ”
“Relax, Djarin,” Fennec said. She’d finished strapping a variety of ordnance to her person and looked up, tossing her braid over her shoulder before fitting her helmet onto her head. “It’s not half as dangerous any more. Boba’s hardly gonna pay out a spice bounty on himself, now is he?” 
“What about Gorga?” Din asked. 
Fennec and Boba just shrugged. 
“Would be kind of nice if he  did make his move out here,” Boba admitted. “I’ve fought in Mos Eisley before. It’s doable. We’d come out alright, the three of us.” 
“Gar di’kutla,” Din muttered. Boba snorted. 
“It’ll be quick, boys,” Fennec said. “And you’re both in full besk. You’ll be fine.”
“What about you?” Din pointed out. Fennec had only plastoid. Her armor'd hold up to a blaster at a distance, but anything else – 
Fennec just shrugged. 
Din sighed. “Fine,” he said, even though all the hairs on the back of his neck had started to itch. “Let’s get this over with, then.” 
“You got an internal comm in that bucket?” Fennec asked, nodding at Din’s helmet. 
Din blinked. “Short-range,” he said. “The signal’s not very strong. It’s good over fifteen, twenty feet.” 
“Good enough,” said Fennec. “Switch over to frequently ten-ay. Passphrase is  bukesh.” 
Din nodded and Din as he was told. He almost never used the internal comm relay in his helmet, but he knew that down in the covert, warriors used them to talk to each other without being overheard. Din was very rarely around other Mandalorians for long enough to bother turning his comm on. 
He turned it on now, though, and heard Boba and Fennec do the same. He could hear their breathing in his ear. 
“Alright,” said Fennec. Even though it was all Boba’s outfit, Fennec was firmly in charge here. “Let’s go, boys. It’ll be over soon.”
Despite the feeling of creeping dread nipping at his heels, Mos Eisley was quiet enough. Din could tell that he wasn’t the only one on edge, despite Fennec’s cool bluster; her eyes never stayed in one place, skipping from house to house, rooftop to rooftop. 
Boba, to his credit, never showed any unease. They started in the business district, which was safe enough, and moved west like they were following the track of the suns. Boba moved through Mos Eisley with his head high, his shoulders back, an air of imperturbable strength wrapped around him like the scales of a krayt dragon, like another layer of beskar. 
 It’s still too quiet, Din thought, shifting closer so that he was stepping in Boba’s shadow, guarding his back. The unnatural stillness in the streets grated on Din’s nerves. 
Mos Eisley wasn’t a huge city by any means. It wasn’t Nar Shaddaa or Taris or Coronet City. But it  was one of the the largest settlements that Tatooine had to offer, and it was one of the oldest too. It had  always seethed with life. Even during the days of the Empire, the days of Jabba’s reign. Mos Eisley had always teemed with smugglers moving on- and off-world, with spacers swaggering from cantina to cantina, with mechanics and merchants and freedmen and slaves. Not even Jabba’s death had slowed Mos Eisley down – when Din had come here the first time with Grogu, the city had been packed. 
Now, though, the streets were nearly empty. Not even Jawas had ventured out to sell their bits and pieces. The vendors who always sold chuba stew and fried fala hadn’t set up on their favorite corners. There were still sentients around – business in Mos Eisley never really stopped, after all – and most of the cantinas were still open, but even those were muted, their patrons sticking to the shadows inside, their music turned down to a faint murmur instead of a rollicking roar. 
 I don’t even see any of Vanth’s flies, Din thought. The only flies in the streets were the real kirik-flies buzzing lazily in the late-day heat, spiraling in slow circles around Mos Eisley’s ever-present heaps of trash. 

   We’re still being watched, though.  

The weight of hundreds of eyes pressed down on Din’s shoulders. His neck prickled. He gritted his teeth and pushed through it, trying not to twitch and draw down on shadows. 
 There’s not much we can do for it, he thought, grumpy. He knew why Mos Eisley’s people were so subdued. Some of them had probably even seen the concussion grenades on the road as Din tried to get Gida home the other night. Mos Eisley’s residents were probably half-braced for an all-out war. 
If Boba felt the eyes of the city on him like Din did, he didn’t know it. Din would have been impressed if he hadn’t been so focused on scanning the rooftops and alleyways for snipers and other enemies. Boba wasn’t much like Jabba the Hutt at all, but he  had mastered Jabba’s trick of looking confident and in control all of the time. 
The three of them followed Mos Eisley’s main road through the city, moving unhurriedly so that everyone – cantina-goers, spacers, smugglers, mechanics, anyone and everyone who had made Mos Eisley their home or hideout or even their stopover for the night – could see that Boba was alive and strong and unbothered by Gorga’s attempts to unseat him. That Gorga hadn’t managed to chase Boba off or scare him into hiding. 
Din set his thumb against the smooth grip of his blaster.  I’d like to see Gorga try, he thought, grimly. 
“Easy, Djarin,” Fennec muttered, her voice soft in Din’s ear. “You’re making the locals nervous.” 
“They’re making  me  nervous,” Din muttered back. Comm static crackled in his ear. With everyone sulking in cantinas and alleys, hiding behind doors and windows, Din couldn’t track which faces he’d seen around the city or the palace before and who he hadn’t. Din didn’t know everyone in Mos Eisley, not by a long shot, but he  did have a pretty good memory, and half the city had been in and out of the palace over the last few weeks. 
“Nobody’s gonna assassinate me in an alley in Mos Eisley,” Boba cut in, his voice a rumble. 
“Someone might  try to assassinate you in an alley in Mos Eisley,” Fennec disagreed. “‘S not a bad place to try and get a job done. I’d know.”
Din’s shoulders tightened. 
“Gorga won’t try anything here,” Boba said. He sounded so sure of himself that Din wanted to believe him, but Din’s instincts told him that Fennec was right, not Boba. Mos Eisley was full of blind alleys and shadowy doorways. Any of them would be a perfect place to snatch up a mark and take care of them quickly, quietly. 
“Gorga’ll want to put on a show,” Boba continued. “Having me shot in an alley, away from prying eyes – that’s not his style.” 
“What if we’re past concerns of style?” Fennec said. “He’s getting more and more desperate, Boba.” 
Boba just shrugged. “I know,” he said. “That’s why I’ve got the two of you here with me, isn’t it?” 
Din and Fennec exchanged a glance. Despite the fact that they both had armor on, Din knew exactly what Fennec’s expression looked like. 
Boba chuckled, voice low in Din’s ear. “Udesii,” he said. “Gorga’s not gonna try anything here. Not today. We’d’ve heard about it, if he was gonna make a big move. We’ll be done soon. Nothing’s gonna happen.” 
“Now that you’ve said it…” Fennec muttered, echoing Din’s thoughts, but Boba’s prediction held as they worked their way through Mos Eisley’s quiet streets, swapping the more-or-less orderly business district for the grit and grime of the Gleaning, and then the Gleaning for the Quarter. 
The residents of the Gleaning weren’t quite as nervous as the residents of Mos Eisley’s business district. Their cantinas were full, the music loud and throbbing, and the streets of the Gleaning were thick enough with vendors and pedestrians, with speeders zipping by and beings moving through the small crowds. 
The Quarter was quiet, but the Quarter had always been the quietest part of Mos Eisley. No one who lived here had ever wanted to attract any attention. They were watching as Boba made his way through the city, flanked by Boba and Fennec, but none of the Quarter's residents wanted to be in the streets. 
Once they crossed into more populated terrain, Boba slowed his pace and took his time, letting himself be seen, letting Mos Eisley’s people come up to him and ask him questions, letting them call out to him in greeting. 
It was what Fennec and Boba had been trying to accomplish with all of this, but every time someone came close to Boba Din had to resist the urge to get between them. 
Most beings took one look at Boba – at the shadow Din made behind him – and took a hasty step back. The few who weren’t afraid of Din took a second look at Fennec and decided to keep their distance too. 
 It’s fine,  Din told himself, scanning the faces all around him.  It’s going to be fine.  
Din didn’t drop his guard until they’d finished walking one way and had turned around and made it back to the private bay without getting shot. The Ithorian let them in after Fennec tossed her another  peggat, and Din took the landspeeder’s yoke again, bringing them home as evening fell and Fennec watched the dunes. 
 Maybe this hunk of junk isn’t too bad, Din thought, skimming over the sand road. The speeder was big enough that they could all ride together, anyway, but small enough that he could keep one eye on the road and the other on the ridges. 
Nobody lobbed concussion grenades at Din this time, and they made it back to the palace without any trouble. They didn’t go back in using the tunnels. Fennec directed Din to the front of the palace, where Kasyyk was waiting for them, shifting from foot to foot, which made Din feel a little better about his nerves. 
 Good to see that someone else is just on edge as I am,  he thought wryly, hopping out of the speeder after waiting for it to cut out and slump to the sands again.  I’m not cut out to be a bodyguard.  
Din could watch and wait for a long time. Bounty hunting was often a test of patience. 
 But there’s waiting for a bounty to walk out of a cantina, and there’s waiting out in the open to get shot at or blown up, Din thought. He cast a quick look over the exterior of the palace, searching for anything that Kasyyk might have missed – a sniper’s nest on one of the tower roofs, the blinking light of a small explosive, even the particular flat shine of a probe droid’s photoreceptors – and waited until Boba and Fennec left the speeder before following them inside. 
Once they were through the door, Fennec fell in beside Din and knocked her elbow against his. She tugged her helmet off and shook out her hair. 
“Tense, are we?” she asked lightly. Din switched off the internal comm and turned his auditory sensors up. The whine of feedback made him wince. 
Din scowled at her. “Not at all,” he said, flatly. She couldn’t see his face, but Din didn’t doubt that she could hear the scowl in his voice. 
Fennec chuckled. “You’ll get used to it,” she said. “Boba’s hands-on.” 
“He could be less hands-on while somebody’s trying to kill him,” Din muttered. 
“He can hear you,” Boba muttered back. Din scowled at him too. 
Fennec clapped a hand against Din’s shoulder. “You’ll get used to it,” she repeated. “It’s probably going to keep happening.” 
Din groaned. “I was afraid you’d say that.” 
She grinned. Her grin was mostly kind, the affectionate expression that Din had gotten used to seeing on Fennec’s face, but it had teeth, too. “You signed up for this,” she reminded him. Din could see what she was thinking in her eyes. 
 You were warned,  he saw her say.  You were told the risks. But you decided to stay anyway.  
It wasn’t reproach that he saw in Fennec’s eyes, not exactly, but it  was close. 
Din squared his shoulders. “Yeah,” he said, falling in as they made their way back to the throne room. “I did.” 
 
Despite Din’s apprehension, the next two weeks passed peacefully enough. So peacefully, in fact, that after another few days and three more trips to Mos Eisley without violence, Fennec calmed down and gave Boba the all-clear to start holding court again, which Boba resumed like he’d never stopped. He was the only one of the three of them – of the entire outfit, really – who was able to slip back into the normal pattern of the way without tension. The rest of the palace guards and most of the palace visitors stayed twitchy and alert. 
Fennec took to prowling around the edges of the throne room and Din returned to his post by the stairs. Boba ran the throne room with his usual dangerous languor, sprawled in his seat like none of the chaos of the previous days had even touched him. 
 It doesn’t look much like it has, Din thought, two weeks into the reestablishment of the palace’s normal routine. 
Boba had painted his armor. He’d even let Din watch this time, situated on his knees by the edge of the worktable while Boba had worked. Boba had taken a polishing cloth and beskar oil, buffed all of the most recently acquired scrapes and scratches out of his armor, and then he’d pulled the cans of armor paint out from underneath his bed and layered on a thick, even coat of matte green while Din had watched, transfixed. 
The result was impressive. 
Boba looked untouchable. He looked calm and in control and like nothing short of orbital bombardment would knock him off of his throne. If there  were spies in the room, beings who were reporting back to Gorga or any of Boba’s other enemies, they certainly wouldn’t be able to say that two attacks back-to-back had rattled Boba at all. 
Din pressed his shoulders back into the wall and settled in for the morning. He’d been keeping an eye on the rest of the room, trying to figure out if any of Boba’s guests or guards were overtly suspicious, but Din didn’t have much of a head for whisperwork. 
 Things should be more straightforward, Din thought irritably. They were two standard weeks past the attack on Ushib in the desert, but no closer to digging up any traitors or spies. Din didn’t understand why Gorga the Hutt felt like he had to play at a shadow campaign against Boba. Everyone – even Gorga’s lackeys, Din suspected – would prefer it if Gorga just came right out and attacked the palace.
Din still wasn’t sure that Boba had the numbers to fend off a dedicated attack, but so far Din hadn’t been very impressed with Gorga’s hirelings. 
 Maybe Fennec’s right, Din thought. The three of them, Din and Fennec and Boba, had had several talks about what Gorga might be planning over the last several days. Fennec was still convinced that Gorga was a ways off from being able to fund a full assault – he was still, she said, having trouble hiring competent mercs. 

   If all Gorga can afford is the skug at the bottom of the hole, no wonder he hasn’t attacked again.  

If all the halfway-decent mercs were already contracted out on New Republic clink, pushing back against the Remnants, it was no wonder Gorga’d hired a bunch of idiots who couldn't hit a Mandalorian with a concussion grenade or hadn’t bothered to check a Tusken for weapons, even though that Tusken had been Ushib. 

   But if all he can afford is the skug, how’s he getting good information out of the palace?  

Din sighed, resisting the urge to push his helmet up and pinch the bridge of his nose. They were nearly done with the evening session of Boba’s court. He just had to make it another half-hour or so, and then he could join Boba upstairs for a meal. 
They’d done that nearly every night since the mess on Arkanis. They’d eaten and Boba’d read and Din had taken to opening the holocron up, gliding through the motions of the Jedi lightsaber forms without the weight of his armor on. After they’d been splitting their nights half-together and half-apart. Din was starting to get so used to the warmth of Boba’s body at night that he missed it when he was alone in his own bed. 
 I don’t have the head for whisperwork, Din thought, shaking himself to clear his thoughts. Fennec did, though. She’d spent the last two weeks combing through all of Boba’s people methodically, hunting for anyone who might have had loyalties outside of the palace. 
So far she hadn’t found anyone. 
 So Gorga can’t afford good mercs,  Din thought,  but he  can  afford good spies?  
His head hurt. 
Still, despite the enduring problem of a spy in the palace, the last few weeks had been good. Boba’d gotten his business up and running again. The latest reports out of Mos Pelgo, Wayfar and the other outposts Boba’d set up were all positive. Patrols had picked up in the sands. 
 It’s all going well, Din thought. 
The last few weeks had been good for Din too. 
Boba, true to his word, hadn't thrown Din out of his rooms entirely, or even at all. They'd fallen into their pattern, a night with each other, a night apart, and Din had spent the interim thinking. Puzzling things out, trying to come up with – with rules that he could bring into his arrangement with Boba. 
He was having a hard time coming up with any. The only rule Din could really think of was "Don't call me the mand'alor," but Boba'd stopped that as soon as he'd realized that it upset Din. Outside of that, Din didn't really know what he was supposed to say. What other people brought into arrangements like this. Din would still prefer that the wider galaxy be kept in the dark about what he got up to in Boba's rooms, but that was all he could think of. 
 I'm sure Boba will have some ideas,  Din thought, wryly. Din would even get to hear them soon – two weeks had come and gone. Boba'd never set an exact date and time for their renegotiation, as Din had taken to calling it in his head, but they had reached two weeks. Din expected – Din hoped – that Boba'd want to talk soon. 
All of Din's bruises had healed. His back wasn't smooth, not with all of its scars still collected there, but it was unhurt.  
Din wanted more bruises. 
The rest of Din's life had slowed down and evened out, too. Now that things had settled into a more normal pattern, some of his ever-present tension had faded away. Paz was recovering. Din hadn’t seen him – Boba had expressly confined the other Mandalorians to that empty wing of the palace, and all of the adults were following the order – but Ushib was happy enough to fill Din in when he dropped by in the mornings, especially if Din helped her prepare the day’s meals. 
Paz’s fever had stretched out another five days, but had finally broken last week. He wasn’t up to walking yet. Ushib didn’t have a bacta tank to dunk him into, but she’d apparently wrapped him in so much bacta that the effect was more or less the same. Most of the infection had cleared out, though Paz was, she’d said, still weak. 
Too weak to move, though Din had finally gotten off his  shebs and flown out to Mos Pelgo a few days ago to wring another favor out of Cobb Vanth. 
The man had, once again, refused Din’s offer to pay him. 
“Kin of yours is kin of mine,” Vanth’d said cheerfully, slapping Din across the back. Din had slipped a pouch of credits to Dyrman, Mos Pelgo’s oldest resident, anyway. Dyrman hadn’t had any of Vanth’s particular morals; he’d taken the clink without protest. 
Once Paz was strong enough, Boba was going to fly the other Mandalorians to Mos Pelgo himself. They’d be safe there until Paz was back up to fighting strength, and then from there they could go wherever they wanted. 
 Somewhere safe,  he thought.  Somewhere those kids can grow up.  
The three adult Mandalorians had all been following Boba’s orders to stay inside the empty wing of the palace. The three foundlings had  not.  
So far, their explorations had been mostly harmless. Ushib’d cleared all of them over a week ago. Din was honestly surprised that he’d caught them outside of the empty wing at all – he’d thought that the  verd’ike at least would keep a closer eye on the kids. 
None of the foundlings had caught on to the fact that Din knew they’d been sneaking around, either. They were pretty clever, Paz’s kids. Kieran was the ringleader, Mirda the lookout and Took the technician – that boy could slice through just about any door or keypad in front of him. 
But they  were still just kids, and Din had spent the better part of the last year keeping a magical toddler from electrocuting himself or wandering into the mouth of giant spider-creatures. Three normal foundlings just didn’t quite measure up. 
Their exploration was harmless, though. They hadn't gotten up to any real trouble, only poked their heads into old rooms or swiped  hanshun  from the kitchens, and none of them seemed to think to ask why a bowl of warm  hanshun had been ready and waiting for them the last four nights they’d slipped out from underneath Strill and Jaig's watch. 
 I’ll have to tell Strill eventually, Din thought. She was currently the only one of the others who’d still talk to Din. Jaig hadn’t charged Din outright, the first time he’d seen Din after the truth had come out, but he’d balled his big hands into fists and turned his face away. 

   She should probably know that her kids are wandering around as they please.  

It was good for foundlings to get out from underneath their teachers every once and a while, though. Especially when they were in a place where others would watch out for them – Din  had told Boba and Fennec both, Boba because Boba had the same instinct for looking after foundlings as Din did, no matter how much he tried to deny it, and Fennec because Din didn’t want her to shoot the kids accidentally. 
Fennec, almost like she could sense the direction of Din’s thoughts, caught Din’s eye from across the room and changed the direction of her pacing, making for him instead of the throne. Din waited for her, shifting his weight to take the pressure off his knees. He’d been standing for a while. 
“All good, Djarin?” she asked, once she was close enough to hear. 
Din nodded. “All quiet over here,” he reported. 
“Good,” said Fennec, rolling her shoulders. She flashed Din a tired smile. She was working more than Din was. She rarely seemed to sleep at all. “Quiet on my end, too. Boba’s wrapping things up.”
“I can see that.” The court had started to empty out already. Boba’d resumed hearing complaints and concerns, had picked up settling disputes, solving problems, but he hadn’t opened his palace to the same sort of late-night parties, the music and dancing and back-room deals, that he’d allowed before Din and Gida had been attacked. Once he was done with evening court, Boba closed the palace and sent everyone who didn’t live there home. 
Beings were flowing past Din and Fennec, heading out for the night. In another ten minutes the throne room would be empty, and they could all settle in for the night. 
 Boba and I can talk,  Din thought, hopefully. He knew it was probably too much to hope for Boba to bring out one of his floggers, but – 
 I can hope,  Din thought. He rolled his shoulders reflexively. The skin between them itched. 
“Any news from your eyes and ears?” Din asked, pitching his voice carefully low. 
Fennec grimaced and shook her head. “No,” she said. “You?” 
While he’d been out talking to Vanth about quartering a pack of Mandalorians, Din had also asked if the  babs had heard anything about Gorga the Hutt – or anyone like Gorga – making a move. 
Din shook his head. “Nothing,” he said. “They’ve even got agents inside Gorga’s operation, but none of them know anything.” 
Fennec blew out a frustrated breath. 
“That’s strange, right?” Din said. “That  nobody’s heard anything?”
 “It is a little strange,” Fennec admitted. “It’s – I dunno, some of the syndicates run  tight ships. Nobody’s been able to get anything out of Crimson Dawn in years, not since Dryden Vos got his.”
Din grunted. He’d heard about that. It had been years and years ago, around the time Din had first been getting established. There’d been some noise about going after Vos’s killer, but it’d come out that Vos’s killer had been killed right after murdering Vos, and the whole incident had faded out of memory. 
“But that’s not common with the Hutts,” Din said. 
Fennec shook her head. “No. Usually the Hutt operations are leakier than – well.” 
She shrugged. “We’ll find something eventually,” she said. “Someone will talk. It’s going to be fine. We just – ” she paused. The throne room had nearly emptied around them. There were only a few other beings left. Noora at the bar, smiling at a handsome male Twi’Lek. A scruffy human talking with Boba at the foot of his throne. 
Din froze too. Something – he wasn’t sure what it was, but something had him straightening his back, rolling up from his lazy position against the wall. Something made his heart beat faster. 
“Fennec,” Din said, reaching for her. He looked across the throne room and caught Boba’s eye. “I think we should – ”
And that was when the world caved in. 
The blast took Din off his feet and knocked him out of his body. He saw a flash out of the corner of his eye, hot and white, and felt the explosion before he heard it. He had less than a second to turn, a fragment of time to  act –  
Din threw his arms around Fennec and spun, turning his back to the fragment of light, and then he went  forward, and he went down. 
Din cracked into something – the wall, the floor, maybe both at once – and all of the sensors in his helmet went out. Static roared. The white light seared him, then faded to red-edged darkness. His ears rang. 
 Getting blown up,  he thought, miles and miles outside of his body,  is not my favorite pastime.  
 But I’m alive, he managed to think, distantly, and then not so distantly as he fought to claw his way back into awareness, seizing control over his body again. 
Din rolled over and coughed. His ears popped, struggling to equalize the changes in pressure. His visor stabilized and flashed a warning – something had punctured his kute, compromising a seal. His cuirass felt too tight across his chest. 
Din ignored both the warning and the dim flicker of pain he could feel past the haze of confusion. Trained instinct took over; he kept low but managed to get his feet underneath himself again, pushing up with his elbows. 
He wobbled, balance shot, but stayed upright. 
 Step one, he thought. 
He risked a glance down and saw Fennec on the ground, also stirring feebly. She’d been protected from the worst of the shockwave by Din’s beskar, but they’d both been thrown – it was impossible to tell how far they'd gone through the smoke that had filled the throne room, but they weren’t where they’d started. 
Din shook his head, trying to clear the high whine in his ears away, and planted himself over Fennec, trying to reorient himself. 
 The stairs, he thought. Even with his visor back online, he could hardly see through the thick smoke that had filled the throne room. Din had been standing by the stairs, half-turned away to talk to Fennec. 
That the explosion hadn’t killed Din told him it wasn’t a standard frag bomb or anything Imperial-grade – the explosion had probably some kind of flash grenade, maybe coupled with a concussive pulse. A regular concussion grenade at this range would’ve pulverized Din regardless of his beskar.
 Someone looking to scare us,  Din thought. The  beroya had taken over. Battle clarity was edging out Din’s confusion and shock. Fennec groaned and pushed herself up to her elbows. Din’s blaster was in his hand. He didn’t remember drawing it. 

   Doesn’t matter.  

There were shapes moving in the smoke. 
 The court was nearly empty,  Din thought.  It was just us, the other door guards and Boba at the throne with the Zeltron. So –
 So any one moving probably shouldn’t be here.  Din reached through the smoke for the nearest shape, caught the edge of something stiff, and  pulled.  
A Rodian dressed in dark plastoid armor came out of the smoke, a blaster in each hand. Din had caught the Rodian by the edge of a pauldron. The Rodian shouted something unintelligible, flecked eyes wide with surprise, and shot Din in the face. 
Din’s beskar took the bolt just below Din’s left eye, diffusing across his cheekbone. The resonance rattled his teeth. Din doubted that one of Boba’s guards would pull on Din, so he didn’t hesitate – Din used his grip on the Rodian to swing him, with all of Din’s strength, into the nearest wall. 
Plastoid armor was pretty good, but Din was strong. The Rodian cracked against the wall and sagged a little in Din’s grip, stunned. When Din followed through with a swift punch to the Rodian’s jaw, the Rodian went limp and Din let him drop to the ground. 
He kicked the Rodian’s blaster away and swung back towards Fennec, who’d managed to get up to her knees. 
Din reached down and helped her climb to her feet. She wasn’t in much better shape than Din himself – Din’s beskar had taken the force of the blast for both of them, but there was dust in Fennec’s hair and blood running down her face. She’d hit her head, the thin skin of one temple split open, but at least her eyes were clear. 
Her face was ashen. 
“You’re alive,” Din told her, voice pitched to rise above the chaos. Now that the dust was settling, other noises were punching through the ringing in Din’s ears. Shouts, screams, the high whine of burning carbon. 
Fennec stared at him for a split second, clearly disoriented, and then her instinct – the same instincts that Din had, ground into his blood and his bones over a hundred fights, a thousand – took over. Her expression cleared. Fury shone in her eyes. 
“Find Boba,” Fennec shouted back. 
Din nodded. 
“You go left,” Fennec told him. She drew a blaster and a vibroknife. “I’ll go right. Meet at the throne.” 
Din nodded again and peeled off. He was distantly worried about her. Fennec was in her usual get-up, a mix of leather and Katarn-grade armor, but she’d taken her helmet off as the court had broken up. She was more vulnerable than Din was. 
 She’s fast,  he told himself.  And she’s been doing this longer than I have. She’ll be alright. And if she wasn’t –
 No. She’ll be fine. There was nothing Din could do about it now except kill any enemy he came across, so no one could hurt Fennec or Boba or Noora or any of Boba’s people still inside the throne room. Fennec – 

   Fennec will do the same.  

Din set his worry aside and waded into the smoke. 
More shapes were stirring. Din switched over to thermal imaging to cut through the gloom. There were fifteen or twenty bodies on the floor, too many to quickly count. Most were stirring feebly, a leg twitching, a head turning, but a few weren’t moving at all. Din focused his attention on the smears of orange and red that were upright; he lashed out with a vambrached fist and caught a tall figure at the temple, raised his blaster and took a hulking shape – either a Devaronian, Din thought, or the largest human man Din had ever seen – between what Din hoped was the being’s eyes. The screams of pain and shrieks of burning carbon got louder. White-hot bolts of plasma hurtled through the smoke. 
Operating on infrared got Din through half of the throne room, though he ran into a table or two and nearly broke his neck tripping over a thrown chair. He stayed close to the wall, lashing out at anything that moved. There  were hostiles here – Din took another handful of blaster bolts in various places, his armor ringing and rattling every time it was struck. 
Din took down two more before the smoke cleared enough for him to switch back to standard vision. He checked behind him to make sure that he’d been hitting at strangers, not Boba’s guards – he  had brought down a green-skinned Devaronian, two humans, one male Twi’Lek and the Rodian he’d hit first. 
 I don’t recognize any of them, Din thought. He knew most of the palace guards by now.  Satisfied, he swung his attention around to the rest of the throne room. 
What Din saw made his vision go grey at the edges, rage pounding in his throat. 
The smoke had mostly cleared, and Boba’s throne room was in chaos. Chairs and tables were overturned and broken. Bodies were everywhere. 
 And so,  Din thought grimly, raising his blaster,  are enemies.  
He couldn’t count how many enemies were in the room, not without losing precious seconds. But the few of Boba’s guards who were still up and fighting were fighting two and three and four each. Boba himself – in front of the throne, a blaster in each hand – was fending off at least six. Fennec, across the room from Din, had four. 
Anger buzzed in Din’s mouth. 
 Cowards, Din thought, and charged into the fight. 
He shot three more – two Duros who had joined the knot of enemies around Boba, one IG-series droid that was trying to drag Noora out from behind the bar by one of her lekku – before someone in the room realized that Din was up and fighting and screamed, “ Get the Mandalorian!”  
Three beings in the same sort of rough, black plastoid armor as the Rodian Din had punched rushed Din all together. They charged him so fast Din only had time to fire twice, one shot going wild and the other grazing an attacker’s side, before they were on him. 
A big red Devaronian hit him first. Din had enough time to brace himself, shifting his weight so that when the Devaronian crashed into him, Din wasn’t bowled over, but the impact still shoved him back and threw his balance off. The next handful of seconds was a frantic struggle to stay upright, pushing back against the Devaronian. 
Din lost the struggle when the other two attackers – a stringy human woman with a hooked scar on her face and another Rodian, this one blue – caught up with their Devaronian friend and slammed into Din. 
He went down, armor sparking as it struck the sandstone floor. Din lost his grip on his blaster and it went skidding away. A vibroblade hummed. 
Operating on blind instinct, Din closed his left hand into a fist and swung a vicious backhand at the nearest face. He caught the Rodian in the side of the head and felt something crunch. Green blood sprayed. The Rodian reeled away. 
 The woman’s got the vibroblade, Din thought, struggling in the Devaronian’s grip. The Devaronian was trying to pin him, to hold him still so the woman could shove the vibroblade underneath his armor.

   Not gonna happen.  

Din had gotten a lot of practice with grappling, lately. And the Devaronian wasn’t as good as Boba. 
Din kicked out,  hard. The Devaronian shouted and buckled as his knee went sideways. He knocked into the woman, throwing off her aim – instead of finding Din’s kute, which would give away to a vibroblade, the woman’s knife skated across Din’s cuirass in a scream of burning carbon. 
The Devaronian rallied, wrapping a big hand around Din’s throat.
Din’s kute was stiff on purpose. The dense fabric was designed to hold up to a lot of abuse – beskar was better, but a Mandalorian couldn’t be armored head to foot in beskar and still have enough mobility to get the job done. Kute was supposed to strike a balance between protection and mobility. 
That balance saved Din’s life. The Devaronian  squeezed, an awful, terrible pressure – nothing at all like the way Boba had wrapped his hand around Din’s throat – but Din’s kute kept him from crushing Din’s throat flat-out. 
The kute wasn’t strong enough to stop the Devaronian entirely. The big man dug in, face twisting in a snarl. Pain burst behind Din’s eyes. The edges of his vision began to grey out. 
Din got a hand on the Devaronian’s, scrabbling for purchase, trying to get at the softer, more vulnerable skin between the Devaronian’s forefinger and thumb, to do something, anything to break the Devaronian’s grip, but Din was using his right hand. His wrist screamed. He just wasn’t strong enough – 
Blindly, his vision going grey and then black and then red, lungs burning, Din got his left hand between his body and the Devaronians, and he reached for the only weapon he could currently get to. 
The darksaber came to life with a snarling hum. The Devaronian was not wearing beskar. The blade went through him at an awkward angle, the stink of melting plastoid immediately and overwhelmingly strong, and cut through the Devaronian’s ribs like they were made of repair putty. 
The Devaronian’s grip slackened. He might have cried out, but Din couldn’t hear him. Din’s ears were full of static and heat. His entire world had compressed down to the hand around his throat. 
But that had slackened more, the Devaronian’s grip failing, and then finally fell away. Din heaved in one, two, three desperate breaths. His vision returned, shot through with grey spots, and he was able to see the Devaronian. 
The man’s face was slack too. His eyes were wide. The long blade of the darksaber had gone in crooked, at the edge of the Devaronian’s ribs, and had come out on the other side of the Devaronian’s spine. 
The Devaronian was dead. 
Din coughed and rolled, depositing the body, then forced himself up to his knees. He’d only killed one enemy. He’d been rushed by three. 
The Rodian had fallen, an ugly gash on the side of his head, but he was still moving. The human woman was moving too. She still had the vibroknife in her hand. 
Din was past thought. Time had slowed and stretched. Adrenaline burned in his throat. 
He’d practiced with the darksaber. 
It wasn’t as familiar in his hand as a spear or a stave or even a blaster, but it was familiar enough. Din had practiced with it. He’d killed with it. 
He pushed himself up to his feet and brought the darksaber down in a clean stroke, thinking of the holocron, of Anakin Skywalker in shades of crackling blue, sweeping down an overhand stroke, and then the woman wasn’t holding a vibroknife any more. She screamed, pulling the smoking stump where her hand had been a heartbeat before towards her chest. 
Din’s next blow stopped her screaming. The body, now in three pieces, fell smoking to the floor as Din turned to face the Rodian, who had managed to get back up to his feet. 
The Rodian pressed a hand to his head. His hand came away wet and green. He shook his head, antennae twitching, and raised his blaster. 
That was all the invitation that Din needed. Din lunged and brought the darksaber down in a decisive, horizontal slash. 
 Some Jedi Knights say that Shii-Cho is only a form for younglings, because its forms are so basic, said Ahsoka Tano between Din’s ears. He’d watched her and the other Jedi go through their forms in the holocron so many times he could probably recite the damn thing from memory. 
 Those Knights would be wrong, Din thought, following his downstroke up with a forward thrust, detached from the rest of his body. 

   The basics can save your life.  

The Rodian was dead before he could think about firing his blaster. His body fell and Din staggered a little – he’d put too much force behind his blow and his momentum carried him forward. His ears were still ringing and his eyes were still flashing with spots. 
Din shook his head and took a sliver of a second to get his feet under him. He took another deep breath even as his battered throat protested. 
 I’m alive,  Din told his body.  And I’m going to stay that way. But I have to get all of these karking  people  out of here.  
He spared another second to see if Boba was still fighting and nearly went down with relief – Boba was still upright and he’d thinned his crowd of attackers down to just two, though he’d lost his blaster at some point and was now clearing room around him with his  gaderffii.  
Fennec was still up too. She  hadn’t lost her blaster, and she wasn’t missing with it either. Anyone who came near her fell with a bolt of plasma between their eyes. 

   I can’t worry about her.  

Din had to get to Boba. He had to. Fury and fear burned in his mouth. 
Gorga had come here. Gorga had attacked Boba’s people. He’d attacked Boba. 
 He won’t win,  Din thought viciously.  Not while I’m alive.  
The thought was clarifying. Din held onto it, sliding easily into the elevated battle state that had been drilled into him since he’d been plucked off a battlefield by a Mandalorian warrior. 
It was easy to fight with the darksaber. Din hadn’t ever really fought with it before, not like this. The brief bout on Arkanis had been over and finished in less than thirty seconds. This was something else. 
Din didn’t bother trying to deflect any blaster bolts, trusting his armor to hold up. He went through the throne room quickly. The darksaber sang in his hand. 
“Din!” Boba roared, his voice rising over the pitched sound of the fighting. “Din, behind you!” 
 I know how to do this, Din thought, and switched his grip, plunging the darksaber’s crackling plasma blade behind him. Someone screamed. Something sizzled. The battle surged. 
Within a minute that stretched out for what felt like years, Din had killed his way to Boba’s side. He’d left a trail of bodies smoking behind him, moving in the patterns he remembered from the holocron – Dooku’s dangerous grace, Ahsoka Tano’s steady strikes, Skywalker’s relentless forward momentum. 
By the time Din reached him, Boba had killed his last two attackers. His armor was scored by carbon, smoking in a few places. The neat paint job he’d finished just a few days ago was already a mess of chips and scrapes. 
But he was alive, and he reached out, gripped Din’s forearm tightly, and pulled Din to his side. 
“We’ve got to get Fennec,” Boba shouted. The fight was still raging all around them. All the smoke had cleared now, and at least a dozen beings in black armor had spilled down the stairs. But they weren’t fighting alone, either – the noise had drawn in the rest of Boba’s guards. 
There was more black armor in the chaos. Darker armor. 

   Beskar.  

“The  verd’ike are here,” Din shouted back, old instinct screaming at him to go to his tribe. Mandalorians protected other Mandalorians. Strill and Jaig were hardly more than children. “We can’t – ”
“Fennec first,” Boba said, already turning towards where Din had last seen Fennec. “Then the kids. They’ve got besk, she doesn’t, she – ”
Though it tore at his heart, Din nodded and followed Boba. Boba was right – Fennec didn’t have beskar. She was more vulnerable than Strill or Jaig. Din hadn’t gotten a good enough look to see which of the siblings had come to help, but they both had a full set of  beskar’gam.  
 Boba’s right,  Din thought, clutching the darksaber tightly. It crackled in his hand.  He’s right, they’ll be okay, but Fennec –
Din and Boba waded into the fighting again side by side. Din thought distantly that he could probably draw his spear and clear some space, but the darksaber had a clearing effect of its own. Everyone who saw it knew instinctively that it was  dangerous. Hulking Devaronians and tough, whipcord humans went leaping out of its way. Out of the corner of his eye, Din saw a few of the attackers break and run for the stairs, their courage failing. 
 Good,  he thought, parrying a human man’s wild right hook, the darksaber taking off the man’s arm at the elbow.  Good, just  leave,  break and run, get out of here –
Boba had abandoned his blaster entirely. His  gaderffii cleared away those brave enough to face Din’s darksaber, and together he and Din cut a bloody and burning swath towards Fennec, who’d taken a hit – her face was bleeding from three or four cuts now, and she’d lost her pulse rifle and her DC-17 both, was fighting with a pair of vibroknives flashing in her hands.
 Despite the blood on her face she was wickedly fast. She’d brought her enemies down to just three. A Pau’an woman was fighting Fennec knife to knife while a human and a Gamorrean tried to slip through openings in Fennec’s defense. 
Din whistled, sharply, and brought the darksaber crashing down in another of Skywalker's crashing overhead strikes. Boba took on the Gamorrean. The human threw up his hands to defend himself, but the darksaber didn’t even stutter as it cut through first the man’s hands and then his chest. 
Boba made similarly short work of the Gamorrean. His  gaderffii whirled. The Pau’an screamed in rage, throwing herself wildly at Fennec, and Fennec ducked gracefully, a vibroknife flashing –
And then it was over, the Pau’an’s body falling to join the rest. Fennec lifted her head up to catch Boba’s eyes, then Din’s. 
“Alright?” she panted. 
“Alright,” Boba said, roughly. “You?” 
Fennec shrugged. “I’ve been worse.” 
“Good,” said Boba. “Then let’s get these  hut’uune out of my palace.” 
Din and Fennec nodded, and they all three turned again to face the throne room. 
There wasn’t much fighting left. Most of the other palace guards had poured in, picking up what Boba, Din and Fennec had started. Din saw Kasyyk tear a KX-series security droid limb from limb. He saw flashing black armor and watched as Jaig charged a pair of humans like an angry bladeback and brought them both crashing to the ground. Noora, never as defenseless as she looked, had come up over the bar with an enormous blaster in each hand. The handsome Twi’Lek she’d been talking to before the flash grenade had gone off was lying motionless on the flagstones. 
Din operated entirely on instinct. He took up a spot just off Boba’s flank, guarding his side, and together they cut through the few attackers who still remained. 
The battle was over within another spare handful of minutes. Din was breathing hard. His chest hurt, faintly, and he ignored it. There was still a warning flickering across his visor. He ignored that too. 
When the last attacker had been killed – a Twi’Lek with pale pink skin and geometric tattoos down the sides of his lekku, who caught one of Fennec’s vibroknives to the throat – Din stood at Boba’s side, panting, and surveyed the damage. 
The flash grenade that the enemy had tossed into the room at the start of all of this  had packed some kind of concussive charge. Chairs and tables lay broken all around where it had gone off, and the floor was badly scorched. 
The walls were blistered with carbon, now. One of the taps at Noora’s bar had broken and was spilling  tatooni junko freely. Boba’s throne had lost one arm and the room was full of bodies. 
But Din was alive. Boba and Fennec too. Noora, Jaig, Kasyyk. Jaig didn’t even look hurt – his armor was free of the carbon scores that marred Din and Boba’s beskar. 
“Is everyone alright?” Boba asked, his voice still pitched at a battlefield volume. It echoed in the now-quiet space, too loud. Several people winced. 
Boba cleared his throat, dropped his voice. “Is everyone alright?” he repeated. “Noora?” 
“I’m fine, boss,” Noora said. She had a rapidly-darkening bruise on one cheek and her eyes were huge, but that was the worst of it Din could see. 
“Kasyyk?” 
Kasyyk rumbled in the affirmative. 
“Zero?”
“Aye, boss.”
“Theran?”
“Fine.” 
“Shand?” 
Din swung his attention around to Fennec. She was still bleeding everywhere, but she looked more irritated by it than anything. None of the cuts on her face looked particularly deep. Din reached for his belt anyway, fishing for a bacta patch. He still had the darksaber activated, the blade hissing and crackling, and he deactivated it with fingers that suddenly felt stiff and slow. 
“I’m fine,” said Fennec, though she did take one of the bacta patches Din offered her. 
“Djairn?”
“Fine,” said Din automatically. He’d find the puncture in his kute later. 
Boba eyed him, but nodded. “Jaig?” he asked. 
Jaig stood still and quiet for a minute. He’d hit Gorga’s mercs like a forge-hammer. “I’m… I’m okay,” Jaig said. He looked at Din, then back at Boba. 
“Good,” said Boba. “We’re not done yet – we’ll need to do a room-by-room sweep, make sure none of those  shabuire are still here. Kasyyk, Theran, I want you to go through the north wing. Ay-Two and Zero can take the east. Jaig, go back to your people. Shand, Djarin, we’ll need to comb the front hall and the lower floors, but – ”
Whatever Boba had to say was lost as something struck the outside of the palace with enough force to rattle the ceiling. The whole room shook. Noora let out a scream of fright, Fennec a black curse, and Din was almost thrown to his feet before Boba caught his elbow. 
There was another deep boom and the ceiling rattled again. 
 Great,  Din thought, grabbing Boba for balance.  They  are  gonna try an orbital bombardment. This isn’t really how I wanted to die –
He braced himself for a third hit, wondering dimly what kind of ordnance Gorga the Hutt had access to, but the ceiling didn’t rattle again. 
Instead, a third, even deeper boom  thrummed, the sound loud even through Din’s crackling auditory sensors, and that boom was followed by the unmistakable sound of a very loud, very fiery secondary explosion. 
A fourth boom, just as deep and full as the third had been, sounded and echoed through the palace. There was another explosion, followed by a screaming crash, and then everything fell quiet. 
Everyone in the throne room waited, breath caught in their throats, but there were no more booms or explosions or crashes. 
Din and Boba looked at each other. 
“I’ll check the front,” Din said. 
“Not alone, you won’t,” Boba growled. “Shand, check the landing pad, make sure no one’s bombed the ships. Kasyyk, with her. Jaig – ”
But Jaig had shaken off whatever daze he’d been in. He looked at Din, visor blank, and then he said, “The  kids, ” and took off at a run down the hall towards the wing he and the others had been staying in. 
Boba swore. “Noora, go with him,” he instructed. “Make sure his kids are alright. Theran, get to Ushib, she’ll be down in the kitchens. Me and Djarin are gonna go see what all that noise was. No one else leaves the palace. Understand?” 
There was a chorus of “Yes, boss!” and then everyone leapt to do as they’d been told. Din stared after Jaig for a minute, torn – if Jaig was worried about the foundlings, Din couldn’t help but be worried too – but shook it off. 
 Big explosions first,  Din thought.  Then the kids.  
He and Boba took the stairs up towards the front of the palace as quickly as they could manage. Din could feel a faint pain now, growing stronger. It flickered in his side. He ignored it as best he could and skidded to a stop in front of the doors. 
Gorga’s people hadn’t bothered to sneak in, this time. They’d killed the front door guards. There were bodies here too – the door guards had fought back, and it looked like some of the mercs that had been injured in the throne room had fled up here, and had died. 
Beyond the doors, in the sands, the source of the explosions was apparent. 
Two ships lay in several smoking pieces, wings and noses and guns strewn across the sands. One, an Omicron-class attack shuttle, had been blasted neatly in two, sliced apart by some kind of precision ordnance Din couldn’t even think of. Half of it lay in front of the palace doors and the other half lay in the sand. 
The other ship could have been anything – Din saw long wings, some kind of fin, but it hadn’t broken neatly, not like the Omicron. The other ship lay in dozens of pieces, most of them smoldering. 
Din stepped cautiously out of the shelter of the palace, and looked up. 
“Boba,” Din said. His mouth was dry. 
“What happened?” Boba asked, edging out of the palace too. He was looking at the destroyed ships, not the sky. “You and Fennec invest in anti-ship artillery while I wasn’t looking? I’ve got some air defenses, but – ”
“Boba,” Din repeated, still looking at the sky. 
Boba stopped talking and looked up too. 
“Oh,” said Boba, voice blank with surprise. “I thought – Din,” he said, tearing his eyes away. “I thought you were  kidding.” 
The source of the deeper, more thunderous booms – the source of the ships’ destruction – was apparent, too. 
There, hanging in the sky over Tatooine, its belly painted a new, garish blue and white, was the unmistakable shape of Moff Gideon’s light cruiser. 
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“I thought you were kidding,” Boba repeated, staring up at the sky. His voice sounded very far away. 
Din stared too. He couldn’t understand what he was seeing. It didn’t make any sense. 
He’d last seen the light cruiser in orbit over Nar Shaddaa. Koska Reeves had brought Din down planetside there, had waved him off and then she’d taken her shuttle back up into atmo. The light cruiser had waited for her and then had jumped away to hyperspace while Din had turned and gone about the business of finding himself a charter to Tatooine. 
The light cruiser had been dark grey then, its hull the same unremarkable, uniform color as every other Imperial star destroyer. Din was sure it had given the denizens of Nar Shaddaa a shock when it had appeared in their skies. 
But now the light cruiser’s wedge-shaped belly was painted a pristine, gleaming white. Its edges had been lined with crisp black paint and thick blue stripes marched down the hull in bold, interlocking patterns. The colors reminded Din of Bo-Katan Kryze’s armor. 
 When did she find the time to paint a starship? Din managed to think, a little dazed.
 But I’ve been gone for weeks,  he realized. She’s had all kinds of time.  
Din had left the light cruiser and had done his best to avoid thinking about it since. He didn’t know what Bo-Katan had been doing since she’d agreed to let him go above Nar Shaddaa. Even in the days before Din had slipped away to come to Tatooine, he hadn’t known much about what Kryze was doing. She’d come back from their expedition to Mandalore and had more or less locked herself in a stateroom. If she’d emerged to eat or talk to the others, she hadn’t done it while Din’d been around.
They’d all gone to Mandalore together, Din and Kryze and her  tal’vode. Mandalore itself was in rimspace, still in contested territory between the Remnants and the New Republic, but with the light cruiser’s firepower on their side, Kryze had been confident that they’d be able to fight off any Imps still in orbit or on the planet’s surface. 
There hadn’t been anyone on the surface. There  had  been one Remnant ship, a battered, retrofitted  Venator-II class that had put up a token fight when the light cruiser had dropped into sublight, but it had been limping along in orbit above Mandalore even before Kryze had hit it with everything she’d had. 
 Venator-class star destroyers had been outdated before the Empire’d fallen. The one above Mandalore hadn’t had a chance. It had taken two or three minutes of sustained fire, its shields flickering as they failed, and then it had quietly slid, smoking, down beneath Mandalore’s ashen atmosphere and crashed into the wastes below. 
That was all the resistance that the Empire’d put up. It hadn’t even fired off any escape pods. Din remembered being surprised at that – the Empire had fought harder on Nevarro – until he’d gone down with Kryze and had stood on Mandalore for himself. 
There was nothing left on Mandalore for the Empire to guard or protect. Even the domed cities, Sundari and Keldabe and Enceri and Bralsin, names Din hadn’t even known at the time, had been left in ruins. The few forests and the grasslands that had once, if the stories were right, been home to mythosaurs and moth owls and iron wolves had all been burned to glass.  
Even the beskar mines had been abandoned. The Empire’d dug them dry and then caved them in, leaving nothing but deep scars and pools of poisoned slag behind. 
They’d still checked the cities, Din and Bo-Katan. She’d piloted and he’d stared out the viewport, stunned. The domes had all been blown open, letting in poisonous air. Some horrible weapon had been used to vaporize warriors in their armor. Even the Imperial Academy in Sundari had been destroyed, and from what Din had seen it hadn’t been evacuated before the bombs had started falling. 
Kryze had insisted on checking the rest of the planet, a fevered light in her eyes, just to make sure that there wasn’t an underground resistance or a pocket of survivors left, but the planet had been empty. If there’d been any survivors, they’d left Mandalore a long time ago. Din had never seen destruction like that before. He'd never seen death on such a scale. 
After they’d gone back to the light cruiser, Kryze had been quiet. Subdued. Din had left her on the cruiser while he’d gone with Koska and Woves to check Mandalore’s moons for signs of life, but the moons had been desolate too. 
 Clearly,  Din thought, still staring up at the ship,  something’s changed.  
Something had reinvigorated Kryze, or had at least prompted her to spend enough clink to bother painting the light cruiser, stamping it as  hers instead of Moff Gideon’s. 
Unease crawled its way up from the bottom of Din’s stomach. 
 Why is she here? he wondered.  Why now?  
“No,” Din said, voice distant as he stared up at the light cruiser’s belly, “I wasn’t kidding, but – I didn’t do this,” he said. He tore his eyes away from the shape of the ship and looked at Boba. “I didn’t ask her to come here,” Din said. 
Boba was quiet for a long moment. 
“She’ll be here for you, then,” he said. 
Din frowned. “What do you mean?” 
Boba finally looked away from the light cruiser, and Din got a good look at him outside of the haze of confusion and fighting in the throne room. 
The careful paint job Boba’d given his armor while Din had watched had all gone to waste. There was a long, shiny scratch across his chestplate from shoulder to hip. His helmet was peppered with half a dozen black carbon burns. One gauntlet was askew, like someone had tried to pry it loose, and the other gauntlet was flecked with drying blood. 
“You said you’d help her, didn’t you?” Boba asked. “With – with whatever karking  jare’yc plot she’s got cooked up.” 
“With her Quest to reclaim Mandalore,” Din said, still frowning. “Yeah.” 
Boba snorted. “‘Reclaim Mandalore,’” he muttered, derisively. “She knows there’s nothing there, right?” 
“Yeah, she knows,” Din said. 
“And she’s still on about it?” 
“I… don’t know,” Din admitted. “I left a few days after we got back from the Mandalore sector. You’d commed, and she wasn’t – she hadn’t told me what she wanted to do. I don’t think she’d realized just how bad it was. On Mandalore, I mean.” 
Boba grunted. “I told you,” he said. “The Empire glassed it all. Didn’t even wait to fully evacuate their own people, from what I heard. Some Eye-Ess-Bee decision – they didn’t want to give the Mandalorian insurgency any chance to get off-planet.” 
“So how did Kryze survive?” Din asked. 
“That I don’t know,” said Boba. “Kryze – I’m sure Death Watch had its own ways in and out of the cities. The undercity, maybe, if she was in Keldabe or Sindari when the Empire came. Mandalore is – was – an old planet. It’d spent more than its fair share of time occupied by hostiles. There were plenty of ways on and off.”
“Did you ever go?” Din asked, a vague suspicion forming in his mind. Boba talked like he’d been there – like he had used one of the secret ways on and off the planet, at least once. “I hadn’t – I never went,” Din added. “Not when it was whole. There was some talk about going when I was a kid, right after I was picked up by the Fighting Corps, but we went underground soon after. I didn’t see it until I went with Kryze.” 
The  alor had been firmly against any talk of visiting Mandalore. A few of the older warriors had kept bolt-holes on the planet, old clan strongholds, places to hide in Mandalore’s more wild north, but the  alor had thought it too dangerous to go, with the Empire occupying the planet. 
Boba was quiet again, looking up at the light cruiser’s belly. As they watched the ship pulled away from Tatooine a little, retreating back into the vacuum of space. It grew smaller and smaller until the bold lines criss-crossing its hull were indistinct, the shape of the ship more a shadow than a present threat.
But it didn’t jump away into hyperspace. 
 She wants something,  Din thought. It wasn’t in Bo-Katan Kryze’s nature to help another for no reason, even a  narudar like Boba. 
 She might not know that Boba’s her  narudar  either, Din thought. Din was the only connection between the two – Din was Boba’s and Kryze’s ally both and didn’t intend to let the two of them get into it with each other, but Kryze didn’t know that yet. 
“I went once,” Boba said finally, his voice flat. “A long time ago. I went to Keldabe.” 
“The capital?” 
“The old capital,” Boba corrected. “The Neutral Mandalorians used Sundari.” 
“What was it like?” Din asked. He knew better than to ask Boba why he’d gone, and he didn’t look at Boba again, keeping his eyes on the light cruiser. Distantly, Din wondered how many beings on Tatooine had seen the light cruiser in their skies. How many were panicking, wondering whether the Empire had come back to take hold of their planet again. 
“It wasn’t what I wanted it to be,” said Boba, more frankly than Din had thought that he would. 
He didn’t elaborate. Din saved that scrap of information for another time. 
“I don’t think it was what Kryze wanted either,” Din murmured. Boba stiffened. 
“Was it what you wanted?” There was a bit of bite in Boba’s voice now, a low current that warned of danger. 
Din just shrugged. The motion jarred something on the left side of his chest, pain prickling through the haze of battle-focus still wrapped around him like a shroud. 
“I didn’t want it to be anything,” Din said. “It didn’t – I’d never been. It never meant anything to me. Our covert, we didn’t care about it. We knew that it was occupied, that it wouldn’t be safe for us, so we just… didn’t think about it.” 
Din had come from another planet, another place, but he’d still been Mandalorian because he’d followed the Creed. The planet Mandalore had been a vague idea at best. A thing of the past, or a story. 
Their  alor had encouraged them all to leave the past behind. 
Boba grunted again, a wet sound. Din snuck another look at him out of the corner of his eye. Boba  looked alright. Signed and battered, but not injured in any way that Din could see. 

   That doesn’t mean he’s not hurt.  

“She’s not here to help me,” Boba said. “And she’s had her chance to glass me, so. She’s here for you. Unless there are other Mandalorians you think she’d be after.”
“She was willing to lend you a hand,” Din pointed out, trying not to bristle at Boba’s dark tone. 
Din wasn’t – 
He was still struggling to understand Boba’s animosity. It made sense at first glance. If Kryze had been part of Death Watch, she’d once been Boba’s enemy. Or at least Boba’s father’s enemy, and Boba loved his father. Din knew that Boba had inherited things from Jango Fett. Armor, a ship. A shadow. 

   And enemies.  

Din didn’t understand  that. Kryze had been Death Watch and Death Watch had been Boba’s father’s enemy, but that didn’t mean that she was Boba’s enemy. She wasn’t Tor Vizsla and Boba wasn’t Jango Fett. Kryze wasn’t Death Watch any more – even Boba had admitted that. 
The Separatist droids that had killed Din’s own father weren’t – they weren’t an enemy that Din wanted Grogu to inherit. Din would happily pass on the rest to his son – his armor, the  Fly, everything Din knew about how to survive in the galaxy – but he didn’t want Grogu to inherit Din’s enemies. 
 This,  Din thought, a headache beginning to push hard against the back of his right eye as his thundering adrenaline began to run its course and drain away,  could get messy.  
If Boba hated Bo-Katan, and Bo-Katan hated Boba – 
 I’m in the middle. And I don’t know if I can  stay  in the middle.  
“I don’t want her down here,” Boba said, decisively, jerking Din out of his thoughts. He looked at Din again. “She’s – she did help,” he admitted slowly, grudgingly, like each word was a sore tooth being pulled. Boba gestured at the wreckage of the shuttles. “That’s – fine. Better than anything I’d thought to expect from her. But I don’t want her down here, not like this. We’ve got to clean up, secure the palace. Someone needs to check on Mos Pelgo and Wayfar, make sure the outposts weren’t hit at the same time. Gorga will have more paid killers planetside, and they’ll need finding. I am not in the mood for diplomacy.” 
“Are you ever?” Din asked, trying to tease, but it fell a little flat. Boba didn’t laugh. 
Din sighed and sobered. “I don’t really want her down here either,” he muttered. He thought of Paz and the  verd’ike, the kids. Strill and Jaig were tolerant enough of Din and Boba. Paz was at least willing to stay out of Din’s way while he recovered. 
Din sincerely doubted that his tolerance would extend to  more Mandalorians who didn’t follow the Creed. 
“I’ll – I’ll go see what she wants,” Din decided. “Then get her to clear out, at least for now. She’s probably causing a panic in Mos Eisley while we stand here talking about it.” 
“Of course she is,” Boba grumbled. But he hesitated. “You’ll go now?” he asked. 
“I should,” said Din. 
Boba was quiet for a second. 
“Do you want me to wait?” Din prompted. “Want to hail her? I was going to go before she could send someone down here. She’s still got Reeves and Woves with her, or she did last time I saw them all.” 
Din’s adrenaline was fading, the fight draining out of his blood, but he was still sharp enough to think on his feet. 

   I don’t want to leave.  

It went against Din’s nature to leave Boba like this. To leave Fennec. She’d been hurt. Noora’d probably been frightened. Din had seen her shooting, but he’d also seen her struggling, fighting for her life. 
Jaig had come to help too, which meant that Strill and Paz were probably braced for the worst, ready to fight to the death to keep the kids safe. 
The palace had been attacked. There might still be enemies hiding, waiting for a chance to strike. All of Din’s instincts were bent towards rooting out the rest of Gorga’s people. To making sure that  Din’s people were all safe. 
 But Boba’s here,  Din told himself, firmly.  He’s here, and he’ll keep things under control.  
And Boba wasn’t the only one Din owed something to. He’d sworn to help Kryze first. It didn’t matter that Din liked Boba considerably more than he liked Kryze, that he and Boba had – hadn’t had  plans for the night, exactly, but had maybe been dancing around having plans. Din had been looking forward to it at least half as much as he’d been dreading it. 
 I swore to help Kryze too,  Din thought.  I gave her my word that I would help her. 
“Do you want me to wait?” Din asked again, when a long minute dragged by and Boba still hadn’t said anything. 
“I don’t want you to go at all,” said Boba, frankly. “This – I don’t like this. I don’t want you on your own up there.” 
“I wouldn’t be on my own,” Din said. “Kryze – she’s not my enemy.” Koska would be there, Din hoped, and with her Axe Woves. Even though they were both Kryze’s people, they’d been decent enough to Din while he’d been on the light cruiser with them. 
“She’s not your friend,” said Boba, darkly. But then he sighed. “Will she send somebody down here, do you think?” 
“Probably.” Din didn’t know what Kryze wanted, but he knew that she wasn’t exactly the type to wait around for someone to ask. She’d give Din a few minutes to hail her or to start climbing up into the sky, and if he didn’t she’d be sure to register her impatience. 
“I don’t want you to go,” Boba repeated, softer. The sound of it was almost lost to the noise of the desert – wind and shifting sand, the hiss and crackle of an electrical fire burning in one of the crashed hunter-killers. “But I don’t want her in my sky, either.” 
“I’ll go, then,” Din said, decisively. “She’s – I don’t know what she wants, but whatever it is doesn’t have to happen immediately. I’ll go see what she's after, then I’ll come back.” 
“Are you alright to go?” Boba pressed. His shoulders were still straight, his stance good, ready for another fight, but Din could see that Boba was coming down off the edge of adrenaline too. “You took a good couple of hits. I saw that Devaronian take you down.” 
“I’m alright,” Din assured him. He knocked his knuckles against his helmet. It was hard to get an accurate sense of all Din’s bumps and bruises with his body still half-ready to draw the darksaber again, but Din was pretty sure he wasn’t about to die. 
He continued to ignore the pain in his side that had sharpened from a prickle to something more urgent. 
“Or I will be alright,” Din continued, strongly. “Kryze should still have that med droid onboard. And I can – I’ll bring it back with me,” he added, thinking. Fennec had had blood on her face. Several of Boba’s guards had been lying still, unmoving. Paz could stand a visit from a programmed professional, even if he’d never liked droids much either. 
“That’s not a bad idea,” said Boba grudgingly. He made a tired, considering noise in the back of his throat. “If she makes you barter for it, tell her I’ve got a copy of  Mandalore the Vindicated. I’d be willing to trade it for medical assistance.” 
“Mandalore the Vindicated?” Din asked, confused. 
He heard Boba grimace behind his helmet. “An old book,” he said. “An actual book, too, not a holofile. Bound in shatual leather, I think. Mandalore the Vindicated was – he was a king, a long time ago. Kryze oughta be interested – he wasn’t a  mand’alor most were keen to remember.” 
“Where’d you find a book about a Mandalorian king?” Din asked, his confusion shifting towards genuine curiosity. 
 Did Mandalorians keep books?  He wondered.  Datafiles? Histories?  
The Jedi, Din had learned, had kept their holocrons. He still opened the holocron almost every day to run through forms with the darksaber. But Din had never stopped to wonder if something like a holocron existed for Mandalorians – all of the history Din had learned had been spoken to him. 
“It was in Jabba’s pile of old  kung,” Boba said, waving a hand. “Like the holocron. The worm was probably given it as tribute, or he stole it. Either way he forgot about it down there. Not much of it’s still readable. But she’ll want it, if you offer it to her.” 
“Why?” 
Boba snorted. “So no one else can have it,” he said. 
Din frowned a little, but he didn’t really know Bo-Katan all that well, so he couldn’t judge if Boba was being fair to her or not. 
“If she puts up a fight about me taking the droid,” Din said, the words pulled out of him too, “I’ll offer it to her.” 
Something about the idea of using a piece of history like a pile of credits bothered Din. He didn’t know what it was and he didn’t really have time to parse it out, but it itched at him. He didn’t like it. 
 If I only did what I liked, I’d never get anything done, Din thought, a phrase he’d learned from Pallas Vizsla years and years ago. Pallas had hated leaving the covert for weeks or months at a time, but he’d done it to feed them all. 
Boba sighed. “We’ll manage here,” he said. He reached out and caught Din’s elbow. His grip was strong and steady. “Don’t let her haul you off without coming back to check in,” Boba ordered. 
“I’m not going to leave with her,” Din assured him. He reached back and caught Boba’s elbow too, in a warrior’s traditional greeting and goodbye. “I’ll – I’ll see what she wants, then I’ll come back. If she wants to make a move on the Empire or check another colony world, that’s – something I’ll figure out later.” 
Din had his own ship now. If Kryze wanted to check another Mandalorian colony world or wanted to hunt Remnants, Din could always meet her somewhere else. 
“You don’t have to stay with us, Djarin,” Boba said. 
Din rolled his eyes and tightened his grip. His right arm protested, but he pushed through it. This was important. “I’m not leaving,” he repeated. “You’re – we don’t know if Gorga’s going to try again,” he pointed out. “And Paz and the others are still here. I don’t want to leave them until we can get them moved somewhere out of the way.” 
Gorga the Hutt wasn't likely to know about Boba’s contentious relationship with other Mandalorians. 
 Kark,  Din thought,  he probably doesn’t know about me and  my situation, with other Mandalorians.  
Gorga wouldn’t know that Boba didn’t really care about Paz and the  verd’ike. He might try and get at them to hurt Boba. To hurt Din, who was openly and publicly at Boba’s side. 

   I’m not going to let that happen.  

Kryze would – well. Din didn’t know if she’d understand or not. He really didn’t know much about her at all, though Boba’d told him more. But she was honorable enough. She’d kept her word with Din. She probably wouldn’t  like that Din had sworn himself to Boba’s Quest just like he’d sworn to hers, but Din hoped that she’d at least understand it. That she'd know that Din wouldn't break his word with her or with Boba, either. 
Boba sighed again, though his shoulders slumped a little, like he was relieved and trying not to show it. 
“You’re sure she’s your ally?” he asked. 
Din shrugged. A flicker of pain spiked through him again, but he ignored it. “She’s not my enemy, anyway,” he said. He tilted his head in the direction of the wrecked ships. “And she did help.”
Boba grunted. “She did help,” he said. “Just… be careful.” He finally let go of Din. 
“I won't be long,” Din promised. He hesitated. “Can you – will you check on the kids? On Paz?” 
Boba nodded. “I will,” he said. 
“Good. I won’t be up there for more than an hour or two.”
“You taking the  Fly?” 
“I am.” 
“Be careful,” Boba repeated. 
Din nodded. “You too.” 
He didn’t know what else to say. Anything that Din could have said was caught in his throat, trapped in his chest. Worry and fear, a reluctance to leave – standing here, looking up at Kryze’s ship, Din realized why Boba had, back at the start of all of this, tried to insist on a sense of separation between them. 
 We’re past that, now, Din thought wryly. He and Boba hadn’t taken the time to sit and work out new rules to define the relationship between them, but Din knew that they wouldn’t be able to fall back into the pattern of things they’d had before. 
Things were too complicated now. 
“Hey,” Boba said, voice softening. “You remember how to say ‘goodbye’ in  mando’a?” 
Din blinked, a little thrown. Boba hadn’t kept up their little  mando’a  lessons in the two weeks since they’d gone to Arkanis. He’d thought, absently, that Boba would stop now that he knew that Din wasn’t a Mandalorian. “Ret’urcye mhi,” Din said.
“Right,” Boba said. “Ret’urcye mhi. We’ll be fine down here.” 
“If you run into more trouble…” 
“We’ll make some noise so you can bring the cruiser back around,” Boba assured Din. He hesitated visibly, his helmet stuttering a little. 
Din eyed him. 
“What?” Din asked, wary again. 
Boba hesitated again, then shook his head. “Don’t tell Kryze that you’re  dar’manda,” he said. 
Din froze. “What?” 
“Don’t tell her,” Boba repeated. His voice was urgent and low. 
Din bristled. “I’m not a liar,” he said. Half of the problem two weeks ago had been that Din  had  lied. He’d kept the truth from Boba, and it had blown up in their faces. Din didn’t want to do that again with Kryze. He hadn’t been planning to  open  with the  dar’manda conversation, but Kryze should know. Din was sworn to her Quest. It was important. 
Boba reached out again and this time he caught Din’s wrist. His fingers dug into the thick fabric of Din’s kute. “Din,” Boba said, “you can’t tell her,”
“Why not?” 
“She was Death Watch,” Boba said. “She was the Duchess of Mandalore. She wants to be the Duchess again.” 
“She can be the Duchess,” said Din, baffled. “What does that have to do with – oh,” he said, understanding all at once. “The darksaber.” 
Boba nodded. “You have it,” he said. “You won it from your enemy. It’s  yours. That’s – ”
“A threat to her claim,” Din realized. Distant horror clawed at the edges of his mind. Din shut it out. He couldn’t –

   I don’t have time to think about it.  

“I’ve offered her the darksaber!” Din protested. “She can take it. I don’t want it. I’ve told you that. I’ve told  her that. She could’ve taken it from me a hundred times. I was with her on the light cruiser for a month.” 
“She can’t just take it.” Boba shook his head. “You’re – you  won it. She can’t just take it from you. You’re a Mandalorian. The darksaber can only pass between Mandalorians in battle.” 
“But I’m not Mandalorian,” Din growled, resisting the urge to tug his wrist free. “You know that.” 
“She doesn’t,” Boba said. 
Din huffed. “So, what?” he snapped. “You’re saying if I tell her, she’ll just kill me and take it anyway, since I’m not Mandalorian anymore?”
“Yes,” said Boba. 
Din stared at him. “She wouldn’t,” he said. “I’m – we’re allies. Reeves wouldn’t let her.” 
“Reeves thinks you’re  mando’ad too,” Boba argued. “Din, you know this. If you’re not Mandalorian, what are you?” 
Din scowled.  “Aruetii,” Din said. The word itched in his mouth. 
Boba nodded. “What would you have done?” he asked. “When you  were  Mandalorian, and you saw an  aruetii with something only a Mandalorian should have?” 
Din thought of Vanth and Boba’s beskar. Din had been ready to shoot him in the street like a rabid anooba. 
Cold sweat broke out down Din’s back. “Oh,” Din said. 
“Oh,” Boba repeated, grimly. “I’m not – you don’t want to lie to her,” Boba said. “That’s – honorable. Admirable, even.” He said  admirable  with the same inflection as he might say something like  dikut’la. “But don’t tell her, Din. Not without someone there to watch your back.” 
“She wouldn’t kill me,” Din said, but it sounded unsure even to his ears. “Reeves and Woves wouldn’t let her. They – they want to keep her honorable.” 
“She’s their  alor,” Boba said. “And I don’t know any of them. But I knew Death Watch.” 
“She isn’t – ” 
“She  was,” said Boba. “Wait to tell her until you’ve got someone you trust with you. Please.” 
Boba said  please so rarely that Din could only stare at him in open shock. 
A stuttering silence fell between them. Boba’s grip was hard. Din’s own fingers were slack. The desert murmured. 
“Alright,” Din finally said, once he’d gotten his voice back. “I’ll – I won’t say anything. Not yet.” 
Boba’s grip tightened, almost to the point of pain, and then he let go. “Good,” he said, relief heavy in his voice. “That’s – good. Thank you.  Vor entye.”
“It’s fine,” Din said. “It’ll be – I’ll be quick. It’ll be fine.” 
Boba finally let him go. “Alright,” he said. He cleared his throat and shifted, clumsily, back to business. “Will you go over the palace, before you go up to the black? I want to make sure the roof’s clear.” 
“Yes,” Din said, relieved that they’d swung back around to something he could talk about. Din could handle business. He could handle the process of securing the palace, of picking off any of Gorga’s remaining lackeys. 
He couldn’t handle Boba saying  please.  
“Ret’urcye mhi, then,” said Boba. His voice had steadied over the words.
Din nodded, not trusting himself with the contours of  mando’a, and took off with the jetpack before Boba could say anything else, rising rapidly over the palace in a gout of sand and smoke. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Boba staring up at him for a minute, a battered green shape getting smaller and smaller, and then Boba turned and went back inside. 
Din did a few tight circles over the palace, searching the nooks and valleys of the rooftop with keen eyes. The blast doors around Boba’s rooms had been sealed. The rooftops were clear, mostly; there were a few grappling hooks swinging in the wind, but no one had made it all the way up. There were a few crumpled bodies at the base of the palace in black kit, but no enemies had made it to the rooftops and survived. 
Satisfied, Din made himself do one wider circle around the whole palace, going a klick out before looping back in, and then dropped down to the ground in the landing bay. 
The Nuxan bay guard was at his post, reeking the way Nuxans reeked and looking for all the galaxy like he hadn’t noticed the chaos in the palace just a few minutes ago. 
Din snorted. 
He climbed into the  Fly and started takeoff protocols, then brought her up into the air and locked on the light cruiser’s signal. 
Kryze had retreated far enough into space that she was outside of Tatooine’s gravitational well. Keeping a ship as large as the light cruiser in atmo, fighting gravity the whole time, burned a lot of fuel – most larger ships didn’t get too close to a planet unless they had to. 
That meant that Din had probably a twenty- or thirty-minute trip in sublight, which meant that he had time to check himself over. The pain in his side was sharp and demanding, now, and Din could feel other aches and pains too. Checking his injuries would give him something to  do – something to think about that wasn’t the way Boba’s voice had caught. His urgency, his desperation. 
 Med kit,  Din thought deliberately, crowding out the noise in his head.  Med kit, then… then the rest of it.  
His shoulder throbbed where he’d hit the ground after the initial explosion. His arm hurt. He could still feel the Devaronian’s fingers wrapped around his neck. Boba’s fingers digging into the bones of his wrist. 
Boba paid Din well enough – in beskar and clink both, though he’d stopped paying Din in beskar when Din had told him that he was  dar’manda,  after Boba’d tried to pay him in the dark grey ingots and Din had flatly refused – that Din had been able to outfit the  Fly  with pretty decent medical supplies, so he took the  Fly up and out of atmo then put her on autopilot, aimed at the light cruiser, and went rummaging through his collected supplies, undoing the seals and buttons of his kute while he did so. 
Din’s armor hadn’t been compromised. The beskar itself was fine, if scored here and there with burnt carbon, and the places the armor protected were mostly fine too. Din would have a cuirass-shaped bruise on his chest in the morning, he knew, maybe some faint bruises on his face where he’d been shot and the beskar had rattled against his skin, but that was the worst of it as far as his armor went. 
His throat was in worse shape, already red and inflamed. The Devaronian hadn’t had enough time to dig the shape of his hand into Din’s skin, but he’d definitely given it his best shot. Din grimaced and slathered some beskar gel on his neck, wincing at the cold feel of it. 
He worked his way down, shifting aside bits of armor or peeling back more and more of his kute as he went. He found the faint imprint of Boba’s fingers at his wrist. A quick inspection told Din that it wouldn’t bruise, but he left his wrist alone anyway, the red mark of Boba’s thumb laid against the base of Din’s own. He liked it, and with everything that had happened, he knew he wasn’t likely to collect any more of Boba’s marks on his skin any time soon. 
The worst injury, Din found,  was at his side.
 Oh,  he thought, looking down in some faint confusion at the blood streaking his skin.  I’ve been impaled.  
The wound was pretty bloodless, all things considered. A spar of dark safi wood, three or four inches long, had embedded itself in Din’s side, just underneath his ribs. 
 Maybe from one of the tables,  Din thought, still distantly confused. His side  hurt, but it didn’t hurt as badly as an injury like that should have. Din had been stabbed and impaled before. It was never pleasant. 
Din snorted to himself, wry again.  I must be getting better at handling pain.  
The spar of wood was not, fortunately, very wide. It had gone in at an angle, probably when the flash grenade had gone off, its coupled concussion wave splintering through the throne room. It hadn’t bled much, Din’s kute forming a seal over the wound, but it did start to bleed again when Din gritted his teeth, took a breath and pulled the spar out. 
If Din had been on his own, he would’ve had to cauterize an injury like that. Din had always carried a few bacta patches, when he’d been able to afford them, but old, expired batca only went so far. 
Boba sprang for the good stuff, though, so Din was pretty sure he wasn’t going to bleed to death before he made it to the light cruiser. The bacta soothed some of the pain, anyway, and left Din clear-headed enough to focus. 
He finished checking himself over – his hip was going to bruise and his bad arm was swollen again, the skin around the surgical scars tender and inflamed – and kitted back up quickly, sliding back into the pilot’s chair as the light cruiser grew larger in his viewport. 
Din switched his comms channel on and started scanning. He wasn’t sure what, if any, frequency Kryze was using, but he knew that someone would probably want to hail him before he got too close. 
He didn’t have to wait long; Din was hailed within another minute, the  Fly’s comm port lighting up with a request. 
Din accepted it, and Bo-Katan Kryze flickered into view. 
Din had fully armored back up after he’d finished checking himself over, including his helmet, but Kryze was in her usual state; armored but with her face visible, hair tucked back by a metal headband. She looked him up and down. Even as a hologram she was arresting, her gaze pale and cunning and clear. 
“Djarin,” she said. 
Din tipped his head. “Kryze,” he returned. 
“You’re alive, then,” she said. “Good. Who was I shooting at?” 
“Hutts,” Din said. “Thanks for the hand, by the way.”
Kryze waved him off, her image crackling. “I don’t like Hutts,” she said. “We were starting to think that Fett had killed you. Koska tried to comm you last week.” 
Din startled and looked down at his gauntlet reflexively. His comm was still broken, its face cracked. Din had been meaning to replace it, but he hadn’t  had to – over the past few weeks, he’d only rarely been out of Boba or Fennec’s line of sight. 
“Ah,” Din said, clearing his throat. “Sorry. I’ve – it’s been an interesting few months. My comm was broken in a – in a fight. Haven’t gotten it fixed yet.” 
Kryze snorted. “Got yourself a ship, though?” 
Din nodded. 
“Good,” said Kryze. “Come aboard, then. Bay’s open. Koska will meet you.” 
“Alright,” said Din, aiming for steady. He was close enough to see the light cruiser’s landing docks now. The shields were down. “What did you need? Why did Koska comm?” 
“We’ll talk when you’re onboard,” Kryze said. And then, before Din could push harder, she inclined her head at him and said, "Kryze out,” the holocall flickering before it cut out entirely. 
Din stared at the light cruiser and sighed. 
 Great,  he thought.  She  does  want something.  
It set his teeth on edge. He steered the  Fly towards the landing bay anyway. He did still owe Kryze his help, after all. He could at least hear her out before he went back to Boba. 
It was strange to be flying into the mouth of an Imperial star destroyer. Din had done his best to avoid the Imps for most of his life – usually, a star destroyer appearing in the skies above a system had meant that it was time to clear out of that system. 
He brought the  Fly in without any trouble, though. No one shot him out of the black, at least.  
Koska Reeves was waiting for him, propped up against a nearby wall. She rolled back up to her feet when Din nosed the  Fly down and disengaged the engines, and was waiting at the bottom of the ramp when Din stuck his head out of the plug door. 
She was wearing her armor but not her helmet. Din kept his on for now and nodded, coming down the ramp to join her. 
She swept her eyes over him, considering. 
Din eyed her right back. He knew what he looked like – singed and smoking, fresh carbon burns darkening his armor, wear and tear evident in the creases of his kute. Koska’s armor, in contrast, was freshly-painted, its markings and symbols crisp and stark. She was kitted out for a fight, blasters on both hips, jetpack on her back. Din was grateful for his beskar spear’s reassuring weight across his own shoulders. For the solid comfort of his blaster at his side, the now-familiar brush of the darksaber at his hip. 
 She is not my enemy, Din told himself. 
“You look like you’ve had a fun time, Djarin,” Koska said, smiling. She was a sturdy, cheerful sort. A bit like Cobb  Vanth, now that Din thought about it, though Koska was younger, smaller and not quite as stringy as Vanth. “How’s Tatooine?” 
Din grunted. 
She laughed. “Sounds right,” she said. “Me’suum chaavla sa shebs be'striili.  I’ve only been twice and both times I got stabbed.” 
Din had no idea what she’d said, except that he knew  striili – it sounded like Strill.
Boba’s warning rang clear in Din’s head. Koska and her people thought that Din was a Mandalorian. That he spoke their language, that he understood the significance of what they said, what they believed. That was why Kryze had refused to take the darksaber when he’d offered it to her. She’d thought him a fellow warrior, someone to respect, or at least someone she couldn’t – or wouldn’t – murder. 
 But I’ll give it to her without a fight, Din thought. He didn’t understand why Kryze would have to fight him for it – Din would renounce any claim he had to it – to what the darksaber meant – to anyone who wanted or needed to hear it. 

   But they think I’m a Mandalorian, and Boba thinks they might try to hurt me if I tell them I’m not.  

And Din had agreed to keep his status secret, at least for now. 
 So I can’t tell Koska that I don’t really speak mando’a. 
 “Tatooine’s not for everyone,” Din said, guessing at Koska’s intent. 
She laughed again. Din relaxed – he’d guessed right, or at least close enough to right that Koska thought he understood her. “No,” she agreed. “It’s not. Still, though. Good fighting down there?” 
Din shrugged. “Decent,” Din allowed. He preferred sparring with A’Shek and Boba and Fennec to the sort of fighting he’d just done in the throne room – panic and chaos and clawing to survive. Terrified that his friends had been hurt, that they had died. 
Koska grinned. “Good,” she said. “It’s always a good idea to keep in fighting shape.” 
Din made a noncommittal sound. He liked Koska well enough. Of the three Mandalorians on the cruiser, Koska was the warmest, and the one who’d spent the most time with Din while he’d been recovering from his injuries. Din knew that she’d probably hung around him on Kryze’s orders, but he’d appreciated her company anyway. She hadn’t treated him like he’d been made fragile by his disastrous fight with the darktroopers. By sending Grogu away. 
“You and Fett’ve gotten yourselves into a bit of a mess, we hear,” Koska continued. She gestured for Din to follow her down a long, white hallway, which he did. If his memory was right, they were aimed for the bridge. “We weren’t sure who we were shooting at until Bo confirmed it a few minutes ago, but all of Hutt space’s talking about it. Gorga the Hutt’s out for blood.” 
“You’ve been in Hutt space?” Din asked, latching on to the part of the conversation he could follow. 
Koska shrugged. “In and out,” she said. “Bo’s had Axe and me running around all over the place. Rallying the troops, you know?” 
“The troops?” Din asked, warily. 
Koska’s grin widened. “You don’t have to sound so gloomy about it,” she said. “It’s not like Bo’s got an army left, not anymore.” Din thought of the graveyard Mandalore had become and winced. 
“But there’s still  some  of us left in the galaxy,” Koska continued. “Axe and I’ve been looking. I tried to comm you last week – I was wondering if you’d heard from any of  your people.” 
“You find anyone?” Din asked, skirting neatly around mentioning Paz and the others. He was a little concerned about what he was about to walk into, now; Din had expected to find the light cruiser crewed by Koska and Woves and Kryze herself, but others – 
 If they were Kryze’s allies back on Mandalore, does that mean that they’re Death Watch? Or that they  were  Death Watch? Din wondered. That thought set his teeth on edge. Din didn’t want Death Watch this close to Boba, not when Boba was already dealing with Gorga the Hutt. 
 And,  Din thought, reluctantly,  I don’t know if  I  want to meet anyone who’s Death Watch either.  
Now that Boba had explained some of the nuances between the different factions of Mandalorians, Din was more sure than ever that his people weren’t Death Watch. His tribe had never marauded around the galaxy. They’d never raided villages or attacked supply transports, had never taken hostages or slaves. 
 But I still don’t want to hear a murderer speak and recognize my  alor’s  words, he thought. If Din’s people were called the Children of the Watch, they were closer to Death Watch than not. 
Din wasn’t sure he wanted that similarity highlighted. 
Koska only shrugged again. If she noticed Din’s sudden discomfort, she didn’t point it out. “We’ve turned up a few,” she said, which wasn’t reassuring. “Bo’ll explain it better. C’mon. Last I saw her she was on the bridge. We figured those Omicrons trying to blow you all up into the sky weren’t your friends.” 
“They weren’t,” Din said. He paused, then said, grudgingly, “Thanks, by the way. For taking the ships out.” 
“Don’t worry about it,” Koska said, waving Din’s words off with another cheerful grin. “It’s good practice for the kids.” 
Din’s heart sank. “Kids?” 
“You’ll meet them,” Koska promised, which did nothing to settle Din’s growing apprehension. 
 Not fear,  he told himself, because he wasn’t afraid, despite Boba’s warning. If Koska – herself no older than thirty – called the others  kids, Din figured he’d find himself facing young warriors. He could handle young warriors. 

   But are they Death Watch? Are they – are they something worse?  

He didn’t have to wait long to find out. The light cruiser was bigger than the freighters and hunter-killers Din’d spent most of his life on, but it wasn’t a sprawling ship like a star destroyer or an old Separatist barge. Koska had him in front of the big, dented blast doors that guarded the bridge within just a few minutes. 
Din eyed the dents, remembering the darktroopers. “Didn’t bother with repairs?” he asked. 
Koska laughed. “I kind of like ‘em,” she said. “It makes a good story, you know?” 
Din didn’t know – nothing about that day, not even defeating Gideon and getting the kid back, if only for a few minutes, made up a story Din thought he’d like to tell. 
“C’mon,” Koska said again, keying a code into the door’s pad. “We don’t bite, I promise. Bo should be in here. Ready?” 
Her fingers hovered over the last few keys on the pad. Din couldn’t help but soften. He did like Koska Reeves, mostly. She’d been easier to talk to, easier to be around, than Kryze or Woves. Din had known – still knew, he thought – where he stood with Koska. As long as Din was bound to Kryze's Quest, Koska was staunchly on Din's side. 
So instead of locking his knees or retreating to the med bay, Din nodded. He was going to have to face Kryze and meet these other Mandalorians sooner or later – Kryze was the type to show off all of her allies, Din thought – and he’d rather do it now than spend the rest of his time on the light cruiser wondering about who else was on board. 
 Besides,  he thought, a little grudgingly,  I  am  curious.  
Din had left Kryze with just two  tal’vode, Koska and Woves, and he wasn’t sure what other Mandalorians were left in the galaxy to flock to Kryze if she called them. Din’s own people wouldn’t come – they’d see Kryze as an outsider at best. 
 But there are more of u – more of them than I ever thought, Din told himself. There were more Mandalorians still around in the galaxy than he’d ever imagined. 
That was a good thing, even if the others were Mandalorians Din wouldn’t recognize. Even if they wouldn’t recognize him. 
 If I keep telling myself that,  Din thought wryly,  I might even start to believe it.  
“Might as well,” Din said. 
Koska smiled and keyed in the last numbers in the code. The dented blast doors groaned and slid open. The bridge lay beyond them. 
“C’mon, then,” said Koska, and stepped inside. 
Din followed her, tense despite himself, and then relaxed a little when he got a good view of the bridge. Despite his apprehension and what Koska had implied, there were only four other Mandalorians there, each manning a separate station. None of them were beings that Din recognized – Kryze and Woves were nowhere to be seen.  
 She doesn’t quite have an army, then, Din thought. Four Mandalorians – seven, Din supposed, counting Woves, Koska and Kryze herself – could do a lot of damage, but seven wasn’t an army. 
 Not even eight is an army, if Kryze is counting me in with whatever plans she’s making, Din thought. 
He wasn’t sure, anymore, what her plan  was. But it was clear that she had one. Din didn’t know why she’d start gathering other warriors if she didn’t have a plan. 
None of the other Mandalorians on the bridge wore Kryze’s colors, the blue, white and grey that marked what Boba had called the Nite Owls, the battlegroup that Kryze had led in Death Watch. All of the Mandalorians on the bridge had a full  beskar’gam, or most of one – helmets, cuirasses, gauntlets, greaves, plates across the thighs. Three had a pauldron on both shoulders and the fourth had only one, and the colors they’d painted their armor were all different. Yellow and black, white, red, even a bluish grey like Paz's armor. 
Din shook his head a little, confused by it all. Boba had told him a bit about what armor colors had meant once, a long time ago when Mandalore had been more unified, but Din wasn’t sure that  these  colors meant anything at all. 
Koska gave Din a second to gather his bearings. She was scanning the bridge, a little frown forming between her eyebrows. When she’d completed her search and Bo-Katan hadn’t appeared in the middle of the room, Koska whistled, high and sharp, to get the attention of everyone on the bridge. They all looked up from their stations, and their eyes found Din. None of them were wearing their helmets, though they each had one set in their laps or perched on the tops of their terminals, visors gleaming. 
Din shifted a little to let the folds of his cloak fall over his hip, covering the darksaber’s hilt. He didn’t like the sudden, sharp attention that focused on him, the feeling of a forest full of vornskr smelling prey all at once, but there was nowhere to hide here; Din couldn’t use his usual trick of fading into a crowd or even of hiding in a tree, holding still and bending every thought towards remaining unnoticed. 
“At ease,” Koska said. At her words, some of that sharp attention slid away. “Djarin, c’mere. Wren! Where’s Lady Bo-Katan?” 
 So she’s Bo when it’s just her and the  tal’vode, Din thought. And Koska counts me as part of that number. But it’s Lady Bo-Katan around everyone else.  
He tucked that information away. He wondered briefly if Koska considered Din one of Kryze’s  tal’vode too, but put the thought aside when the warrior Koska’d named, Wren, turned his attention from Din to Koska. 
Wren was in the gunner’s seat. His armor was yellow, black and grey, his helmet propped up on the controls next to him, and he was fairly young.
Younger than me, anyway, Din thought wryly, his side still aching. Wren was a human man with dark brown hair and a serious face, and the grey painted across his breastplate and pauldrons swirled in strange patterns. It reminded Din of the whorls and waves of a few tattoos he'd seen down in the covert, almost. His own old tattoos itched underneath his armor. 
Wren’s got more yellow on him than Strill does.  Strill’s armor was mostly black, with bits of yellow and gold accents painted around her  kar’ta beskar and the crosshair on her helmet. This man’s armor was the opposite, loudly yellow, with bits of black and grey added to break up the bright color. 
Koska lifted her chin at the young man, who lifted his chin back in greeting. “Djarin, this is Tristan Wren, of Clan Wren, House Kryze,” Koska said. “Countess Ursa’s son.” 
Din blinked, but nodded. He knew the clan name. Boba’d mentioned it a few times. He’d said that Clan Wren had been decimated during the Purges. 
“He’s one of the better marksmen on board,” Koska continued. “You can thank him for taking out those Omicrons.” 
Din looked Tristan Wren up and down. The kid met Din’s gaze steadily.  This one’s seen some real fighting, Din thought. 
“Thank you,” Din said sincerely. Boba’s palace had thick walls, but Din was glad that the attacking ships hadn’t had much time to test out just  how thick they were. “We appreciated the help. I’m – Djarin. Din Djarin.” 
Din didn’t have a clan or a House to offer. His tribe hadn’t even named itself. 
But if Wren expected one, he didn’t show it. He just nodded, sizing Din up right back. 
“Su’cuy,” Wren said. His accent was different than Boba’s. Boba had an odd accent, half-Outer Rim and half-Core. Wren’s was all Imperial Core, like he’d gone to one of the Academies or had served for a time in the ranks of the Empire. “And don’t mention it. Always happy to blow up some Hutts.” 
Wren flicked his attention back to Koska. “Boss said she’d be in the war room. Woves went with her.” 
“Thanks. Keep at it, kid,” said Koska good-naturedly, even though she couldn’t be more than a few years older than Wren. If Din had to guess he’d put Wren in his mid- to late-twenties. Old enough to be a blooded warrior, to have seen plenty of action, but not quite a swaggering clan elder yet. 
“This,” Koska continued, steering Din towards the Mandalorian sitting at the next terminal over, “is Torryg Saxon, Clan Saxon, House – whatever House your mother’s signed on with now,” Koska said, gesturing at the warrior. 
This one was a Zabrak with orange skin and bold black tattoos running down his cheeks and his neck, which contrasted sharply with his white- and green-painted armor. Most of his armor was painted a thick, matte white. His  kar’ta beskar  was lined with a light, pale green, as were the plates protecting his knees. He had heavier plate on, like Paz, instead of the lighter, hunter-style  beskar’gam Din wore. His helmet, balanced on one knee, had a crown of spikes molded into it and his yellow eyes were sharp and predatory. Some kind of animal's face was painted around the lines of the helmet's cheeks. An iron wolf, Din thought, from the high plains of Mandalore. 
“House Kryze, thanks,” the Zabrak said dryly. He was even younger than Tristan Wren and had a thicker Outer Rim accent – the way he spoke reminded Din of Merrin, the Zabrak woman who lived with Cal Kestis at the Jedi Academy on Yavin. “Lady Bo-Katan made Ma a pretty good offer.”
“Meaning what?” Koska asked, rolling her eyes. Din thought that Koska might be asking for  his benefit, so Din could learn who was following Bo-Katan and why, but he wasn’t sure. It seemed like something Koska'd do, though. 
Saxon shrugged. “That Lady Bo-Katan’s not gonna let the Grey Bear do for the rest of us like she did for Uncle Gar, probably,” he said. 
Something clicked in Din’s head – he’d heard of Gar Saxon before. Gar Saxon had been the Viceroy of Mandalore. He’d ruled it for the Empire. Boba'd brought him up when he’d been giving Din what he knew of Mandalore’s history. 
None of what Boba had said about Gar Saxon had been flattering. Saxon had been Death Watch too, Din remembered, and then after Pre Vizsla’d been killed Saxon had stepped in and led what was left of Death Watch for the Empire. 
Din tried not to stiffen too noticeably. 
 They are all Death Watch,  he thought.  Or they were Death Watch, once.  
The younger Saxon grinned, showing off his species’ sharp teeth. “In exchange for our unwavering service, of course.”
Koska snorted loudly. “Of course,” she said. To Din, she added, “Ignore half of what he says – Torryg here thinks he’s funny. Too many blows to the head as a child. Bo-Katan wouldn't  really  wipe out Clan Saxon, even if Gar was a  hut’uun.” 
“The rest of us aren’t so bad,” Saxon agreed, still grinning. “Ma was Uncle Gar’s least favorite sister for a reason. Anyway, good to meet you. You any good with that spear?”
“Torryg,” Koska said. 
But Din nodded. “Decent,” he allowed modestly, letting the kid size him up. Saxon was big and brawny like most male Zabraks, and probably had more innate predatory instincts than Din had ever managed to learn. 
But Torryg was young and overconfident – Din could see it in him, with the way his yellow eyes flashed as he looked Din up and down. 
 He thinks he can take me, Din thought, amusement flickering. 
Din shifted his stance a little to show Torryg Din’s strength, to show him the broad set of his shoulders, the way Din carried his armor like it weight nothing at all. If anything, Torryg’s eyes brightened.  
“You wanna prove it?” he asked eagerly. 
Din had to suppress a smile.  This one would get along with Jaig, he thought. He made himself soften, pushing down the instinctive defensiveness. 

   Maybe they were all Death Watch, once. But this one’s just a kid. He couldn’t have been part of the same Death Watch that tore Jango Fett’s family apart.  

 “Gar jare’la,” Din said lightly, reaching for the few words in  mando’a  that he knew. He pushed aside Strill’s voice in his head, telling him he shouldn’t speak it. “You know any  par’bevii?” 
“I – ” Saxon started, clearly excited, before Koska cut him off. “Save it, Torr,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Djarin here’s Lady Bo-Katan’s guest. No maiming.” 
“Aw,” said Torryg, deflating. 
Din chuckled. “Maybe later,” he said. 
The kid brightened again. “I’ll hold you to that,” he said. 
Din rolled his eyes. 
Koska steered him away from the young Zabrak before he could start sketching a sparring ring right there in the middle of the bridge. The next Mandalorian down the line was a human woman, much older than Wren and Saxon – older than Din, even, and older than Boba. She had streaks of grey in her hair and lines carved deeply around her mouth and the corners of her eyes. She didn’t wait for Koska to introduce her. 
“Mira Antilles, at your service,” the woman said, reaching out to grasp Din’s forearm in a proper greeting. Din gripped her arm back, surprised. Neither Wren nor Saxon had bothered. 
“Din Djarin,” said Din. “At yours.” 
“Mira’s one of the best fighters I’ve ever met,” Koska said. “And she’s a good friend of Lady Bo-Katan’s. We don’t exactly have an army, but if we did, Mira’d be top gundark.” 
“Nice flattery, Reeves,” Antilles replies, her eyes turning up in a smile. Her armor was simply decorated – it had been painted a greyish blue, the shade of it similar to Paz’s armor, but instead of favoring the bold black and white symbols of the Nite Owls, Antilles had embellished her armor with  gold.  
She’d earned a signet, too. Her right pauldron was embossed with a  strange, looping shape that looked a bit like a triangle turned over, except its corners were rounded and swooped. Wren and Saxon hadn’t had any signets. 
Din liked Mira immediately. She reminded him a bit of Cara Dune in a way he couldn’t quite figure out, but welcomed anyway. 
 Steady, he thought. Mira Antilles felt steady. 
“I’m still not filling out your requisitions for you,” Antilles continued. 
“Traitor,” Koska muttered, but she was smiling too. 
“Well, now I feel left out,” the fourth unfamiliar Mandalorian remarked, standing up from her station. She was human too, probably close to Din’s age, with straight black hair that brushed her chin and keen green eyes. One cheek was twisted up in a bad scar. Her armor was mostly red. Not the bright red Annika had always favored or even the burnished, brownish red Din had chosen for his durasteel armor, but a red the color of rust. Her greaves and pauldrons were striped with black. 
“Enna Kast, Clan Kast,” the woman said, grasping Din’s forearm too. Something about her was familiar, but Din didn’t know why. He didn’t recognize the name. “So you’re the one we’ve all heard about. The one who defeated Gideon.” 
Din tensed. 
“Down, Enna,” Koska said, tone lazy. The green-eyed woman looked at Koska sharply. Koska just smiled at her, sharp and still lazy, and set a hand on the grip of one of her blasters. 
Din let go of Kast’s forearm, nerves prickling. 
 I don’t like the look in her eye, he thought. 
“Well?” Kast pressed, still glaring at Koska. “Is it true? Is he the one who defeated Gideon?” 
“I fought him,” Din said, evenly. That made Kast – and everyone else on the bridge, if the way he hairs on the back of Din’s neck stood up was any indication – look at Din instead. 
There was a fire burning in the backs of Enna Kast’s eyes. A light that was almost fevered. He knew why she seemed familiar now – Din had seen the same light burning in Kryze’s eyes when she’d talked of Mandalore. He’d seen it in Gideon’s when Gideon had talked about what he wanted from Grogu. 
“We all fought him,” Din continued. Some instinct shouted at him, snagging his attention. 

   I don’t want her to think that I beat Gideon alone. 

The thought was bright and clear and urgent. 
“We took this cruiser together,” Din said. “And Gideon’s been taken away by the New Republic.” 
“But you were the one who – ”
“That’s enough, Enna,” Koska snapped, laziness gone. Her tone was as sharp as the point of Din’s spear. “Save the interrogation. Like I said, Djarin’s here as Lady Bo-Katan’s guest.”
Some silent meaning passed between the two women, too subtle for Din to catch. 
“Of course,” Kast finally said, backing down. Her eyes glittered. “I’d hate to upset Herself.” 
She said that,  Herself, with the same sort of biting disdain Boba could muster up when he talked about Bo-Katan. 
Din frowned. 
 If Enna Kast doesn’t respect Kryze,  he thought,  what’s she doing here? 
Koska didn’t seem keen to let Din stick around to find out. She shot Kast one more quelling glare, then nodded at Antilles and turned her attention to Din. 
“C’mon,” Koska said. “If Lady Bo-Katan’s in the war room, she’ll want to see you. The rest of you  sharal sheb’ike – back to work. We’ll stay ess-pee-oh until we get the word from Lady Bo-Katan.” 
Only Wren and Antilles saluted. They had proper soldiering in them, Din thought. A sense of decorum. Saxon just nodded amiably and Kast didn’t acknowledge Koska at all. She was still watching Din. 
Din let Koska guide him off the bridge, head spinning. He felt Kast's eyes following him. 
“What was that all about?” he asked, once he and Koska were out of earshot. “What’s Kast’s problem with me?”
Koska’s gaze flickered over Din, then went back to the long white hallway they were walking down. 
“It’s not you she’s got a problem with,” Koska finally said. 
Din frowned. “Bo-Katan?”
Koska shrugged. “Clan Wren’s a Kryze aliit besk’haat,” Koska said. “Like my clan. Clan Kast isn’t.”
“Clan Reeves?” Din asked. He’d never heard Koska refer to herself as part of a wider clan.  
Koska nodded. “There aren’t too many of us any more,” she said. “But we swore to follow House Kryze nine generations ago, and I’d rather die than be the one to break that promise.” 
 She means  besk’haat  like  tal’vod, Din realized, fitting the word together.  She means that her whole clan is  tal’vode – her clan swore to follow Kryze’s.  
 Alright, Din thought, understanding a little better. Koska was saying that Tristan Wren and his clan were blood-kin to Kryze too. Trusted. He could wrap his head around that. 
“So if your clan and Wren’s are  besk’haate,” Din said, hoping he hadn’t mangled the word too badly – he saw Koska’s brow furrow a little, but she didn’t say anything  " – I take it that Clan Kast  isn’t?” 
Koska snorted. “No,” she said. “Not even a little. Enna’s just about the only Kast left – her sister Rook was in close with the Saxons, and went down with them too – and they were old  Kyr’tsad. Never much liked Bo. Not with Duchess Satine in the mix.” 
Din nodded, slowly. “So why is she here?” he asked.
Koska shrugged. “We haven't figured it out yet,” she said. “But she’s a good fighter. Bo’s letting her stick around until she shows us which edge of the knife she’s holding.” 
“And the others?” Din asked. “Saxon and Antilles?”
“Mira’s solid,” Koska assured him. “Not  besk’haat – she’s got no clan, just herself – but  as ruusaanyc as ruus.” 
“And Saxon?” Din prompted. He tucked Koska’s words away to ask Boba about later. He assumed they meant that Mira was someone Kryze trusted. 
“Ah,” Koska grimaced. “Well, Torr’s – he’s basically a political hostage,” she admitted. 
Din stared at her.
“That sounds bad, doesn’t it?” Koska said. “It really isn’t, I promise. It’s – Gar Saxon had about a hundred siblings,” she tried to explain. “Clan Saxon was  big.  A lot of them died off when Gar did, or right after. We  told  everyone that the Empire didn’t give a  striili’shebs about who’d been loyal before. But they didn’t listen, and – ”
Koska sighed, shook her head. “And they saw what their loyalty bought them,” she said. “It didn’t matter that Gar Saxon had served the Empire. The Empire glassed Clan Saxon’s stronghold just like the rest.
“But not all of Clan Saxon died,” Koska continued. “A few of Gar’s sisters – including Lady Lysistra, Torryg’s mother – got a lot of the clan out. There’s still enough of them around to cause a problem, anyway, if anybody in Clan Saxon starts getting ideas.” 
“So… why is Torryg a hostage?” Din asked, still not understanding. 
“It’s – well, it was more common in the old days,” Koska admitted. “When there were more clans and more Houses, and all of us were fighting. Bo took Torryg on. She’ll give him a good education. Teach him what she knows. It’s a good deal, really.”
“But,” Din said, fitting the pieces together, “if Lady Lysistra makes a move against House Kryze…” 
“Torryg’ll probably get vented, yeah,” said Koska, wincing. “But he’s Lya’s favorite kid, we think, so Lya and the rest of the Saxons’ll fall in line.” 
“That’s…” Din said, trailing off. 

   That’s awful.  

“Lysistra – Lya? – Saxon agreed to this?” 
Koska nodded. “Like I said, it’s not exactly common any more,” she said. “But it  did  happen a lot, back before the civil wars, and it's a good deal for House Saxon too. They get Bo-Katan’s protection while Torryg is here.  He gets some good training. It all works out.” 
Din thought about sending Grogu to live with his enemies and shuddered. Din would rather die than use the kid as a green sylop like that. 
Koska watched him out of the corner of her eye. “They don’t do that where you’re from, huh?” 
“No,” said Din, firmly. “No, we don’t. We’d never.” 
“Even if it meant your clan’s survival?” 
“It is not a child’s job,” Din said, voice cold, “to ensure his clan’s survival.” 
“Torryg’s not a child,” Koska pointed out gently. “He’s blooded and grown. And he’s Mandalorian. If he hadn’t wanted to come here, not even his mother could have made him.”
 It’s still awful, Din thought. 
He was tired of being here already. Tired of the games that he knew were played here. Din didn’t have the head for this sort of thing. Among the coverts there were no clans or houses. There were  families, but not like this. Pallas Vizsla hadn’t competed with Wenyan and Agda Skirata. He hadn’t ever tried to hold Annika’s training or Annika’s safety over them to get them to do what he wanted.
“You’ll get used to it,” Koska said, slapping Din across the back. “Keeping track of allegiances and clan politics can be a headache, but you’re sharp – now that you’re with real Mandalorians again, you’ll pick it up.” 
Din froze. 
“Real Mandalorians?” he said.
Koska at least had the good sense to wince. “That’s not what I meant,” she said.
“What did you mean, then?” Din demanded, temper rising. 
He wasn’t stupid. He might not have been a Mandalorian like Koska – might not have been Mandalorian at all, not anymore – but he knew what she was implying. 
 A group of religious zealots, Kryze had said. 
“I don’t really know much about your people,” Koska said. “Bo calls them the Children of the Watch. I wasn’t – I wasn’t in Death Watch with her. I signed on later, after – after the Empire came. So I never met any of these other groups. But – you’re real Mandalorians. I know that. That’s not what I meant.”
“Well, good,” Din said. He forced himself to settle. Koska was his ally here. Maybe his only real ally – none of the Mandalorians on the bridge had known Din, and Kryze had her own ambitions. “We’re – it’s different,” he said, trying to be fair. To give Koska the benefit of the doubt. “The Way we – the Creed we follow.” His tongue tripped over the word  we. He made himself keep walking. Koska’s expression relaxed. 
Din deliberately ignored the guilt that spiked through him, throbbing alongside the wound where he’d dug out that spar of wood. 
 I’m not a real Mandalorian, he thought. 
But Koska didn’t need to know that, not right now. Din would keep it to himself. 
“Fett’s never been one for clan politics anyway,” Koska continued. “We’re glad he didn’t kill you, by the way – Woves was a little worried about it, given Fett’s reputation, and – what?” she asked.
Din had stopped walking again. His shoulders went tight with anger. 
 Oh,  he realized.  She wasn’t insulting  me.  She wasn’t insulting my tribe. She was insulting Boba.  
“Boba Fett,” Din said, slowly and clearly, every word tight with hot fury, “is a good man. He wouldn’t kill me.” 
Koksa  laughed. “You’re kidding, right?” she asked. 
Din stared at her. 
“Everyone knows about him,” she continued. “He’s always been the worst sort of bounty hunter. No better than a nekk dog. Worse, even – a nekk dog can be trained. Bo says Fett’s a few sequences short of a full geno – hey!” 
Din had put his hand on the darksaber before he was fully aware of what he was doing. He hadn’t drawn it but his thumb was on the activator. Anger thrummed though him, waking his body back up, pushing his aches and pains to the side. 
“Boba Fett,” he repeated, dangerously, “is my – ” 
Din stopped. 
He didn’t know what to call Boba. Friend, ally,  alor, a person that Din loved. He didn’t know how to explain all of that to Koska. It wasn’t her business, either – she wasn't Boba’s friend or Boba’s ally. 
Koska realized that she’d misstepped, because she froze too. Her expression was caught between disbelief and concern. She grimaced. 
“Okay,” she said, slowly. “We’ve – clearly, you’ve had an interesting few months. Didn’t you meet Fett  after you met us?” 
“What does that have to do with anything?” Din growled, still bristling. 
Koska held up her hands. “Nothing, I guess,” she said. “It’s just – I guess he must be different than all the stories say, if he’s won your loyalty. He’s not that bad?”
Din scowled. “No,” he said. “He’s not.” 
He had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep himself from saying more. 
 He  is  honorable,  Din wanted to say.  He always keeps his word.  
Boba had done terrible things. Din knew that. He’d seen Boba do some of them – Boba had killed those who’d cheated him. He was dealing in spice and weaponry. He’d hunted down escaped slaves and had served Jabba and the Empire. 
 But we’ve all done terrible things. Din himself had done terrible things. 
“Then I’m sorry,” Koska said. She at least sounded sincere. 
Din eyed her. 
Koska signed. “Ni ceta,” she said. 
Din scowled harder. He knew that  ni ceta was a more serious apology, but he was still prickling with outrage. 
 None of you know Boba,  Din thought.  None of you know me.
“What,” said Koska, eyebrows rising in the face of Din’s stony silence. “Is he your  riduur or something?” 
Din didn’t understand the word, but he understood Koska’s tone. Half-mocking, like she couldn’t imagine that Din would say yes. 
Din had always been stubborn. 
“Yes,” he snapped. 
Koska’s eyes went almost comically wide. “...Oh,” she said. Her tone almost made Din back down. He wondered what he’d said. 
“Well,” Koska said, recovering before Din could change his mind and, begrudgingly, apologize for jumping down her throat. “That’s – okay. Sounds like I was wrong, then. Sorry. N'eparavu takisit.” 
Din eyed her some more. “You’ll back down that easy?” 
She shrugged. “You’re honorable. If you say he is, that’s good enough for me.”
“Alright, then,” Din said, settling some. He could understand that, he supposed. Koska had spent about two days planning with Din, Boba and Bo-Katan to go and raid the light cruiser. That was the extent of her interaction with him, and even that time had been thin. Boba’d worked out his role in the plan – shuttle service and then a pick up later, if needed – and had mostly stayed out of the rest. 
“I  am sorry,” Koska said, earnest. “I didn’t – well, it just surprised me, that’s all. Bo doesn’t like Fett.”
“He doesn’t like her much either,” Din muttered. He waved an irritated hand. “Sounds like a lot of people don’t.” 
Rather than getting offended, Koska lightened up and laughed. “That’s just  joha’kaan,” she said. “Politics. Mandalore’s gone, but all the old clan-feuds are still around.” 
Din grunted. He let Koska get him moving again, letting his hand fall off the darksaber. 
“How do clan-feuds help anything?” he asked. 
Koska lifted one shoulder. “You don’t have those, Child of the Watch?” 
“No,” Din said. 
“Really?” Koska lifted an eyebrow to match her shoulder. “Must be nice.” 
It was Din’s turn to raise one shoulder, on the back foot and unhappy about it. His skin still prickled, anger buzzing low in his chest. “It was alright,” he said. 
At least the covert hadn’t been like  this.  Hadn’t had a maze of words and alliances and old enemies, hadn’t said one thing and meant something else entirely. No one in his tribe had ever taken another Mandalorian hostage. No one had  needed to. 
“Be careful around here, then,” said Koska. Her eyes were still wide, but serious. “Clan politics can get dangerous.” 
Anything involving trained fighters was dangerous. Mandalorians were dangerous just being who they were. But Din nodded. 
“I’m not staying,” he said. “Not today, anyway. We’ve – I need to get back to Tatooine before long.” 
Koska nodded. “That’ll work,” she said. “Bo’s only got a few things to run by you, and – ah,” she said, coming to a stop in front of a plain-looking door, “we’re here.” 
Din was relieved. 
 I’ve been here ten minutes, and I’ve already taken a side, he thought. He hadn’t meant to take a side – to choose Boba over Koska, over Kyrze – so openly, at least not at first. Din’d had the vague suspicion that he would have to choose eventually, given how much Boba and Kryze seemed to hate each other, but – 

   But I’ve shown my hand already.  

The longer Din stayed here, the more likely it was that he’d say something he didn’t mean to. That he’d reveal more than he’d intended. 
 Best to get this over with, he thought. 
Koska punched another code into the door’s keypad, and it swept open to reveal a modestly-sized room decorated in the same stark shades of white as the rest of the light cruiser. Inside it, studying a holomap much like Boba bent over his worktable and studied his ledgers, was Bo-Katan Kryze. 
Kryze hadn’t changed much in the weeks since Din had seen her last. Her armor was the same blue, white and black, dented and scraped here and there, lived-in. Her presence was still fierce and severe and her gaze was still pale and sharp, her bright shock of red hair tucked neatly behind a thick metal headband. 
The only thing that had changed, really, was her posture. The last time Din had seen her, she’d been defeated. Slumped. Shell-shocked by the destruction of Mandalore. 
That sense of defeat was gone. Her shoulders were straight again and she looked like she was ready to fight – she had a WESTAR on one hip and a wicked-looking vibroblade strapped to the other.
 She has a plan, Din thought. 
He tried not to be openly apprehensive about it as he stepped into the war room.
Despite the name, the room didn’t have much in it to offer clues about its function. There was a long holotable in the center of it, which Kryze had used to bring up a map of the Tatoo sector and its neighbors, and several white chairs arranged around the table, but that was it. The rest of the room was featureless. 
Kryze wasn’t in the war room alone. Axe Woves was with her, studying the holomap at her side. They were speaking together in low voices. He looked up when Koska ushered Din into the room. He nodded at Din, but smiled at Koska. 
Kryze looked up to. Her pale gaze caught Din’s attention and held it. 
She carried herself like an  alor. If Din hadn’t been so focused on getting Grogu back, he might have noticed it more keenly during the hunt for Gideon. Bo-Katan carried herself with a sense of purpose, of conviction, that Din half-wanted to lean towards. To bow before.
Was I always like that? he wondered. Had he always known who was an alor and who wasn't? Sensed strength and wanted to follow it? 
Din resisted, and met Kryze’s gaze. 
“Djarin,” she said, after a beat. “You’re alive, then?”
Din spread his hands. “I’m here,” he said. ”What did you need?” 
“Direct as ever,” Kryze noted. 
Din shrugged. He didn't want to play word games with her, not today. Din didn’t care if that was how other Mandalorians handled clan politics. He wasn’t one of Kryze’s  tal’vode. He didn’t have to play games. 
Kryze studied him for a moment, then nodded. 
“Koska, Axe, I’ll catch up with you later,” she said, decisively. “Djarin, let’s take a walk.”
Din, Koska and Woves all hesitated. Woves and Koska exchanged a look between them that was too fast and too familiar for Din to parse all the way.
Kryze, however, caught it. She rolled her eyes and sighed. “It’ll be fine,” she said, gentling her tone some. “Go on. I’ll follow you, Djarin.”
Wary now – Boba’s warning echoing clearly in the back of Din’s head – Din did as he was told, stepping back out into the hall. Kryze did follow, leaving her helmet behind. Din supposed that was a good sign. If she’d intended to fight, she would have armored up all the way. 
He saw Koska looking at him as Kryze stepped through the door and then the door slid shut behind her, cutting Koska off from view. 
Din looked down at Bo-Katan. 
She met his gaze, steadily, and snorted. “Don’t start,” she said. “Come on. Let’s walk. I’ve been in meetings all day. I could stand to stretch my legs.” 
She set off down the hall, in the opposite direction from the bridge, at a good pace. Din hesitated a moment, but decided to follow. It wasn’t like he could avoid talking to her, after all. 
“War meetings?” Din asked, falling in beside her. Their boots echoed off the walls. 
Kryze snorted again. Some of her intensity had faded. “They’ve felt like it, sometimes,” she said. “But no. There’s no one to fight, not yet.”
“But there will be someone to fight?” 
Din just wanted to know what Kryze was planning. He had the sneaking suspicion that she was going to make him work to figure it out. 
“We’re Mandalorian,” she said. “There’s always someone to fight.” 
Din made a considering noise.  She has me there, he thought. Boba’s accounting of Mandalore’s history had been full of conflicts. The warriors in his stories had lurched from one war to the next. 
“Let’s call them diplomatic meetings,” Kryze said. “What about you? You’ve seen action.” She flicked a hand at his armor, gesturing at its fresh burns and scrapes. 
“The same action that you saw from up here,” Din said, dryly. He left out the rest of it – the hunting Din had done for Boba, the scuffles he’d gotten into, the bombing on the road to Mos Eisley. 
“You said it was Hutts?”
Din nodded. 
Kryze shook her head. “Fett’s bitten off more than he can swallow, there,” she said. “Koska’s told me what she’s heard from Hutt space. I wouldn’t tangle with the Hutts unless I had to. Not even with one as unpopular as Gorga.” 
“That’s Fett’s business,” said Din, stony. 
That made Kryze look up at him, her eyes considering. There was no way Koska could have told her what Din had said about Boba in the hall, but Din tensed anyway. “And you’ll keep his business to yourself, will you?” 
“Unless he asks me to share it,” said Din. He met her gaze through his visor. “Same as I’d do for you, if you had business you wanted to keep between us.” 
“That part of your Creed?” Kryze asked. Her tone was deceptively light. 
Din scowled. “Yes,” he said. It wasn’t part of  the Creed, which only expected a warrior to keep their word, but Din had no interest in being plied for secrets. 
Kryze’s expression shifted. “Alright, then,” she said. “I won’t ask. As long as you don’t expect a repeat performance – I didn’t come here to take shots at a Hutt boss.” 
“What did you come here for, then?” Din asked. He didn’t put too much of a challenge in his tone, but he did put a bit of a bite there. 
 I am not one of your soldiers,  he wanted to say.  I am not a  verd’ika  you can order around.  
Din had sworn to her Quest and he intended to keep that promise, but that didn’t mean he was going to blindly follow Bo-Katan around the galaxy, doing whatever she wanted. She knew that, too. 
If Kryze was irritated by Din’s forthrightness, she only showed it as the barest sneer, one corner of her lip twitching upward for a second before smoothing away. 
“I’ve got a proposition for you,” Kryze said. 
“I’m listening,” Din replied. 
She huffed a little and looked away, down the long white hallway. 
Din couldn’t imagine living in a place like this full-time. The  Razor Crest  had been utilitarian, but it hadn’t been like  this, featureless and monotonous and almost threatening in its blankness. 
Din’s covert had always tried to decorate, a little, when they’d moved into a new hideout. They’d put the mythosaur sigil up above the forge-room and they’d gathered scraps of cloth to make curtains or quilts. A portion of the clink Din’d brought in – an admittedly tiny portion, but as much as the tribe had been able to spare – had gone to paints and trinkets for the foundlings, so each one could mark out a space in the bunkroom as  theirs.  
If Kryze had decorated any part of the light cruiser, had done anything inside it to shake off the stark white lines favored by the Empire, she wasn’t showing Din any of it. 
“I have called,” Kryze finally said, as they reached the end of one blank hallway and turned down another, “a gathering.” 
Din raised his eyebrows. “Of?” he said, even though he already knew the answer. 
“Of Mandalorians,” said Kryze. 
Din went quiet. 
“Not just the clans who were my allies, back on Mandalore,” she continued. “I’ve sent the message out to anyone I could still find. That’s what Koska and Axe have been doing.”
“Searching for other Mandalorians?”
Kryze nodded. “We called ourselves the Mandalorian Resistance, before the Empire won,” she said. “I had six clans under mine. But that wasn’t all there was to Mandalore. There were others. The Protectors, the Loyalists, the Neutral Mandalorians.” Her voice dropped lower. “Death Watch.” Her voice dropped lower again. “The Children of the Watch.” 
“You’ve… talked to the Children of the Watch?” Din asked, before he could stop himself. “Who did you talk to? Where?” 
He couldn’t help it. The urge to  know – to find out if anyone else from Nevarro had survived, if the  alor had made it out, if Annika was okay, if she’d gotten any more of the kids away to safety – was sharp and overwhelming. 
Kryze flicked a gaze at him, then away. 
“Not directly,” she admitted. “I sent word with – with a friend of mine who has ties to your people. That’s part of the reason why I came to find you. Do  you have any way of contacting more of the Children?” 
Din’s thoughts jumped immediately to Paz and the  verd’ike.  Paz had said that he didn’t know where anyone else in their own tribe had gone, after Nevarro, but Strill and Jaig might have a way to contact their own covert, and if their  alor spread the news through the others – 
“I… might,” Din said, slowly, cautiously. “Why? What are you trying to do?” 
Kryze spread her hands. “I’m trying to gather us,” she said. “All of us.” 
Din blinked. “All Mandalorians?” 
That didn’t sound like anything he would have ever thought Kryze would say. She’d been  Death Watch – Boba’d told Din that Death Watch had had a very narrow idea of what a Mandalorian was, and that they were happy to attack anyone who didn’t fit into that narrow view. 
 I should know,  Din thought bitterly.  I was Death Watch too.  
“All who will come,” Kryze allowed. “Not everyone who’s left will.” 
“How many of – how many  are left?” Din asked, unable to include himself in that number. “A few thousand?” 
“Less,” said Kryze. “Six, seven hundred, maybe. Who still wear armor, anyway. There are – the Neutral Mandalorians didn’t wear beskar,” she said. “And there were more who hid their armor, who gave it up, when the Purges started.”
A hundred words jostled for space inside Din’s mouth. 
 Then they’re not Mandalorians, if they gave up their armor, an old part of him wanted to say. 
 But that’s not true, he thought. If giving up one’s beskar had been the only way to survive – if it had been the only way to protect the clan’s children –
Din’s head hurt. His side hurt too. 

   I don’t want to be here.  

Kryze was watching Din with her keen, cunning eyes. 
 Probably trying to see if I’ll deny it,  he thought, bitterness thick in his mouth.  If I’ll say that these others – the ones who gave up their armor rather than stand and fight – aren’t real Mandalorians.  
Din held his tongue long enough for the urge to say what he had always been taught to pass. “So what do you want from me?” Din finally got out, when he could speak again without showing too much of himself to her.
The corner of Kryze’s mouth turned up again, and this time it was in triumph. 
“Two things,” Kryze said, holding up two fingers. She dropped one. “One, I’d like you to put the word out among your own people, if you’re able. Do you know how many of you there are?” 
“A few hundred,” Din said. He sifted through his memories. Coverts never grew larger than thirty or forty – it was too hard to hide that many, and even harder to feed them – and Din knew there were at least ten separate coverts. Maybe more. Paz would know, and Din had to wonder how he was going to be able to ask Paz. 
“Not bad,” said Kryze. 
“Why do you want them there?” Din asked. “You said – you called us extremists.” 
Kryze shrugged. “Even a Mandalorian extremist is a Mandalorian,” she said. “There aren’t enough of us left for me to care about politics. All I care about is – well,” she said. She brought her second finger up again. 
“Second,” she said, “I want you to be there too.” 
“At the gathering?” 
Kryze nodded. 
“Why?” 
She just looked at him for a moment. “Because I am going,” she finally said. “And Woves, and Reeves, and all of my people. Aren’t you sworn to the same Quest?” 
Din gritted his teeth. 
“Yes,” he said. 
“So I want you to be there.” 
She wasn’t telling Din the truth. Or she wasn’t telling him the entire truth – it was difficult to read her. She was calm and steady, her face as smooth as a beskar helmet. Not even her eyes gave anything away. 
“My people won’t – our Creed,” Din said, “is rigid. They won’t see you as Mandalorian, even if you see them.” 
“Let me worry about that,” said Kryze, eyes glinting. “Just get them there, and yourself. We’re meeting on Krownest. Countess Ursa has agreed to host a summit.” 
“Ursa Wren?”
Kryze nodded. “Her son is here, on this ship,” she said. “Her heir would be too, if she hadn’t left for the Unknown Regions. Good fighters, the Wrens. You’d like them.” 
“The Unknown – ” Din stopped, shook his head to clear it. He didn’t care what Ursa Wren’s heir was doing off in the Unknown Regions. “Krownest,” he repeated. “When?” 
“In a month,” said Kryze. She was watching Din again. “Will you come? Can I count on you?”
“I – yes,” Din said. He didn’t understand what Kryze thought a summit would do. Din’s people, the coverts, they wouldn’t go – they wouldn’t recognize Kryze or anyone like her as Mandalorian enough to bother with. But Kryze was right. Din had sworn himself to her Quest. If this was what Kryze wanted – “Yes, I’ll go.”
“Good,” said Kryze, pleased. “That will help.” 
“Help what?” 
She gave him a sly, sharp smile.
“Moff Gideon,” she said, changing the subject, “spent a lot of time on Mandalore. He headed the Eye-Ess-Bee division there for years, did you know?” 
“Not… exactly,” Din said, warily. “I knew he was Eye-Ess-Bee and that he’d been involved in the Purges, but…” 
Kryze chuckled, a black sound. “Involved?” she said. “He engineered them. Everything that was done to us was done on his orders. He’d studied us, you see. Spent years hunting down odds and ends, information about us, our culture. He thought he  was Mandalorian, by the end.” 
The hair on the back of Din’s neck lifted. “He wasn’t,” he said, fury rising to sting the back of his mouth again. “He – no Mandalorian would hurt a child.” 
“No true Mandalorian,” Kryze agreed. Something – regret, Din thought, though it was gone too quickly for him to parse it – flickered across her face. “He called this ship the  Runi. You know what that means?” 
Since she’d asked him directly, Din could only shake his head. 
“It’s an old word,” she said. “Only the poets use it, these days, and there aren’t many of those left. It means the  Soul. It’s – an insult. He was given this ship,” she explained, mouth twisting, “as a reward for firing on Sundari.”
“Oh,” Din said. He couldn’t think of anything else to add. 
Kryze lifted her chin. “We’ve renamed it,” she said. “We call it the  Gra’tua. ” 
Din’s heart sank. He  did know that word. Boba’d said it before. 
“The  Vengeance,” Din said. 
Kryze inclined her head. 
“You’re gathering Mandalorians to – what?” Din said. “Take revenge on Gideon? He’s already dealt with. The New Republic has him. Cara said they’d put him on trial and, based on his service to the Empire, put him to death.” 
“Gideon wasn’t the only one who watched my planet burn,” said Kryze. “Who ordered the death of my people. There’s still vengeance to take. For  all of us,” she said. 
The intensity that hung about her like gravity was back. The conviction. Din could almost taste it, like forge-iron hanging heavy in the air. Hot metal, fresh blood. His heart picked up despite itself. 
“Your people were hunted the same as mine,” Kryze said. “The Empire didn’t care that your Creed was different – they didn’t care if a Mandalorian was a Protector or Death Watch or neutral.”
“You think that’s enough to bring all of these different tribes together?” Din asked, skeptical. “The clans, the factions?”
Din couldn’t imagine his  alor agreeing to tolerate other Mandalorians, no matter what she was promised. He couldn’t imagine Boba agreeing to work with Death Watch. 
But Kryze just shrugged. “I think it’s an argument worth making,” she said. “It’s worked already, some – ten years ago you wouldn’t have seen a Kast or a Saxon on a Kryze ship.” 
“Four Mandalorians agreeing to follow you – and one of those as a  hostage, ” Din added, tone sharp, “doesn’t make an army.” 
“I’ve got five who’ve signed on since you left, actually,” Kryze said. “My nephew’s running around here somewhere. My sister’s son,” she added. “Who was raised to be a pacifist. Who saw his planet burn too, just like the rest of us. Don’t underestimate vengeance as a motivator, Djarin. What would you have done, if Gideon had killed your son?” 
“Killed him,” Din admitted. Even the thought made rage curl up hot from underneath his ribs. “Slowly.” 
Kryze inclined her head. “See?” she said. “Vengeance motivates. Vengeance motivates Mandalorians more than most. I think a gathering’s worth a shot, anyway. And I want you there.”
“I’ll – I’ll be there,” Din said, shaking his head. “But why – ”
“I’ll tell you,” she interrupted, before Din could get the question all the way out, “at the summit. I’ll tell everyone. Alright?” 
Kryze phrased it like a question, but it was an order. Din reluctantly backed off. His neck prickled again. He wondered what she wasn’t telling him. 
“Good,” said Kryze, taking Din’s silence, correctly, as submission. 
 At least for now, Din thought. His thoughts were still whirling. 
He didn’t want to be here any more. He wanted to be back at the palace. He didn’t want to be involved in this any more. Din had no vengeance left to take against the Empire. 
 The Empire destroyed the covert,  he thought.  It killed my brothers and sisters. But –  
But Din wasn’t supposed to think of himself as part of the tribe any more. He didn’t have any vode. He’d lost his right to take revenge when he’d shown his face on Morak. 

   But I swore I’d help Kryze.  

“Are you staying with us?” Kryze asked abruptly, drawing Din out of his thoughts. 
He blinked. “Right now?”
She nodded. 
“No,” Din said. “There was – there’s work to be done, on Tatooine. I’ll meet you on Krownest. Or I’ll rendezvous with you somewhere before. I need to get back.” 
Kryze, to her credit, didn’t argue. She didn’t have to – she’d gotten what she wanted, even if Din didn’t fully understand what exactly that  was. She just nodded. “You need anything before you head back?” 
“Your med droid, if you can spare it,” Din said. “We have – we have wounded.” 
“I only have one med droid,” Kryze observed. 
Din gritted his teeth again. “Fett,” he said, deciding as he spoke that Kryze probably wouldn’t react well to Boba’s  other name – the King of Tatooine – and that, as Din had gotten through most of a conversation with her without her insulting Boba, Din didn’t want to push her any father, “is willing to negotiate for it.” 
Kryze studied him. 
“That bad, huh?” 
Din said nothing. 
“As interested as I am in whatever Boba Fett might offer me,” Kryze finally said, waving a dismissive hand, “it’s yours. Take it. We have trained medics aboard now.”
“Thank you,” said Din, still wary. He was pretty sure that he was being bribed, but if it meant that he’d get to take the med droid – 
Kryze just inclined her head and rounded another corner. 
They’d gone in a large circle – well, a square – and were almost back to the war room. Din only knew that because Woves and Koska were in the hallway together, heads bent, talking quietly. Woves’ hand was on Koska’s hip. 
 Oh, Din thought, filing that information away. He hadn’t realized. 
They both looked up when Kryze brought Din down the hall. Woves had better control over his face than Koska – he only nodded at Kryze, while Koska’s face opened up, relieved. 
“There,” Kryze said, smiling a little. “He’s in one piece, like I said.” 
“Well?” Woves asked. He looked between Din and Kryze, expression expectant. 
“Djarin’ll meet us on Krownest in a month’s time,” Kryze said. 
Woves nodded again. Koska grinned. 
“Great!” she said. “Anyway, Bo, Axe and I were talking, and – ”
Kryze held up a hand. “Tell me later,” she advised. She tilted her head at Din. “He’s got to get back planetside. There are wounded, on Tatooine. He’s going to take the med droid.” 
“Oh.” Some of Koska’s good humor faded, replaced by a serious and competent warrior. “You remember where the med bay is, Djarin?” 
“I could use a refresher,” Din admitted. 
Koska nodded. “I’ll take you, then,” she said. 
Din said his goodbyes to Kryze and Woves both – a companionable nod at Woves, who didn’t seem to feel the need to talk much, and a more formal “Ret’urcye mhi” at Kryze, once Din had figured out what she was saying through a thick accent – and let Koska guide him to the med bay. 
She didn’t even hound him with too many questions, which Din appreciated. Her concern had tilted over to the wounded on Tatooine – and to Din, once she realized that Din had taken a few hits during the raid too. 
The med droid, T-6, was the same one that had treated Din after his fight with the darktrooper. It was about as thrilled to see Din as Din was to see it, but it took orders from Koska well enough and within a few minutes, Din had the droid deactivated and charging in the  Fly’s  cargo bay, lifting a hand to Koska through the viewport as he nosed the  Fly up and out of the light cruiser. 
 The Gra’tua, he thought, head still spinning. Koska hadn’t paraded him in front of the other Mandalorians again, which Din appreciated. He was exhausted and he’d spent less than an hour on the light cruiser. 
 This summit Kryze is organizing,  he thought,  will be… interesting.  
Din would have to tell Paz about it. He’d have to – Din didn’t think that Paz or anyone who followed the Creed would care what Kryze had to say, would be swayed by her idea of vengeance, but they still deserved the chance to be heard. 
If Kryze was convening a meeting of all the Mandalorians she could find –
 My people are Mandalorians too,  he thought.  They think they’re the  only  Mandalorians, but –
 But maybe if they met others,  he thought,  they’d think differently.  
Din hadn’t met a Mandalorian outside of his covert until he’d met Kryze on Trask. He’d been his covert’s  beroya,  the only one to leave, to have a chance to meet others – if he hadn’t met another Mandalorian until  after he’d lost the covert on Nevarro, he knew that none of the others had ever met a Mandalorian with a different Way either. 
 They deserve the chance too,  he thought.  To – decide who they want to be, same as the rest of the Mandalorians.  

   ...My head hurts.  

Din aimed for the red dust of Tatooine and put the  Fly on autopilot again, pushing his helmet back against his forehead. It dug reassuringly into the bridge of his nose. 
He supposed that he could boot up T-6 and have it check Din over – Din’s hasty patch job with the bacta wasn’t going to last forever, after all, and he knew that if Boba saw it, he’d be upset – but the effort compared to the trip wasn’t worth it. 
Din pushed his confusion away, exhaustion throbbing behind his teeth, and focused on making it back to the palace without wrecking the  Fly.  
He did manage it, bringing the  Fly down through Tatooine’s atmosphere, towards the palace as it grew and grew in the viewport. 
The palace was still standing, which was good. Gorga hadn’t managed to bomb it into orbit while Din had been gone. The scraps of the two hunter-killers were still lying in the sand but the fires had been put out. No one shot Din down as he made his approach and he landed in his usual spot, booting up T-6 and instructing the droid, curtly, to follow him.  
The Nuxan had finally been relieved of duty. Kasyyk was guarding the landing pad, and when Din saw him whole and alive his heart loosened a little. He hadn’t even realized that he’d been worried about Kasyyk. Din was glad that the big Wookiee was okay. 
He said as much, too, letting Kasyyk call out to him and pull him into a rough hug. Din winced when Kasyyk jarred his sore side, but didn’t protest. 
“You alright?” Din asked, when Kasyyk had finally let him up for air. “I brought a med droid.”
“I’m fine,”  Kasyyk assured Din, eyeing the droid mistrustfully. “Where’d you find a droid?” 
“Borrowed it from a friend,” Din said. He liked Koska well enough to call her his friend, even though the droid was technically Kryze's. “You’re sure you’re alright?” 
Kasyyk nodded. “Noora’s watching the throne room,”  he said. “The worst-hurt are in there.” 
“That’s where we’ll go, then,” said Din. “If you change your mind, come find me. Tee-Six here’s on loan indefinitely.” 
“At your service,” T-6 chirped obligingly. 
Din found the throne room, passing half a dozen other palace guards as he did so. Everyone was signed or hastily patched up, bacta patches slapped over split eyebrows or broken noses, but no one that Din passed looked like they were in danger of dying. 
He found the throne room under Noora’s watchful eye, like Kasyyk had said he would. T-6 immediately found someone in need of care – Theran, who was still alive but nursing a large, black burn across one shoulder. 
Din left the droid to it and went over to Noora, peeling his helmet off as he did so. 
She smiled to see him, though the smile was strained and watery. Her blue skin was darkened under one cheek by a nasty bruise, and one of her lekku was burned at the tip, but other than that she looked alright. One of her massive blasters was propped up against the bar, and she’d been sorting medical supplies when Din approached. 
“Din,” she said, sounding relieved. “You’re okay.” 
“I’m alright,” Din assured her. He looked around. Most of the dead raiders had been dragged out of the throne room. Din didn’t know where they’d gone, but he was glad that he didn’t have to see them. “How bad is it for everyone else?” 
“We lost three,” she said. “And Fennec’s gonna be down for a few days – Ushib’s with her,” she added, catching sight of Din’s startled expression. Fennec had always been – untouchable. Even when she’d been freshly injured she’d seemed implacable. “But I’m okay, and the boss’s okay, and – ”
“And it’s going to be okay,” Din finished, gently. He wasn't very good at offering comfort, but he could at least reassure Noora for today. “We – Gorga lost. This time, at least. We survived. It’s going to be alright.” 
Noora gave Din another watery smile. “Yeah,” she said, though she didn’t sound convinced. “I know.” 
Din helped her finish sorting out piles of bacta, then went around the room with her, helping T-6, who Noora was delighted to see, triage the most badly-injured. Theran was probably going to need cybernetics in his shoulder and another human guard named Keeto had lost an eye, but most everyone else had only a few blaster burns or broken bones. 
Noora filled Din in on what he'd missed. While Din had been on the  Gra’tua, Boba had taken those who could still stand and gone through the palace room by room. They’d caught and killed a few more of Gorga’s – apparently only one attacker, the Rodian Din had stunned early on in the fight, had been allowed to live. The Rodian was currently in the bottom of Jabba’s dungeons, waiting for Boba’s less-than-pleased attention. 
Din had winced at that. The Rodian would not, Din thought, leave the palace alive. 
Ushib had taken the worst-off down to what served as the palace’s infirmary, including Fennec. Fennec had, apparently, protested quite a bit, until she’d tried to prove that she was fine and had fallen on her face. Then she’d conceded to visit the infirmary. 
“Your people are okay too,” Noora said, as she and Din finished distributing bacta patches. “The boss said he’d check on them before he went upstairs to call in some favors.” 
“Some favors?” Din asked, trying to hide his naked relief at the news that Jaig and the others were okay. He would have to move them sooner rather than later. Din would need to make a trip out to Mos Pelgo soon. 
Noora nodded, her unburned lekku twitching. “He wouldn’t say who with,” she said. “But that’s where he went, after he made sure the palace was secure.” 
Din nodded, slowly. “Alright,” he said. “Then – when we’re done here – ”
“You can go see him now, sweetheart,” Noora said, gently. “You don’t have to stay down here with me.”
“I’m helping,” Din protested. 
Noora smiled at him. “Me and Tee-Six can manage from here, right, Tee?” she asked. Despite the fact that Noora had never met Moff Gideon’s former medical droid, T-6 had taken a shine to her immediately, because Noora took T-6 seriously. 
“We can manage quite well, Master Mandalorian,” T-6 chirped, bent over a male Twi’Lek who’d lost the top of one of his ears to a blaster bolt. “If you’re sure you don’t require medical attention?” 
“I’m – ” Din started. 
Noora caught his gaze and held it. 
Din sighed. 
“I could use some medical attention,” he muttered, irritably.
Fifteen minutes later, his ears still ringing with Noora and T-6’s admonitions – neither had been particularly impressed with the hole in Din’s side, or his patch job – Din was slotting his armor back into place, wound glued and slathered with fresh bacta, on his way up to Boba’s tower. 
He’d wanted to go see Fennec, but Noora’d told him that Ushib was not the sort to let visitors into her infirmary. T-6 would go down once he’d finished with the injured in the throne room and offer his services. 
Din climbed into the first lift, crossed the hall at the top and then into the second lift. 
He didn’t bother stopping at his rooms. He just wanted to see Boba. Nothing was going to happen, Din knew – they might have talked tonight, might have set new rules, explored something different, if Gorga hadn’t attacked, but he had. Din just wanted to check in, to make sure that Boba was alright, and then he wanted to sleep for a year or two. 
The lift opened into Boba’s rooms with its usual soft chime, and Din found Boba stripped of his armor, flipping through one of his datapads with a faint frown creasing his forehead. He looked up when Din came in and his shoulders visibly dropped. 
“Din,” he said, voice warm. “Survived the krayt dragon, did you?” 
Din snorted. “She wasn’t that bad,” he said. “Are you alright?” He stepped fully into the room and looked Boba up and down, searching for any injuries.
“I’m fine,” said Boba, gruffly. “This wasn’t my worst day. Are  you alright?” 
“I’m – mending,” Din said, debating whether or not he should try and hide the hole in his side from Boba. 
Boba’s eyebrows went up. 
“I said mending,” Din emphasized, smiling despite himself. “Been checked out by the med droid and everything. I got the all clear.” 
“Show me,” Boba demanded. 
Din sighed. 
That was how he found himself mostly naked, stripped down to just a loose pair of pants, while Boba inspected Din’s various scrapes, bruises and the glued-over wound in his side. 
 I was right,  Din thought, as Boba made a variety of disgruntled noises and examined the edges of the injury very carefully.  He’s not happy.  
Boba looked alright, though. He’d shed his shirt too, at Din’s insistence – Din was tired of being the only one to take his clothes off in Boba’s rooms – and let Din check him over. 
He had his share of bruises too, but Din didn’t think Boba had ever lost his feet. The worst was a fist-shaped bruise at the edge of Boba’s right side. He’d taken a punch at the very edge of his beskar, and purple knuckles were stamped dark and ugly into his skin. 
“The Devaronian?” Din asked, reaching out to trace the edge of the bruise.
“Think so,” Boba said, finally pulling away. He didn’t look happy, but he couldn’t really complain about T-6’s work. “He was a big bastard – you did for him, didn’t you?” 
Din nodded. He tilted his head in the direction of his heap of armor and clothes, were the darksaber was lost somewhere underneath Din’s cuirass. “He’s dead,” Din assured Boba. 
Boba grunted. “Good. He do this?” 
He reached up and traced the red marks on Din’s throat. Din shivered at the touch. He couldn’t help it – his body had come to expect pain when Boba touched it, and comfort, and pleasure. Din wanted all three. He let Boba explore. 
 At least he doesn’t want to talk about what happened on the light cruiser with Bo-Katan, Din thought wryly. He would tell Boba what had happened – Kryze hadn’t asked Din not to tell Boba, after all, and had in fact told Din to pass the news of the clan summit to his people – but he thought that it could wait until morning. Din would much rather do this. 
“He did,” Din confirmed. 
Boba made a rough noise in the back of his throat, half a growl. “It’s a good thing you killed him, then,” said Boba. “Because I would have made him suffer.” 
Din reached up and caught Boba’s hand in one of his own. “I’m fine,” Din promised. “Really. Like I said, Tee Six checked me out. I’m fine.” 
Boba pulled his fingers away from Din’s bruised throat and brushed a thumb down the edge of the flexi-wrap covering Din’s side. “This does,” he said, tone softening into something almost wistful, “put a bit of a damper on my plans.”
Din’s heart skipped. “Plans?” he said, carefully. 
“Yeah,” said Boba, one corner of his mouth turned up. “Before a bomb went off in my throne room. I did have plans for tonight.” 
“What kind of plans?” Din asked, before he could stop himself. Boba  wanted him to ask – Din could see it in the amused glitter in Boba’s eyes. “You had – you had a few ideas?”
Boba studied Din for a minute. Din let him – there was no point in hiding from Boba. His heartbeat steadied. 
They weren’t going to do anything strenuous. Din  knew that. He knew that they were both tired, and he knew that Boba wouldn’t want to lay bruises into Din while Din was injured like this. 
 I should have stabbed that Devaronian a second time, he thought, disgruntled. It wouldn’t have done anything to the Devaronian – he’d already been dead with Din had activated the darksaber and the blade had gone through his chest – but it would have made Din feel better. 
Boba straightened and left Din sitting in his usual stool, chillbumps rising on his skin. The breeze coming in off the desert was sweet and cool. Anticipation made Din’s breath catch in his chest. 
Boba vanished around the pillar supporting his ceiling. Din heard him rummaging around. It sounded like Boba’d tugged one of his crates out from underneath his bed. Din’s heartbeat picked up again. 
Boba returned a moment later and Din tried not to look too eager, though he was sure that Boba could read his expression anyway. 
Boba had something in his hands. Din couldn’t really see what it was, so he knew it wasn’t one of the floggers or one of Boba’s larger toys. 
“Give me your hands,” Boba said. 
Din obliged, holding his hands out, palms up, for Boba. 
Boba smiled. “You asked me a question,” he said. “What was it?” 
Din swallowed. “I asked,” he said, his voice hoarse, “if you’d had an idea for how you wanted to spend the night.” 
“Yeah,” Boba said. He laid a long, pale strip of wyyyschokk silk across Din’s offered hands. The texture was smooth and deceptively soft. Din shivered. “I did have a few ideas.” 
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    Chapter notes:
-Koska Reeves: "I don't know whether to die of embarrassment or to share all of this gossip with my husband IMMEDIATELY."
-Din accidentally claiming Boba as his spouse has been in the outline for this fic since January 2021. I am thrilled to have gotten here.
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Tristan Wren exists in canon and is Sabine’s younger brother. Torryg Saxon, Enna Kast and Mira Antilles are non-canon, though Kast and Saxon are canonical Mandalorian families. Antilles is a canon name of Alderaani origin; I like to think that Mandalore kind of opens its arms to angry refugees of all stripes and origins, as long as those angry refugees are willing to fight. I do have little intricate headcanons about Torryg, Enna and Mira, because this is me and I can’t help it, but they’re really not relevant to the plot, they’re just here to flesh out Bo-Katan’s side of the Mandalorian political spectrum.
-A note about Mandalorians that bears, I think, thinking about: they’re not exactly nice. Not even Din is that nice -- Din is kind, but kind =/= nice, not always. The way Mandalorians live their lives -- on the edge of such extremes of ideology, with such an emphasis on glory through battle and a strong warrior culture -- doesn’t leave much room for nice. Professional soldiery is very rarely nice.
But this doesn’t mean that Mandalorians aren’t good people. Some of them aren’t -- and we've talked about several -- but, I think, most of them try to be.
I think Bo-Katan tries to be.
It can be hard to be a good person when you’re also viciously ambitious -- the urge to sweep aside everyone in your way is strong -- but that doesn’t mean that Bo-Katan hasn’t recognized that she’s made mistakes in the past, or that she isn’t trying to do better. I’m trying to be nuanced and generous, here. Trying to give Bo the benefit of the doubt.  I think the fact that she didn’t immediately trash Din’s shit on the cruiser after Gideon means that she probably won’t go for him, at least openly, until she can do so in a way that doesn’t look sketchy as hell to everyone else.
-Why yes I am #KorkieKenobi truther. It’s fine.
-There is some significant disconnect between the Mandalore of canon and the Mandalore of the EU/Legends -- in the EU, Keldabe is the capital of Mandalore and the planet itself isn’t exactly a barren wasteland. It has variable biomes, including deserts, forests, plains and oceans, and its cities aren’t sealed domes. There are barren places, just like there are barren places here on Earth, but it's not all a Mad Max-eqsue hellscape.
The parts of Mandalore we see in canon are a hellscape. Granted, this could just be because the NM capital (Sundari) is located in a particularly barren place, and the NM government doesn’t have much by way of diplomatic ties to less-barren places (in the EU, Mandalore’s northern hemisphere, which is depicted kind of as a wild, feudal frontierland. Since this is where legendary stone-cold bastards like Walon Vau and Kal Skirata live, I can see the argument that more self-sufficient, frontier-type Mandalorians would have no interest in trading their food and goods with the NMs to the south.)
However, since we do know in the body of canon that Mandalore was destroyed - this HAS to be timeline-wise at most a yearish before the Battle of Yavin, approximately ten years before the first season of The Mandalorian, because Sabine is on Mandalore, where Bo-Katan is trying to displace the Empire), we can assume now that Mandalore is uninhabitable. The Empire had no problems destroying systems even before the Death Star was operational, though they mostly confined their planet-destroying to Outer Rim systems to preserve the status quo.) So, for the purposes of this fic, please assume that Mandalore’s been a bit barren and wasteland-like for a while, but there were pockets where the natural ecology persisted (forests, plainsland, etc) up until the point the Empire went “nah, this planet’s more trouble than it’s worth” and glassed it.
-If you’re wondering about ages: Din is in his late thirties. Boba’s in his mid-forties. Bo-Katan is somewhere in her early- to mid-fifties (and SPRY).
-And, lastly, an interesting idea and argument for Din being the mand’alor: he has no stake whatsoever in a lot of these old clan feuds. All of the hereditary enemies a feudal system builds up over the years? It’s all a cin vhetin to him. He’s got no idea.
Thank you for coming to my Mandalorian socio-ecological TED talk.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which Din Djarin wrestles with the mortifying ordeal of being known, and Boba Fett wrestles with something else entirely.



    Chapter Notes

      This chapter is so long because I wanted the sexy parts to be at least equal in length to the talking parts. I didn't quite manage to make it 50/50, but like, we're at... 60/40? 65/35? Not a bad ratio, in my opinion. You are welcome.
We do get back to the whole BDSM thing this time, so please remember to check the content warnings at the end note if you need to!
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Din stared at the pool of wyyyschokk silk in his hands. His pulse fluttered. For a second Din just held it, frozen. He couldn’t think of anything else. 
“Go on,” Boba encouraged, his voice dark and rich. “Take a minute. Get familiar with it.” 
Din licked his lips, feeling suddenly, unaccountably nervous, and did what he was told. 
Boba hadn’t let Din examine any of his equipment since that first night he’d spread everything out for Din and told Din to explore. Any familiarity Din had gained with Boba’s various tools and toys since then had come through pain. 
 It might still come with pain, Din thought, winding the silk through his fingers and lifting it so he could get a better look. 
He couldn’t think of what else Boba might use wyyyschokk silk for, if not for pain. For control. 
The silk in Din’s hands was fine and well-made, woven together so neatly that it was almost impossible to feel the texture of it. It was nearly weightless, too – it felt like Din had grabbed hold of a ribbon of cool water or a strip of the wind. If he hadn’t been looking at it, it would have felt like Din was holding nothing at all. 
Din rubbed the silk between his forefinger and his thumb. The strip Boba’d given him was about two inches wide and flimsi-thin. If Din didn’t already know what it was, he would’ve laughed. Wyyyschokk silk  looked like nothing. Like decoration. Like it would be easy to rip or cut or tear. 

   But it isn’t.  

Wyyyschokk silk was  strong. Din had seen it hold slyyygs and fully-grown Wookiees. He’d even seen it entangle an AT-ST, though the pilot had blown the wyyyschokk that had come out of its den to investigate into the sky before the giant spider’d been able to do anything. 
Wyyyschokk silk wasn’t as good to hold an enemy as a pair of binders or a carbonite bath, so Din had never bothered to shell out the credits for any, even when he’d lived on Kashyyyk, but it was still plenty strong. The silk looked fine and smooth at first glance, but running his thumb over it let Din feel its texture, the slightest catch in it, so fine it was hard to tell the texture of the silk from the texture of Din’s thumb. 
But it was there, which meant that the wyyyshockk silk wasn’t just strong – it could  hold something too. 
Din’s heart beat faster just thinking about it. About how the silk would feel wrapped around his wrists. His chest. About how Din could fight it and fight it, twisting and snarling like a captured kououra, and only pull it tighter around himself. 
“You’ve got an interesting reaction to that,” Boba observed. 
Din flushed. “What does that mean?” he asked. He tried to school his expression into something less openly hungry, but he knew he didn’t quite manage it. Boba smirked. 
“It means,” Boba said, “that I’ve been watching you,  Djar’ika.” 
Din’s flush deepened. 
He knew that Boba watched him. Boba watched Din all the time. In the throne room, over a meal, out of the corner of his eyes when Din moved around any space that they shared, cleaning his armor or checking his blaster or practicing with the darksaber. 
It usually didn’t bother Din. It didn’t even bother Din  now, not really, it just – heightened Din’s awareness. Made the back of his neck prickle, half-warning. Half something else entirely.
“You’ve never reacted to anything that I’ve shown you,” Boba continued, his eyes glittering, “like you react to that.” He nodded at the strip of silk still clutched in Din’s hand. 
“Well,” Boba said, “except for my cane. You reacted like  this to that, too.” 
Din’s mouth went very dry at the mention of the cane. 
The thing was, Din had hardly thought about the cane at all in the weeks since Boba had first tipped his crate of tools over on the worktable and told Din to explore. Boba’d never brought a cane out – he’d only ever used a flogger or his clamps. The thought of the cane had slipped, quietly, into the back of Din’s mind. 
 But I didn’t forget about it, Din thought. Boba made no move to go and get it, to give it to Din like he’d handed over the wyyyschokk silk, but Din could still feel the cane anyway, a phantom sensation across his fingertips. Sharp and supple, deceptively light. 
 Like the silk, Din thought. A cane laid next to a flogger – especially laid next to a few of Boba’s nastier floggers, the textured ones with studs and knots and ridges – looked almost harmless. 
But it wasn’t. 
Din had only dim memories of the reeds that had grown in the low fields behind his parents’ village. Their home had been set into the side of a tall hill and from the top Din had felt like he could see the entire galaxy, but he’d really only been able to see to the edges of the low fields, where the river’d run and the reeds had grown thick and tall along its banks. Din’s memories of the games he’d played in those low fields with the other kids in the village were so faded that they were more like impressions than memories. 
High, childish laughter. Games in the reeds – tagging games and hiding games, with Din’s older cousins always playing the part of the hungry uarana. Din remembered how soft the tops of the reeds had been, almost like feathers, thousands of tiny seeds flaking off at the slightest touch. Clouds of seeds in the summertime, dry stalks in the winter. Burrs that stuck to the folds of Din’s clothes. 
 Not all of the reed was soft,  Din remembered. He’d gone home with cut legs and arms and cheeks more than once. The edges of the reeds had sometimes been so sharp that the cuts they’d left had been almost bloodless. The pain left behind had been the stinging kind, faint and easily ignored until it  couldn’t be ignored. 

   Boba’s cane would be like that.  

Soft at first, when Boba traced it across the contour of Din’s flank or the meat of his ass. Then sharp and stinging and bright,  cutting, when Boba struck with all of his strength. 
Din’s lips parted. His breath caught. 
 “Yeah,” Boba rumbled, watching Din intently. “You looked like that. What are you thinking about?” 
Din swallowed. He wasn’t sure what he wanted to say. Wasn’t sure there was anything he  could say – Din didn’t have the words to describe what he was thinking about, the old river-washed memories that had surfaced, the dim impressions of thin, shallow cuts. 
“Djar’ika,” said Boba, patiently. “What are you thinking about?” 
“The cane,” Din admitted. He and Boba hadn’t negotiated any new rules yet, but Din was sure that most of the old – the rules about respect, about honesty – would stay the same. “The – how it would feel if you – if you used it.” 
“Used it how?” Boba asked, his tone light and coaxing. His tone was at odds with his expression, which was intense in its raw desire. Din wanted to pull away from that scrutiny, that  knowing,  and he wanted to split himself open before it. He wanted Boba to  see. To know everything about Din that he wanted to know. 
“If you hit me with it,” Din said. He ran his thumb over the wyyyschokk silk again, letting the texture of it root him inside his body. “If you – if you cut me with it.” 
Boba made a deep sound in the back of his throat. Not a groan, but close. It made something in Din’s body answer, swaying towards Boba before Din could catch himself. 
“Is that something you think you’d want?” Boba asked. He hadn’t moved to step closer. 
Din shrugged a little. “I don’t know,” he said, honestly. When Din had cut himself playing in the reeds as a child, he’d just – well, he didn’t remember what exactly he’d done, but he was pretty sure his mother or his father had just smoothed a bit of bacta over the cuts, told Din to be more careful and bundled him back off to play. 
Every time Din had gotten cut since then, it had usually been by accident – Din’d been clumsy, during his growth spurts – or in a fight. A cut was different from a bruise. A bruise could be savored, could be  used. A cut could only heal or fail to heal, and Din had never wanted to risk an infection by leaving a cut untended. 
 But if Boba does it, he’ll take care of it for me,  Din reasoned. Boba’d taken such fastidious care of Din’s bruises – better care of Din’s bruises than Din had preferred, honestly – that Din knew, instinctively, that Boba would never let a cut fester.  He’ll – he probably knows how to give someone a cut – any injury, really – and take care of it so it doesn’t get worse, but it can still be useful.  
Din thought of the razor Boba’d used to shave him in the pool underneath Jabba’s old tower. The way the blade had felt as Boba’d laid it against Din’s cheek. The fine edge of it. 
His pulse picked up. 
“I don’t know,” Din repeated. He met Boba’s eyes. “But I’d be willing to find out.” 
Boba chuckled. “Up for anything,” he said, fondly. “Aren’t you?” 
There wasn’t much of anything Din could say to that. He certainly couldn’t deny it, not with the way his pulse had picked up, with how his cock was beginning to stir, with the tight grip Din still had on the strip of wyyyschokk silk. 
But admitting it – admitting that Din was willing to do just about anything that Boba asked him to do, even if it meant pain – especially if it meant pain – was too difficult. Too honest. The words stuck in Din’s throat. 
Boba saw them anyway. He made a considering sound, then held one big, broad hand out. Din eyed it like it was a hissing anakkona, coiled to strike. 
“Give that here,” said Boba. 
Din curled his fingers over the strip of silk almost reflexively, a faint defiance rising in the back of his mind. He didn’t want Boba to – to take it back and put it away. Din wanted – 
 I don’t know what I want,  he thought.  Or – I do know, but I don’t know if Boba will let me have it.  
The wound underneath Din’s ribs wasn’t  serious, not by Din’s usual standards. None of his scrapes and bruises were serious. But the wound was bad enough that Din had needed bacta for it. Din doubted that Boba would do anything to him until Din had healed up. 
 Gorga the karking Hutt,  thought Din, sourly. He’d been  fine until Gorga’s mercs had crashed through the palace. Din had been whole and unbruised and well-fed, back up to fighting strength. Now – 

   Now it’ll be days before Boba hits me again.  

Boba chuckled again. “Give me the silk,  Djar’ika,” Boba said. “We still have a few things to talk about. If you’re good,” he added, eyes bright when Din still hesitated, “I’ll give it back.” 
Boba kept his word. 
“Fine,” Din grumbled, holding the wyyyschokk silk out. Boba took it gently, the silk brushing against Din’s fingers as Boba pulled it free. 
“Impatient,” Boba teased. 
Din rolled his eyes. He tucked his hunger away. Either Boba would give it back – would give Din something to  do with the wyyyschokk silk – or he wouldn’t. It was out of Din’s control, now. 
The thought of  that – of control in Boba’s hands again – made Din’s cock twitch again, made his pulse hammer in his throat. Din swallowed. He wondered if Boba could see that too.  
“So,” Din said, spreading his now-empty hands. “Rules?” 
“You can do better than that,” Boba said, his tone hardening. “Can’t you?”
Din swallowed. 
He knew what Boba wanted. The last time they’d done this – set rules – Din had been on his knees. 
Din had gone to his knees plenty of times by now. He didn’t mind it, usually – Din even liked it, because he didn’t have to  think when he was on his knees. He didn’t have to try and pretend to be someone he wasn’t any more, didn’t have to posture or try to hide what he felt. 
But something about Boba’s tone – Boba’s  expectation – made Din grit his teeth. Din stayed upright, digging his heels in instinctively. 
Boba let him have his moment of defiance. His expression was still and unchanging, set in that familiar dark, fierce expectation. That uncertainty that he’d be obeyed. 
Din wrestled with himself for a few moments more, his instinctive stubbornness pushing against his desire to do what Boba wanted, and then Din slid off his chair a moment later, folding neatly to his knees as Din’s interest in pleasing Boba – in being  good – won out. 
 It usually does win out, Din thought, arranging himself on the floor. 
He was very familiar with this, now. The feeling of the sandstone floor digging into his knees. The desert breeze drifting across the back of his neck. The way every sound and sensation amplified, and the way Din’s whole body lit up with the awareness of where Boba was and what Boba was doing. 
“Better,” said Boba. His voice had roughened. Din shivered. 
Boba walked in a slow, pacing circle around Din, the strip of wyyyschokk silk trailing from his fingers. Din let him, straightening his back, settling his weight evenly across his knees and the balls of his feet. 
Boba paced another circle, orbiting Din like some great, graceful predator, then came to a stop in front of Din, two or three feet away. Din frowned a little at that and resisted the urge to lean towards him, to try and get closer to his warmth, to the shelter of Boba’s body. 
“So,” Din repeated, softer this time. “Rules?”
Boba conceded, some of his intensity fading a little. He didn’t move to get any closer, which was disappointing – last time, he’d been more than happy to negotiate with his hand tangled in Din’s hair. 
 Last time, I hadn’t lied to him,  Din thought wryly, the familiar prickle of guilt tugging at him again. Last time, Boba’d thought that Din was a Mandalorian. He’d  said  that he was past it, now, that Boba wasn’t bothered by Din being  dar’manda, but Din knew that it had to bother Boba at least a little. 

   It definitely bothers him that I didn’t tell him, at least.  

“Rules,” Boba agreed. He wound the strip of silk around four of his fingers absently, studying Din. “I thought we could start with the rules we’ve already agreed to,” he continued. “Then go from there. Good?” 
Din nodded reluctantly. 
“Good,” said Boba. “Can you recite them back for me? The rules we’ve already agreed to?”
Din eyed him. “I can,” he said. He doubted that Boba had forgotten, since most of the rules had been ones that Boba’d come up with in the first place, which meant that Boba wanted Din to – 
 To what?  Din thought.  Prove that I was listening?  
If this was a test, Din was determined to meet it. 
Boba watched Din for another heartbeat, and softened. 
“We don’t have to do this now, you know,” he said. “It’s been – a long day.”
Din snorted. It  had been a long day. He was sore and tired and his head was still whirling from everything he’d learned on the light cruiser. With the effort it had taken to listen to Koska and Bo-Katan, to meet the other Mandalorians. The effort it had taken to pretend to still be one of them. 
 But leaving things like – like this,  Din thought,  unresolved, isn’t going to help me any. If Din and Boba didn’t talk about whatever this was – whatever Boba was willing to let this be – Din knew that he wouldn’t sleep much tonight. 
“I’m – alright,” Din said. He wasn’t  fine, not really, but he was alright. As alright as he could be, given the circumstances. “We can – I can do this now. If you can.” 
Boba raised an eyebrow. “If  I  can?” he said, sounding vaguely incredulous. “I’m not the one who was impaled today,  Djar’ika.” 
“Only a little impaled,” Din stressed. He gripped his knees hard enough that the joints in his fingers creaked for want of something better to do with them. “It’s fine. Tee-Six checked me out. Won’t even leave much of a scar when it’s done healing, he said.” 
Boba snorted. “That’s not exactly a karking endorsement,” he said. 
Din bared his teeth. “If you don’t want to do this,” he said, bristling, “then we don’t have to. If you’re worried about me, or if you’re too tired – you fought today too,” Din said. Boba hadn’t taken the hits that Din and Fennec had taken – by design, since that was the point of having a bunch of guards around, the point of having  tal’vode – but he’d spent the time Din’d been on the light cruiser combing through the palace. Tending to the injured. Trying to figure out what to do next. 
If Boba wanted to wait –
“If you want to wait,” Din continued, fighting to keep his voice even, to keep himself from snapping and snarling like a cornered animal, “then I can wait. I can wait. But just – ”
Din fell silent, feeling mutinous again. He didn’t know why he only seemed to have the two reactions to Boba, like this. Either Din was leaning in, desperate for more, for anything that Boba would give him, or Din was prickling, bristling, putting his hackles up. Both reactions left him unsettled. 
“Just what?” Boba pressed. 
Din blew out a breath. “Just  tell me,” Din said. “Just tell me.” 
Boba’s expression softened a fraction. “I’m alright to keep going,  Djar’ika,” he said. “I’ve had worse days. I’d rather get this conversation out in the open. If we leave it like this, I’m gonna be thinking about it all karking night.” 
“Me too,” Din admitted. 
Boba inclined his head. “Go on, then,” he said. “Give me the rules.” He didn’t ask, this time. Din let that settle him some, and took another deep breath. 
“Fine,” Din said, and gave Boba all of his rules back at once, ticking them off on one hand. “First, to try anything you suggest at least once. Then to – to keep this arrangement separate from everything else.” Din flushed a little at that, the tips of his ears burning. 
 I messed that one up, he thought. Din had carried the way he felt in this room – the way he felt during his sessions with Boba, for lack of a better word to call them – outside of it. He’d brought it to the throne room, imagining himself kneeling at Boba’s feet. To the light cruiser, defending Boba against Koska Reeves. 
Boba didn’t comment, though, so Din made himself keep going.
“Respect,” Din said. “And honesty.” Those were all the rules Boba had given Din. The last rule had been Din’s own, and Din faltered again reciting it back. “And secrecy,” said Din, opening his thumb. 
 Was it only five rules?  Din wondered.  Was that it? Laid end to end like that, one after the other, Boba’s rules didn’t seem like much at all. 
But Boba was nodding, the shape of praise clear in his mouth, so Din hadn’t missed any. 
“Ori’jate,” Boba said, and the praise went through Din like it always did, a warm curl that hooked itself underneath Din’s ribs and drew him closer to Boba, reeled Din in, left him hungry for more. 
 Have I always been like this?  Din wondered.  Or is it just because it’s Boba?  
Din wanted to please Boba. That wasn’t new. He’d wanted to please Boba – to win Boba’s respect, his admiration – almost from the moment he’d stepped into Jabba’s palace and found Boba on its throne. 

   But was I always like this?  

As a new foundling, Din had fought so hard, harder than anyone else in his age group, to prove that he'd been – been worth  it. That Din had been worth the danger that Mandalorian warrior had put himself in, carrying Din up and out of the burning ruins of his village. That Din had been worth the food the covert had put in his mouth, the protection they’d offered him, the care they’d shown. That he'd been worth every piece of sticky  uj cake and every extra minute his teachers had given him after foundling training to help Din catch up to, and then surpass, the other foundlings. 
That it had been worth all of Din’s broken fingers and split knuckles. Worth the tears he’d cried to himself at night, huddled away from the other foundlings, missing his parents and his village and his world so badly it had felt like a wound that would never close. Worth the beatings he’d taken in spars, worth the beskar Pallas had spent to see Din brought in formally as a foundling, worth moving coverts every few months, worth the fear. 
Din looked down at his other hand, which was still gripping his knee, white-knuckled. 
 I’ve always had something to prove, he thought. 
He looked up at Boba. 

   But this is different. It’s different.  

This –this closeness, the way Din wanted  more –went past just wanting Boba’s respect. Went past wanting to prove that Din was worth Boba’s time. 

   I want –  

Din wasn’t sure what he wanted. The words for it escaped him. He shook his head a little in wordless frustration. 
Boba made a deep, soothing sound low in his throat, almost a croon, and Din swayed towards Boba again without consciously deciding to do so. 
Boba took pity on Din then, stepped closer and closed the distance between them, tangling a hand in Din’s hair. He let Din press his forehead into Boba’s thigh. The solidity of his body was a welcome relief. 
“Udesii,” Boba murmured, scratching Din’s scalp lightly. The edges of the wyyyschokk silk brushed the back of Din’s neck, tickled over his bare shoulders. Din twitched, but didn’t pull away. “Udesii,” Boba repeated. “I know you don’t like to talk about this.” 
“You don’t like to talk about it either,” Din muttered. 
Boba chuckled. “It’s not my favorite thing in the galaxy, no,” he said. “But it’s important. You know it’s important, right?”
Reluctantly, Din nodded. 
“Why?”
“So… so no one gets hurt in a way they didn’t mean to get hurt,” Din said. He was immediately rewarded with strong fingers curling in his hair and tugging  hard. Pain flared up, bright as stars. His head snapped up, drawn back to meet Boba’s gaze. Boba stared down at Din with open hunger black and warm in his eyes. 
“Ori’jate,” Boba rumbled, and Din couldn’t hide his whole body shiver, not like this, couldn’t hide the way the words affected him. How much he wanted them. 
Boba’s grip softened again, the pads of his fingers working to smooth over the sparks of pain he’d caused just a second before, and the contrast in sensations left Din dizzy. 
“The rules are protection,” Boba said, his tone gentling alongside his touch. “For you and for me. It puts us both on the same footing. You remember what I told you?”
Din reached back for that first conservation.  No,  Din thought,  not a conversation. A negotiation.  
“Sometimes things get intense, even for me,” Boba had said. “My partner will want to go places that I can’t go, or won’t go.” 
They’d been talking about  gev  at the time. Boba’d told Din that Din could use  gev  to stop whatever Boba was doing, and he’d said that he could use  gev too. 
“The word protects us both,” he’d said. 
The rules – these rules – were like that. They weren’t just for Din’s benefit, but for Boba’s too. 
 Because it would hurt him,  Din realized.  To hurt me in a way he didn’t intend to hurt me. It would hurt him.  
Boba’d said as much on the  Huntress, flying back from Arkanis. It had hurt Boba to cause Din unintentional pain. 

   A pain I couldn’t get out of. That I couldn't get away from, or choose to stop.   

Din nodded, slowly. He understood. 
“Good,” Boba said. “So you know why we need to talk about this, even if we’d both prefer to stop talking entirely and take the rest of our clothes off?”
Din shivered a little even as he scowled, needled again by Boba’s light humor. “You’re only bringing that up to distract me,” Din grumbled. 
Boba chuckled. “Not  only to distract you,” he said. “I like to see you get flustered, too.”
“Why?”
Boba shrugged. His fingers stopped rubbing soothing little circles into Din’s scalp, and Din couldn’t help but tense in expectation. 
“Because no one else has been able to see you get flustered,” said Boba. “And I’m greedy.”
Din stared up at him, shocked by the admission. 
Boba shrugged a little again. “We did agree on honestly,” he pointed out, tone dry. “Not just that you’d be honest with me, but that I’d be honest too. So I’ll be honest. I’m greedy, and I like having this part of you – any part of you – that no one else has had before.” 
“I – ” Din started, completely disarmed by Boba’s honesty even as that feeling, that preening, hungry thing that craved Boba’s approval – that craved meeting the challenges Boba’d set for Din, that wanted to match Boba step for step and blow for blow – unfurled itself in Din’s belly. 
“Oh,” Din said. 
Boba’s eyes turned up at the corners. “Oh,” he agreed. He went back to his light petting, leaving Din to cautiously relax again. 
“So you remember all the rules we agreed to before,” Boba said. “Are there any you wanna keep? Any you wanna get rid of or change?” 
“I – ” Din started again, his thoughts still spinning. 
It was hard to think like this. Din wanted to hide his face in Boba’s thigh again but wasn’t sure that Boba would let him. Din just wanted – 
 No,  he told himself, sternly.  It doesn’t matter what I want right now. This is important. The rules – the rules aren’t just for me. They’re for Boba too.  
Din took a deep breath and made himself pull his thoughts back into something like an order. Something intelligible. 
“I’d – honesty is one that we should keep,” Din said, pushing past his discomfort. “I – about being  dar’manda, I didn’t – ”
“No,” said Boba firmly, tugging a little on Din’s hair again. Din let him, relieved that Boba’d stepped in to take control again, even if it was just for a moment. “No, Din, I’m not gonna – you have  never owed me honesty in everything that we do,” Boba said. “We agreed to that too – that what we did in this room had nothing to do with the other work for me. That you were allowed to keep your secrets, and me mine. I wish – well. It doesn’t matter what I wish.” 
 Yes, it does, Din thought, guilt twisting in his chest. He searched Boba’s face. 
“You wish that I’d told you,” Din said. 
The corner of Boba’s mouth pulled down. “It would’ve made some things easier,” he admitted. “I’d – I would’ve approached things a little differently, if I’d known.” 
Boba had said that to Din before. 
“How long’s it been since someone’s touched you?” Boba had asked. “Without your armor on?”
 He was surprised when I told him it’d been more than a year,  Din remembered.  He said he would’ve taken a different approach with me, if he’d known.  
“What does that mean?” Din asked, warily. “A different approach?” 
Boba shrugged. “It doesn’t matter now,” he said. 
“Yes, it does,” Din said. “It – it still bothers you,” he tried to explain. “I can  see that it bothers you.” 
Boba grimaced. “It’s not your job to take care of me,  Djar’ika,” he said. “That’s not what this is about.” 
Din scowled again and Boba must have sensed the argument building in the back of Din’s throat, because he sighed, tugged Din’s hair gently again and said, “I would’ve talked more, that’s all. About  grati’e.  Punishment,” he added, when he saw that Din didn’t recognize the word. 
Din’s mouth went dry. “Punishment,” he repeated. “Gra – grati’e.  Like  gra’tua? Vengeance?” 
Boba inclined his head. “In its way,” he said. 
Din licked his lips to wet them. “Why – why would you have talked more about punishment?” 
In their initial negotiation about all of this, Boba’d only mentioned punishment in passing. He’d said that it was sometimes part of arrangements like these, and that Din could earn a punishment by breaking any of the rules they’d agreed to that day. 
“Usually bad manners,” Boba’d said. “Disrespect.”  
Din’s heart sank. 

   Does calling myself a Mandalorian when I’m not – letting Boba call me one when I should have corrected him – count as disrespect?  

It was certainly dishonest. Din hadn’t lied outright, because Boba hadn’t asked Din directly if he was still  mando’ad  or not, but  Din  had known that he was  dar’manda,  and he’d chosen not to say anything. He’d let Boba pay him in beskar. He’d let Boba – and Fennec and Noora and the others – call him  Mando.  
“Hey,” said Boba, tugging Din’s hair again to get his attention back, then tugging harder when Din refused to meet his eyes. “I would’ve done things differently,” Boba said. “But that doesn’t mean that I regret what we’ve already done.” 
“Don’t – ” Din started, upset and not sure why. Off-balance. Seething with guilt. “Don’t – don’t act like it doesn’t  matter.” 
“That you’re  dar’manda?” Boba said, softly. 
Din nodded as best as he could with Boba’s hand still in his hair. 
Boba made Din look him in the eye. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. Din stared at him. “Djarin, I don’t give a  kark  that you’re  dar’manda.” 
Din rocked back on his heels, breath short like he’d been punched in the chest. 
“Of course it matters,” Din managed to say. “How can you – it  has to matter.” 
“Not to me,” said Boba, simply. 
Din just kept staring at him. 
Boba sighed. “I’m not Kryze,” he said. “And I’m not your  alor. I don’t care what Creed you follow or don’t follow. What rules or promises you’ve broken.” 
“How can you – how can you  say  that?” Din asked. He hated the frantic edge to his voice but didn’t know how to hide it. He didn’t  understand. How could Boba say that it didn’t matter? 
Din had broken his Creed. He’d broken it. That was – 
“Din,” said Boba, and the gentleness in his tone was worse than anything he’d ever done to Din in this room, worse than a flogger, worse than a hand around Din’s throat, worse than a razor pressed to the fragile skin of Din’s cheek. That gentleness hurt so badly Din couldn’t even swallow around it. 
He felt the word  gev pressed against the backs of his teeth. 
“Din,” said Boba, terrible and gentle at the same time, “I went back on everything that my father and my father’s father stood for.” 
Din stilled. 
Boba offered him a small, grim smile. “My father went back on  his  word to Jaster Mereel. Broke the Supercommando Codex and the  Resol’nare  too. My father died without – without being able to atone for any of that. I don’t even know if he  wanted to atone for it, but now he can’t. He can't ever atone for it.” 
Boba sighed. “For years,” he continued, “the only code or creed I kept was my own. I worked for Jabba. I worked for Vader.” 
“What’s your point?” Din growled. He wasn't angry – or didn't want to be angry – but Din didn't know how else to respond. He didn’t – he didn’t want to  hear this. This edge of absolution, of forgiveness, buried in Boba’s voice. 
 Don’t forgive me,  Din wanted to shout.  My own brothers and sisters aren’t allowed to forgive me. You can’t. It’s not something that can be forgiven.  
“My point,” Boba said, holding Din’s gaze, “is that you’re a man, and sometimes men kark up.  I’m  a man. My father was a man. Men aren’t the  ka’ra, Din. You broke your Creed. Alright. You don’t wanna call yourself Mandalorian any more – alright. I understand that too.”
 He said that his father walked away from it all. Boba’s father – Jango Fett – had turned his back on Mandalore. He hadn’t wanted to be a Mandalorian at all after what had happened with Death Watch. 
 But Boba loves his father,  Din thought, confused.  If his father was  dar’manda  too, how can he –  
Boba didn’t give Din the time to finish that thought. “No man,” said Boba, quietly, “can tell another man what he is or isn’t. What he believes in, or doesn’t believe in. You say you’re  dar’manda. Alright. I can’t change that. I think your Creed was wrong, but I can’t change how you feel about it. And I’m not going to punish you for it, either.” 
“So what would you have changed?” Din asked, once he’d cycled through half a dozen responses and settled on the only one that wouldn’t end with Din shouting at Boba. His thoughts churned and seethed. 
 How can Boba  say  something like that?  Din wondered.  How can it not matter to him? I’m  dar’manda.  I can’t be trusted. I can’t be trusted. But Boba –
“I would’ve told you from the start exactly what I would and wouldn’t punish you for,” said Boba. “What rules you’d have to break to earn a punishment, and how severe the punishment would be.”
“Why?” Din asked again, still struggling to understand. 
“So you knew when you were being punished, and why,” said Boba. His eyes were shadowed and distant. “So that  I knew when you were being punished, too.” 
Guilt stabbed through Din’s chest again, much sharper and much worse than that splinter of wood. “I’ve already told you,” Din said, though even to his ears the words sounded a little weak. “This – none of this has been – has been a  punishment.  That’s not what I wanted.” 
Not even the floggings had been a punishment. They’d been – they’d been hard to bear. They’d  hurt. But they’d been – something else. Not quite a reward, but a tool, maybe. Something Din had used over and over again to focus himself, to stay sharp. They hadn’t been a punishment. 
Boba looked down at Din again. “I believe you,” he said. “But it’s still a thought I have. If I’d known you were  dar’manda – and that you felt guilty for breaking your Creed – I would’ve put up some safeguards, that’s all. Definitions, if you like.” 
“Definitions?” 
Boba shrugged. “Boundaries,” he said. He lightened a little, clearly trying to pull Din along with him. “It’s something I’m gonna insist on, moving forward,” he said. “We’re gonna define what will and won’t earn you a punishment,  Djar’ika.” 
Din bit back a groan.  More talking, he thought. 
Boba caught it anyway and chuckled, smoothing down a few of Din’s curls. “I know,” he said. “We don’t have to do it tonight. I’m not gonna flog you tonight.” 
“But… you will again?” Din asked. Boba’d said,  Moving forward. That meant that he was willing to – to keep going. To keep letting Din come to him like this. 

   Doesn’t it? 

Boba studied Din for a long, quiet moment. His hand stopped moving in Din’s hair. 
“I would like to,” Boba finally said, his admission frank and honest. “And I think you’d like to too.” 
“Yes,” Din said. 
Boba  hmmed. “Which is why,” he said, resuming the slow, gentle circles in Din’s hair, “we’re talking about rules,  Djar’ika. And that’s fine,” he added. “Rules – none of ‘em are bound in bedrock. Agreements like this are like the desert. Things change over time. People change. What you want in one session might not be what you want in the next.” 
Din blew out a breath, trying to meet Boba on Boba’s terms. “So – what?” he asked. “We talk about some rules, set new ones and – go back to the way things were?” 
“Ah,” said Boba. He tugged on Din’s curls gently, then less-gently when Din shifted under his hands. The faint sparks of pain were good, sweet. They promised more. Din half-wanted to lean into Boba’s touch and half-wanted to pull away to make the hurt even sharper. 
“No,” Boba continued. “Not the way things were. But we can move  forward, if that’s what you want. Onto the next thing.” 
Din nodded. He supposed that he understood – it was like the Creed. Din couldn’t go back and mend what he’d broken by taking his helmet off on Morak. The Creed was not something that could be repaired or returned to. 
But Din – Din liked the idea of something  new. Something – 
 Into something  better, Din thought. Even thinking like that felt heretical, felt like an invitation for the  alor to pop up from underneath Boba’s bed or drop down from the open windows and put an anvil between Din’s eyes. 

   But something – something that I can hold on to.  

Din had already decided that breaking the Creed didn’t mean Din had to abandon everything he’d ever learned, every way he’d ever behaved. Din could still be upright and honest and honorable. He could fight beside his allies and keep his word. He could look after foundlings and serve his  alor. He wouldn’t be able to call himself Mandalorian, but just because Din had broken his Creed didn’t mean that he was a wurrek already. 
 Maybe this is like that? Din thought. Maybe Boba and Din couldn’t go back to the uncomplicated arrangement they’d had before Strill’d come bursting down the stairs, but – 
 But we can still have something,  Din thought. Hope kindled in his chest, bright and fierce.  Something new.  
He liked the idea of that. 
“The next thing,” said Din, slowly. He looked up at Boba. “Okay,” he said. 
Boba rewarded Din with a faint smile. “Good,” he said. He let Din go, finally, the wyyyschokk silk brushing past Din’s ear as Boba took his hand back. He didn’t move away, though, so Din took advantage of his newfound freedom and pressed his face against Boba’s thigh again, focusing on the rough texture of Boba’s pants, the faint smell of freshly-laundered clothes and the fainter smell of another man. 
“So, rules,” said Boba, returning to the matter at hand. “I’d like to keep at least our first rule the same. The one about you trying what I ask you to try, at least once. Objections?” 
Din shook his head into the fabric of Boba’s pants. 
Boba huffed, amused. “Verbal confirmation,  Djar’ika.” He said. “Does that work for you? Trying what I ask you to try?”
“Yes,” Din said, muffled. “It’s worked for me so far.” He still dreaded the thought of some of those tools and toys Boba’d shown him. The textured paddles, the reed cane. His heart beat faster just thinking about it. 
Din had been apprehensive, every time Boba’d asked him to try something new. But he’d enjoyed almost all of it, once his body had figured out how to process the new types of pain Boba’d introduced it to.
“There’s nothing you wanna rule out?” 
“No,” Din said, shaking his head. His forehead brushed reassuringly against the corded bulk of Boba’s thigh. “Nothing we haven’t already covered, anyway.” Din was still pretty sure that he wouldn’t enjoy being electrocuted like an errant bantha. He hesitated. “Maybe – maybe rule out anything that’s too serious, at least for now.” 
He didn’t want Boba to do anything that would take Din more than a few days to recover from, either. Gorga was still out there. There were still threats to the palace, to its people. Din needed to stay in fighting shape. 
But nothing Boba’d done so far – not even that second flogging, with the knotted flogger and its uneven blows – had put Din down for even a day. Boba was brutal when he wanted to be, but also fastidious with his care once he’d finished. 
“Alright,” said Boba, easily enough. “We’ll keep that one, then. Second,” he said, and Din couldn’t help but tense at Boba’s tone, because this was the rule that Din had so badly blurred, “we agreed to keep this arrangement,” and he touched the back of Din’s neck, feather-light, “separate from the other work you do for me.” 
 I don’t know how to keep it separate, Din thought. 
He loved Boba. That was maybe not Din’s brightest idea, given the lives that both of them lived, given the enemies they had and Din’s Quest with Kryze, but it was true. 

   Should I tell him?  

They hadn’t made any promises of honesty yet. Hadn’t sworn anything to each other. They hadn’t even talked about the fact that their  arrangement, once just a simple matter between Din and Boba, had shifted. 
Mos Pelgo had joined in on Boba’s outfit at Din’s urging. Boba was sheltering Paz and Strill and Jaig and the kids because Din had asked him to. Din was friends with Fennec and Noora now, and they were friends with him. Din had all but shouted his allegiance to Boba in front of Koska and Bo-Katan. 
He was going to have to talk to Boba about that, too. About what he'd said to Koska and Kryze, about what Kryze wanted. 
Kryze doesn't have any place here, Din thought, firmly, and pushed her out of his head. He'd tell Boba later. 
“I… don’t know how to keep it separate,” Din admitted, leaning harder against Boba’s leg. “It’s – it’s a good rule, but – ”
“Hard to enforce?” Boba said, skimming a hand over Din’s hair again. His tone was wry. “Yeah. I know what you mean.” 
They were both quiet for a moment. 
“I don’t know the answer,” Boba finally said, pulling his hand away again. “Maybe there isn’t one. This – this is new for me too.” 
“It is?” Din asked, surprised. 
Boba shot him a wry look. “You don’t exactly see Theran up here every morning having firstmeal,  Djar’ika, do you?” 
Din flushed. “No,” he muttered. 
Boba inclined his head. “This is – usually, I insist on some separation,” he said. “But I don’t usually do this with – with friends, either, so. Yeah. It’s a bit new.” 
“Do you – ” Din swallowed, chest aching. “Do you  want  it to be separate? I can – I can always eat firstmeal with Fennec and Noora. I can clean my armor in my own room. Practice with the darksaber somewhere else. I don’t have to be  here. Not if you don’t want me to be.” 
“Maybe there isn’t an answer,” Boba repeated. He didn’t say that he’d send Din away – that more separation would be good – and Din couldn’t help but be grateful, his heart kicking in his ribs. 
Din was perfectly capable of being alone. He’d been solitary almost his entire adult life. It would be  fine. If his being here – being in Boba’s space all the time, blurring the separation between them – was a problem for Boba, Din could stop. 
“I don’t want you to leave,” Boba finally said, his voice very quiet. He smiled at Din crookedly. Relief flickered in Din’s chest. “I don’t want you to leave,” Boba repeated. “I dunno, we can – come up with some boundaries, or something.” 
“Boundaries?”
“Yeah, you know,” Boba said. “No going to your knees for me in the middle of the throne room, for example. No matter what it’d do for my reputation.” 
Din snorted a little despite himself, and despite the pulse of heat that went from the bottom of ribs to the bottom of his belly. Despite the heat that had begun to fill Din’s cock. 
“I wouldn’t do that anyway,” Din said.  Probably. Not unless you asked.  
“Good to know,” said Boba, a laugh buried somewhere in his voice. Din shifted a little, pulling away from Boba’s leg slightly so that Boba wouldn’t be able to feel the way Din’s body felt about that idea, about the thought of going to his knees for Boba in front of everyone in the throne room.
“These boundaries – they don’t have to be solid,” Boba continued. “We can move them around as we need to. But in the throne room, I need you to be – ”
“A Mandalorian?” Din muttered. 
Boba had the audacity to  flick  Din, a hollow  thunk echoing against the back of Din’s ear. Din hadn’t been flicked since he’d been a child misbehaving in the practice ring. He was so offended that he pulled back, outraged, and glared up at Boba. 
Boba smirked back, then sobered again. 
“I don’t care if you’re a Mandalorian or not,” Boba repeated. “I care if you’re honest with me. I don’t care what you call yourself or whether or not you show your face.” 
Din nodded, something hot and heavy lodged in his throat. “I can – I can be loyal,” Din said. “And honest. That was already a rule. I can – ”
Boba held up a hand. “I am not,” he said, slowly and clearly, “interested in your secrets,  Djar’ika. And I’m not asking for your singular loyalty.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“You’ve got other ties,” Boba said. “Don’t you? To the Jedi sheltering your son. To Kryze. To – to other people.”
Reluctantly, Din nodded. 
 “I’m not asking you to give those up,” said Boba. His mouth quirked up into a half-smile. “I’d be lying if I said that all of my loyalties were in one place. One person.” 
 His father. Din remembered Fennec’s warning. His stomach twisted. 
“You’ve got other things on your mind,” Boba continued. “Other oaths. That’s fine. I’m not asking you to give all of that up for me. I’m not even asking you to tell me about them. I’m just asking – be honest with me. If you’re going off to help Kryze with her  jare’yc ori’bora, tell me before you go. If I ask you to do something that bothers you, something that goes against an oath you’ve sworn,  tell me.”  
Boba leaned down and rapped his knuckles, not so gently, against Din’s forehead. Din wrinkled his nose but didn’t pull away. 
“Like taking your helmet off,” said Boba. “I didn’t know that it hurt you. Doing that for us.” 
“It didn’t…  hurt, ” Din said, scowling a little. “I wasn’t even supposed to put it back on after Morak, but – ”
 But I wanted to,  Din wanted to say.  But I needed it to fight Gideon. It’s protection. It’s armor. And the way I live my life, I need armor.  
Din would be dead a hundred times over, if he’d taken his armor off on Morak like he’d been supposed to. He would’ve died on the light cruiser, crushed by the darktroopers. In the canyons with Zhalto. On Boz Pity when he’d been ferrying Pirra Windrunner and the other escaped slaves to their next drop point. 
 Here in the palace, Din thought. On the road to Mos Eisley. In the desert somewhere, his bones picked over by urusai and junda birds. 
“But I need the armor,” Din said. “It’s – I need it so I can keep fighting. So I can protect everyone I need to protect. I’m supposed to give it up, but – ”

   But I don’t want to.  

The realization was stark and cold and bright, like the night in the middle of Great Dune Sea. 

   I don’t want to. If I give up my armor, it’s not just me who suffers. It’s never just been me. I won’t be able to protect Boba. I won’t be able to help protect the Jedi if the Remnants come from Grogu. I won’t even be able to help Kryze. If I don’t have my armor, she won’t take me.  

“But there are still things I need to do that I need it for,” Din continued. His voice was hoarse, but he made himself keep talking. “I – I need it. The armor. The helmet.” 
“I’m not going to take it from you,” Boba returned, his voice as even and steady as Din’s was rough and unsure. “That’s what I’m trying to say,  Djar’ika.  I won’t ask you to give it up. I won’t ask you to give up your Quest with Kryze. I don’t want you to put me – and what you do for me – above anything else you’ve agreed to do. Understand? I just – I just want you to  tell me,” Boba continued. His voice did waver then, and Din’s heart twisted. 
“I just want to know,” Boba said. He reached out again, but instead of flicking Din’s ear or rapping his knuckles against Din’s forehead, Boba just traced the scar on the bridge of Din’s nose with a thumb. “I just want to know,” he repeated. “So no one gets hurt in a way they didn’t mean to get hurt.” 
“You’re not asking for – for separation?” Din asked, confused. 
Boba smiled crookedly. “We’re past that,  Djar’ika,” he said. 
Din couldn’t help but snort, agreeing. They were past the point of pretending that this arrangement didn’t – couldn’t – affect the way they interacted with each other outside of Boba’s rooms. 
“We’re friends,” Din said. “Aren’t we?”
Something flickered across Boba’s dark eyes. “We are,” he said. 
“So, can we – can we keep being friends?” Din asked. He hated how nervous he sounded, like a child afraid of being left alone in the dark, but Boba’d seen worse from Din now. He’d seen Din angry. He'd seen Din panicked. This wasn’t anything new. 
“Outside of this room,” Din clarified, when Boba’s expression didn’t change. “I’m not – I know it’s not what we agreed on at first,” he said, “but everyone knows that we – that we’re friends already. Valarian knew, and she’s never been to the palace.” 
Boba’s expression flickered again. “Valarian knew that we’re friends?” 
Din nodded. “That – well,” he admitted, reaching up to rub a nervous hand across his mouth. “She actually called me your 'favorite massiff,' specifically. But she knew – knew that I’m with you, anyway. That there is no separation, at least not for me.” 
Boba had wanted this arrangement to stand apart from his relationship with Din outside of this room. In here they were something – something that Din doubted would be easily understood, by the average denizen of Tatooine. And this was  private – this was intimate, was close. Din didn’t want to share it with anyone else. 
He understood Boba’s intentions. He wanted to follow them. 
 But I feel the same way about him here as I do standing watch in the throne room, Din thought. 
“I’m not saying,” Din hurried to add, when Boba was still quiet above him, “that I’m – that I’ll drop to my knees in the throne room, or that I’ll do whatever you say without asking questions. And you’re right – I do have other ties. Grogu – my son – I’m not going to do anything for you that would put him in danger,” Din said. “And I promised Luke Skywalker that I wouldn’t tell anyone where he’d taken Grogu. I promised Bo-Katan that I’d help her reclaim Mandalore, or at least that I'd try. I intend to keep those promises, and those secrets. But – ”
Din stopped and shook his head. Words failed him. He didn’t know what else he could  say.  
 But,  he thought, looking up at Boba, who was staring down at Din with wide, startled eyes,  maybe I know what to do.  
Slowly, carefully, Din tipped forward again and rested his forehead on Boba’s thigh. His heart was beating anooba-fast and fear flickered around the edges of his thoughts. Boba could just as easily decide that this was all too much. 
That Din had pushed Boba too far. That Din’s attachment to Boba was too deep, that it was too dangerous, that Boba had too many other things to worry about. 
 I’d understand,  Din thought, a little wild.  I’d understand.  
But then Boba, slowly, carefully, laid a hand against the back of Din’s head. That karking strip of wyyyschokk silk brushed the sensitive skin at the back of Din’s neck. 
They stayed like that for a long minute. Boba’s touch was familiar. Warm. Din had gotten used to him by now. 
“Separation,” Boba said, hoarsely, “might not be possible any more. Not like it was. Does that bother you?” 
Din shook his head. This time Boba didn’t make him say it out loud, for which Din was grateful. Din wasn’t sure he  could say it. This – he could do this. He could use his body to show his affection. But saying it – 
Boba’s fingers found Din’s curls again. He didn’t pull, not yet, but the promise of it was there. Din almost shivered with relief. 
“If you’re alright with it, I’m – I can be, too,” said Boba. “I don’t want blind obedience from you,  Djar’ika. Not even in this room, and certainly not in the throne room. I need to know that you can think for yourself. If you’re looking to me first, and something happens – ”
“I didn’t look to you first,” Din said, still muffled. He felt a tremor pass through the fingers in his hair. “When the mercs came down the stairs. I know how to fight, Boba. I’ve been fighting a lot longer than – a lot longer than I’ve been doing this.” Din fumbled, still not entirely sure what to call this. 
Din had protected Fennec first, shielding her behind his armor, and then he’d gone for anyone who’d looked like a threat. That was trained instinct. That was thirty years as a Mandalorian, and half that as  beroya. Din didn’t need Boba to tell him how to fight. 
“That’s not what I need you for,” Din said, voicing the thought. It stuck behind his teeth but he said it anyway – it was as close as he could get to what he  felt.  
“What do you need me for?” Boba asked, quietly. 
Din looked up at him then, resting his chin above Boba’s knee. 
“Quiet,” said Din, honestly. “In here.” He reached up and pushed his thumb against his forehead, digging into the old scar Boba had touched just a few minutes ago. “Peace.” 
“It brings you peace?” Boba asked. His expression had gone very grave. “What we do?” 
“It does,” Din said. “Or – or as close to peace as someone like me can get.” 
“Someone like you?” Boba’s eyes were dark. “A Mandalorian?” 
“A fighter,” Din said. 
He had, at last, said the right thing – Din could see it in Boba’s eyes, in the way his grave expression finally eased, the tension bleeding out of him. Din tucked his face away again, concerned that he’d seen too much. Showed too much. Boba let him. 
“I can give you quiet,” Boba said. “We can – we can work out how that  works, exactly, but I can give you that.” 
“Does it have to be different from how it’s been?” Din asked. “It’s – the last few weeks have been – good,” he finished, a little lamely. After Boba and Din had finished with their arguing – after they’d gotten Paz settled, and Din and Boba had found a middle ground between them. Taking a few weeks to wait before this conversation – a few weeks to think and also a few weeks to just  be, after a period of frantic activity – had been a good idea. 
 Not that I’m going to tell him that, Din thought. Boba didn’t need any more excuses to be smug about something or other. Usually Boba’s confidence was half-reassuring and half-something else, something hot and electric and interesting, something that kept Din’s eyes on Boba no matter who else was in the room. 
But sometimes, though, Boba’s confidence just grated on Din’s nerves. 
Boba accepted this particular victory gracefully enough, though. He  hmmed deep in his throat and lightly scratched at Din’s scalp. “How it’s been,” Boba said. “Explain.”
Din sighed. 
“The last few weeks,” he clarified. “After we got back from Arkanis, and after we got Ushib back here. Where it’s – I don’t know. We haven’t – I  haven’t – expected anything,” Din said. “It’s just been – good. To share a meal every now and then. To – to watch you work, or to work around you. It’s been good. That’s all.” 
Boba softened. “It’s familiar,” he said. “Isn’t it? It’s – yaim’la.” 
Din’s heart twisted in his chest. He didn’t need Boba to define the word for him. 

   Like home.  

“Yes,” Din said roughly, before he could convince himself not to say anything at all. “It’s like that.” 
Din hadn’t needed Boba to set up each day before the day had happened. He hadn’t needed Boba to tell him where to go or what to do – beyond the usual  beroya work, anyway – and he hadn’t needed to tell Din what nights to stay and what nights to leave. 
He hadn’t needed to tell Din when to kneel, either. When to stand up. 
“We can try it,”Boba finally said, and some of the nerves writhing in Din’s belly settled. “We can – I dunno,  Djar’ika. I usually like things defined. Neat. But you’re not wrong. It’s been good.” 
“So we can – we can throw out the rule about keeping things separate?” 
“We can try it,” Boba repeated. He kept scratching Din’s scalp lightly. “Which brings us to Rule Three – respect.” 
Din snorted. He couldn’t help it – he thought that he knew what Boba was going to say already. 
Boba reprimanded him by tugging sharply on a few of Din’s curls, sending bright bursts of pain skittering down the back of Din’s neck. 
“Don’t start,” Boba warned. “You know what I’m gonna say, yeah?” 
“I can guess,” Din muttered. 
Boba grinned at him, toothily. He pulled harder on Din’s hair, dragging Din’s head off his leg even as Din resisted. 
The strain was – it wasn’t good, wasn’t an easy pain. Boba was  strong. Din was strong too, but like this, on his knees, he couldn’t brace himself against anything else, couldn’t leverage his body effectively to push back against Boba’s grip. The resulting strain burned in his neck, in the tops of his shoulders. Tears pricked at the corners of Din’s eyes. 
“I would like,” said Boba mildly, once Din had given in and let Boba do what he wanted, “to keep that rule, if it’s all the same to you,  Djar’ika.” 
Boba had always said that nickname,  Little Djarin, with affection. Fondness. But even in this mild tone there was a mocking lilt to it now, a harder edge. It made Din’s belly clench. He couldn’t tell if it was with shame or arousal or both. 
“I could insist on it,” Boba continued, still mild. His tone was at odds with his merciless grip. “We could pretend that it was something you could fight me on. That it was something you need to be  made to accept. Is that something you need?” 
“No,” Din finally gasped, his eyes watering. “No, it’s – I can do it.” 
No matter how much the thought of Boba  making him – of Boba using that wyyyschokk silk, of tying Din down and –
“Ori’jate,” said Boba, and relented, loosening his grip before Din’s thoughts could spin even further out of his control. “Respect, then.” He petted Din’s head to soothe away some of the hurt. Din blinked furiously to clear his eyes. Dread had coiled in his stomach. 
“Our fourth rule,” Boba continued, like a Mandalorian, like a warrior pushing through something that hurt rather than shy away, “was honesty.” 
“I told you already,” Din mumbled, his skin hot all over. “I didn’t – I didn’t  mean to lie to you.” 
“You didn’t lie to me, Din,” said Boba quietly. 
“I did,” Din said. “I – you never asked me if I was Mandalorian or not, but you – but there were chances I could’ve taken to tell you that I wasn’t.” 
“If we start counting lies of omission,  Djar’ika, we’re gonna be here a while,” Boba said. “It’s – we always knew that there were things we wouldn’t be able to tell each other. Didn’t we?” 
Din nodded. They’d talked about that already, that Din and Boba both had – other things they were beholden too. Other people, other promises. 
“So we can treat this rule like that,” said Boba, quietly. “It – it blew up in our faces a little,” he admitted. 
Din huffed. That was putting it mildly. Din had jumped out of Boba’s  window  over it. Boba had pulled away so suddenly and so sharply on the  Huntress that Din had worried he’d lost Boba forever. 
“But you didn’t mean it to,” Boba continued. “And neither did I. It was – sometimes things go kark-sideways. Nothing’s gonna change that. No rules or agreements or promises. I still  want you to be honest with me,” Boba stressed, meeting Din’s eyes. “I want you to tell me when you’re uncomfortable – ” Din smiled a little, remembering the opening Boba’d left him during their first negotiation " – and I want you to tell me something you think is relevant to what we’re doing, but – ”
Boba broke off with a sigh. 
“But,” Din finished for him, quietly, “total honesty’s not possible, not with – not with the kind of people we are.” 
“No,” Boba agreed, just as quietly. “It’s not.” 
Din still felt guilty. Being  dar’manda – that had been relevant. Boba would’ve liked to know. And Din had had the opportunity to tell him. He just – hadn’t been able to make himself say the words. Had kept finding excuses. Reasons to put it off. 
Din swallowed. “What if,” he started, choosing his words carefully, “we agreed to – not total honesty, since it isn’t possible, but… maybe,” Din continued, trying to sort through his thoughts. “Maybe I could… if I run into something that I  can’t be honest about, for whatever reason, I could tell you?” 
Boba’s forehead creased a little. “Explain,” he said. 
Din took a breath. “Like – like if you asked something about my – about the tribe I grew up in,” Din said. “I could tell you that I couldn’t be honest, and you’d – ”
“Drop the conversation,” Boba said, realizing what Din was getting at. 
Din nodded, relieved. “You’d trust me to – to only refuse to answer a question or to refuse to be honest if I really needed to,” Din said. “And I’d trust you to drop it.” 
It was a bit convoluted, nothing at all like the clean, easy agreement they’d made before, but if Boba agreed to it, Din could – Din could  tell Boba when Boba had pressed too close to something Din couldn’t give up. 
And Boba was nodding, slowly. “Okay,” he said, choosing his words with as much care as Din had. “Okay. That’s – workable,” he finally said. “Not perfect, but this is Tatooine. Perfect doesn’t last long here.” 
“No,” Din said, relief loosening his tongue, his mouth. He sagged into Boba’s thigh again. “No, it’s not perfect.” 
“But it should work,” Boba murmured. “You trust me that much?” he asked. “You trust me to – to stop pushing at something, if you tell me to?” 
Din nodded. 
“Why?” Boba asked. He didn’t sound desperate or confused or angry. Just curious. 
Din thought about it for a moment. “You stopped when I said  gev,” Din said. “Two weeks ago, when we got back from Arkanis.” 
The furrow in Boba’s brow deepened. “I did,” said Boba, like he had never considered doing anything else. 
Maybe he hadn’t. Boba kept his word, after all – he’d promised to stop if Din had ever said  gev, and he had. 
It was just – good, that was all. It was good that Boba’d confirmed that he  would stop. It meant that Din could trust him to keep to the boundaries of whatever they agreed. 
“Alright,” Boba said. “Alright. I can – we can modify the rule. Not ask for honesty, but – for more honest boundaries.” 
“I’m… probably not gonna be able to recite that back to you, if you ask,” Din warned. 
Boba laughed. His expression softened. “No,” he agreed. “Neither will I. But still. We agree to it now, yes?” 
“Yes,” Din said, nodding. Boba rewarded him with another sharp tug to his hair. The flickers of pain made Din shiver all over. 
“So that just leaves your rule,” Boba said. “You asked me for  secrecy. Do you still want that?” 
“I… think I do,” Din said, coloring slightly. “I – most everyone already seems to know that I’m with you, that I’m in your service, but  this – ”
“Is something a little more private,” Boba finished, understanding. He tilted his head a little. “You said that Valarian knew? That you were one of mine?”
The casual possession in Boba’s voice made Din shiver again, in a different way. He couldn’t tell if he liked it or not. The thought of being  Boba’s.  
 That’s a lie,  Din thought to himself. He liked the thought of being Boba’s very much. He was already Boba’s  tal’vod, whether or not Boba knew it. It was the depth of that desire that surprised Din, that he didn’t want to look at too closely. 
 I want to be Boba’s, his friend, his – whatever he’ll let me be,  Din thought.  But what does that mean? 
“She knew that I worked for you,” Din said. Valarian’s words echoed in his head.  Favorite massiff. “She said that I was your left hand.” 
“Making Fennec my right?” 
Din shrugged a little. He assumed, anyway. 
Boba made a thoughtful, considering noise. “I have no problem keeping this,” and he gestured around the room, wyyyschokk silk still trailing in his hand, “just between us,  Djar’ika.  My preferences don’t need to become  jor’ika vhekad either. But do you – does it bother you, that others know about your loyalties?”
Din shook his head. 
Boba studied him. “Not even when someone like Valarian calls you my dog?” 
Din  blushed then, and cursed himself for blushing. Boba – Boba grinned. 
“You don’t seem to mind it,” Boba observed. “When people call you my dog. Do you?” 
Din blushed harder, all the way down to his belly. He hadn’t – 
Any time someone had called Din Boba’s dog, his massiff or his nekk or his favorite hound, Din had ignored it. The few times Boba’d patted his head or his cheek like a massiff puppy, had scruffed Din like an errant cub, Din had let him. 
He’d been called worse things than Boba’s favorite massiff. 
“You really don’t mind,” Boba repeated, more to himself than to Din. Din didn’t say anything.  Couldn’t say anything, not without opening his mouth. 
 Boba sees it anyway,  Din thought, watching Boba’s expression.  He can see. He can tell. He knows –  

   He knows that I don’t mind.  

It was – Din had even  liked it. He hadn’t snapped at Fennec or Valarian. He hadn’t objected when others – Cobb Vanth, Noora, Paz – had pointed out Din’s penchant for sticking close to Boba’s side, for doing what Boba asked of him. 
“Vor gar verbur,” said Boba. Din blinked up at him. He’d lost Din entirely. His grasp of Mandalorian was still fragmented, mostly just a handful of words or phrases. He’d been learning a little, but not enough to follow along when Boba said a whole sentence like this, when he didn’t give Din any context. 
 I shouldn’t even know that much,  said a voice in the back of Din’s head that sounded like Strill and Paz and the  alor, but Din pushed it away. There was no room for them – for any of them – up here. 
Whatever Boba had said, he’d said it with an affection that Din could feel, a warmth that sunk into his bones like the heat off the suns of Tatooine. Din couldn’t help but go a little boneless at it, swaying towards Boba again. 
“Vor gar verbur,” Boba repeated. He didn’t translate it for Din this time. Din didn’t care. The words washed over him. 
Boba settled his hand against the back of Din’s head again. He petted absently at the stray curls there, the touch light and warm. He didn’t say anything else for a long time. Din didn’t mind. This was –
It wasn’t as good as a flogging. As clean or clear or bright. It wasn’t still or silent, wasn’t floating or falling or flying. Din was still aware of his body. He was still aware of Boba too. He wasn’t even in that much pain. 
But this, whatever this was, was good. Tolerable, at least. Din wanted  more – Boba’s fingers in his hair, the edge of a flogger, even the pain of the clamps – but it wasn’t a pressing need or even a sharp want. He was alright with this too. Din pressed his face into Boba’s thigh again, higher this time, his nose almost at Boba’s hip.
“There’s a place for you here,” Boba finally said, breaking the quiet between them. “I’m not – none of this has been me trying to get rid of you,  Djar’ika.” 
“Good,” Din said, muffled against Boba’s hip. 
Boba chuckled. “There’s a place for you here,” he repeated. “At my side. At my feet, too, if you want it.”
 Obviously I want it, Din thought. If Boba couldn’t tell –
Boba petted the back of his neck apologetically, cutting Din off before he could work himself up to being outraged about it. 
“I’m – not sure how this works,  cyare,” Boba continued. “I’ve never – I’ve done this for friends before, but usually – usually I don’t have this much trouble keeping things separate. Business is business. A flogging is a flogging. We’ve crossed our circuits, Din.” 
“We… have,” Din admitted, a little reluctantly. He peeled his face away from Boba’s hip. There was no point in arguing. Boba was right. The rules of their original arrangement were in the grey hold. They’d been in the grey hold for weeks. “But we – we’ve already talked about modifying the rule about separation.”
“We did,” Boba said. “I think it’ll work, too. There’s bleedover, but – ”
“You still want me to be able to tell you to kark off in the throne room?” Din suggested, a smile tugging at his mouth. It was – it was nice, to see that Boba was this concerned. To see that he was taking this seriously, that it mattered to him to get this right as much as it mattered to Din. 
Boba snorted. “Maybe not in as many words,” he said. “But – yeah. In here, I want control. Out there – ” Boba shook his head. “I don’t want to have to worry about you worrying about disobeying me,” he said. “In a fight that kind of thinking can get a man killed.” 
“I  have fought a time or two before,” Din pointed out, dry. 
That earned him a flick against the back of the neck. 
“The rule about your manners,” Boba said, mildly, “still stands. We did agree.” 
Din subsided. “We did agree,” he said. Din hesitated, then pushed on. “We – do we agree? To these rules, then?” 
Din was alright to keep trying new things. To accept the boundaries Boba set for them. To respect and to as much honesty as he could. 
Boba studied him. 
“Yes,” Boba finally said, voice deeper than it had been a moment ago. “Yes, we’re agreed.” 
Din relaxed. His tension drained away. “Good,” he said. “That’s – good. So what’s next?” 
Boba chuckled. “What’s next? You sure you’re up for something,  Djar’ika? You don’t want to rest?” 
Once, when they’d been setting up for a spar after Din had come back from Mos Entha, Din had promised Boba that he wouldn’t bite him. Biting was dishonorable during a spar. 
 But this,  Din thought to himself,  isn’t a spar.  
He didn’t bite Boba very hard. Just a press of teeth, more a warning than anything else, against the broad swell of muscle in Boba’s upper thigh. The taste and texture of fabric filled Din’s mouth. 
Above him Boba swore. The hand in Din’s hair tightened. Din briefly considered hanging on – digging in until Boba made him stop – but his point, Din thought, had been made. He let go and glared up at Boba, who was scowling down at him even though his eyes had darkened with desire. 
“Point made,  Djar’ika,” Boba grunted. His hand was so tight in Din’s hair that the sparks of pain had shifted into a dull, all-over burn. Din’s eyes stung with it. “You’re up for it, then?” 
He didn’t define what  it was, but he didn’t need to. 
 I can handle this, Din thought. “I have another rule,” Din said. He and Boba had already talked about it before, sort of, but they hadn’t made it a formal condition of their – of their arrangement. 
Boba’s hand loosened a little, a tiny frown forming between Din’s eyes. 
“Don’t treat me like I’m fragile,” Din said, before he could lose his nerve. “I – trust that I know what I’m asking for, even if – even if I don’t know the specifics. I’m  fine. I can – I can take a little rough treatment. Even like this.” 
Boba studied Din for a long minute. 
Then, to Din’s faint surprise, he nodded.
“C’mon, then,” Boba said, petting the nape of Din’s neck again. “Up you get.” 
“Where am I going?” Din asked, still wary, though he did as he was told and climbed stiffly to his feet. He didn’t want to give Boba enough time to change his mind. He pressed a hand to the bacta patch glued to his side briefly, to make sure that Din himself wasn’t the liar here. He was faintly sore, still, but that was the worst that could be said for it. T-6 was good at his job. 
“Bed,” said Boba promptly, without any flourish. 
Din still blushed anyway, even as his pulse picked up, anticipation beginning to coil low in his belly. 
“Oh,” he said. 
Boba grinned at him. “Take off the rest of your clothes,” Boba told him. “I’ll be there in a minute.” 
Din nodded. He was more or less used to being naked around Boba now, though there was still that thrill of fear every time he stripped off the last of his layers of protection. A pair of cloth pants and a set of underwear wasn’t much protection, but still. It was all Din had. 
He stepped out of his pants and folded them neatly, setting them beside his stack of armor, before hooking his thumbs into the band of his underwear and shuffling out of those, too. Chillbumps broke out down his legs, his back, immediately. Din stared out over the desert for a moment to steady himself, pulse still hammering, then sat down on the edge of the bed and waited for Boba. 
Boba didn’t make him wait long. He came around the corner, still wearing his pants, and reached under the bed again. 
For half a heartbeat Din thought that Boba would pull out a flogger, or even the little bag of clamps again, but all Boba pulled out was more wyyyshokk silk. 
Anticipation sharpened. 
Boba caught Din’s gaze and smiled again, slyly, like he had a secret he was about to let Din in on. 
“Lie down,  Djar’ika,” Boba said. 
Din obeyed. He shifted back so that his whole body was on the bed and lay down, shifting over when Boba followed on his knees, looming over Din, encouraging him into the center of the bed. 
Din blinked up at Boba. 
“Was this the idea you had?” he asked. “When you – when you brought out the silk?” 
“Something like it,” Boba agreed. He eyed the bacta patch stamped across Din's ribs. “We’re gonna – I’ve modified my ideas a bit,” he said. “So I don’t reopen  that, or strain anything that med droid of Kryze’s might skewer me over. But yeah. This is more or less the idea I had.” 
A wave of  want crashed over Din all at once, caught in his chest, thundered in his blood. 
Boba saw it and answered with a want of his own. His pupils had dilated. Boba sorted through his tangle of wyyyshokk silk and drew out one long, thick strip, maybe two feet long and about two inches thick. The silk was white and fluttered in the breeze that stirred Boba’s gauzy curtains, that whispered against Din’s hair. 
Boba was pressed so close to Din that Din could feel the heat of him even through the fabric of Boba’s pants. 
“Give me your wrist,” Boba said. 
Din blinked.  He wants to – oh, he realized, then felt a little ridiculous for taking this long to put the pieces together. 

   He’s going to tie me up.  

That was what the wyyyschokk silk was  for. Din’d known that. He’d thought about it. About how it would feel. 
But when he tried to lift his arm, to put his wrist in Boba’s outstretched hand, he faltered. Din’s heart kicked. 
Boba’s expression shifted. Hardened. 
“I’m not going to wrestle you,” Boba said, flatly. “Give it here.”
Din scowled. He wanted to do what he was told, but something in him resisted. Held back. “You have before,” he said. Boba hadn’t ever had a problem tackling to the ground.  Making Din surrender. 
Boba rubbed a thumb over the edge of the bacta seal glued to Din’s side. “Before,” Boba said patiently, like he was talking to a particularly slow massiff, “you hadn’t been recently impaled.” 
“I was  cleared,” Din growled. 
“Not gonna argue with you about it either,  din’ika.” 
Din scowled harder. 
Boba just looked at him, unimpressed. “That’s how it’s gonna be tonight,” he said. “If you don’t wanna go along with it, that’s fine. We can just go to sleep. But if you want something  else, you’re going to have to do it my way.” 
Din wanted to resist. He wanted to dig his heels in. Din could take it. He  could. He’d fought harder with worse injuries, before. He wasn’t hurt that badly. 
Boba loomed above him, implacable. The strips of wyyyschokk silk hung in his hands, their edges fluttering a little in the breeze.  
“I thought you liked to take control,” Din finally muttered, forcing himself to relax. It was hard, pushing his urge to fight, to struggle, out of his shoulders, down his arms, through his fingers. He tangled his fingers in Boba’s sheets and held on hard enough that his wrists ached. When he relaxed his grip, the ache lingered. It was good. A release. Not as much of one as Din wanted, but – 
 But all I’m going to get, I think, Din thought to himself. So he did it again a few more times, curling his hands into fists, gripping Boba’s sheets as tightly as he could, then letting go. The rhythm of it settled some of his awful, plucking tension. 
Boba caught on to what Din was doing and let him do it without comment. He held very still above Din. 
“I do like taking control,” Boba said, when Din had managed to calm himself down some and didn’t resist when Boba finally leaned down again and closed one hand over Din’s wrist. He pressed his fingers to the point of Din’s pulse. “You wanna spar again in a few weeks, winner takes all? I’ll do that,” said Boba. His voice dripped with a confidence that made Din, despite his soreness, want to fight anyway. 
 He thinks he’ll win again, Din thought. 
“But this isn’t just about force,  Djar’ika,” Boba continued. He eyed Din, then seemed to come to a decision. Boba dropped his handful of silk onto Din’s chest. The ends tickled Din’s mouth as they fell, his chin, the column of his throat. His collarbone, one of his nipples. 
“This isn’t about me  making you give in,” Boba said. His voice was as soft as the silk even as his grip on Din’s wrist tightened. Din felt the little bones in his wrist protesting. He shivered again. The urge to fight was back, was strong behind his teeth, kicking against his ribs. 
“What’s it about, then?” Din challenged. 
Boba looked down at him knowingly. “I want control,” he said. “And I want you to  give it to me. Understand?” 
“No,” said Din, honestly. They’d agreed to that, after all. 
Boba  hmmed again, not quite a chuckle, but a lighter sound than before. 
“Thank you for your honesty,” he said, his thumb tracing the outer edge of Din’s pulse point, the curling edge of one of Din’s faded tattoos. “You want me to explain?” 
Din lifted a shoulder, wordlessly. It was awkward to do that lying down, with most of Boba’s weight on top of him, but he did it anyway. 
Boba took that as a  yes. He kept thumbing the edge of Din’s tattoo and said, “It’s alright that you want it to be a fight, most of the time. You are – were – ” he corrected himself, before Din could open his mouth to do it for him, “ – Mandalorian. A fighter your whole life. Yeah?” 
“Yeah,” Din muttered. For most of his life that mattered, anyway – Din was so far removed from that kid who’d played Uarana’s Coming by the riverbank with his cousins he might as well have been a different species. As distant from that memory as Tatooine was from Coruscant. 
“You don’t give up easy,” Boba said. He smiled down at Din. “I can respect that. But maybe  I don’t wanna fight you every time.”
“Why not?” Din asked, trying not to sound plaintive. “You’re – ” he bit his tongue to stop himself from saying something Boba might not like.  You’re Mandalorian too. You’ve fought your whole life too.  
“An old man, now,” said Boba, tone wry. 
Din snorted. Boba didn’t move like any old man  Din’d ever met. 
Boba’s eyes turned up a little, conceding the point.  “Maybe I like the idea of you  choosing not to fight,” Boba suggested. His eyes were glittering, bright as stars. “You ever give up with anyone else?” 
Din bared his teeth a little at the suggestion. He certainly hadn’t. Din had never thrown a fight,  ever. He’d considered it a few times – with Boba himself, even, back when Din had thought that Boba was more like Jabba than not – but he’d never actually had to do it. 
He’d  lost  fights before. Dozens, when he’d been a kid. A few even as an adult. Din had had his  shebs kicked. 
But he’d never laid down for a beating before. Stood up for one, yes, in this room, but even then Din had been standing on his own two feet. He’d had his hands free. The option to bolt – or to clear some space, to twist around, to push back if Boba went too far – had been there. 
If Din let Boba do this – 
“Or maybe,” said Boba softly, looking down at Din with something dark yawning in his eyes, not a star but like the absence of one, a powerful, vast darkness that caught and held the eye, like gravity, “I’m just greedy.” 
Din swallowed. 
 He wants me to let him do this,  Din thought, dizzy,  because I’ve never let anyone do this before. He’d be – he’d be the first. The only one.  
“Ah,” said Boba, catching the understanding that must have flashed across Din’s face, along with no small amount of fear, “you do get it.” 
Din swallowed again and said, hoarsely, “I do.” 
Boba rubbed his thumb over Din’s wrist again, then tightened his grip. “So what’s it gonna be?” said Boba. “You gonna give it up,  Djar’ika?”  
The way Boba said that was filthy. Hungry. It made Din’s head spin. His hips shifted, seeking friction. 
Boba let him wriggle around for a few seconds, just holding Din’s wrist while Din shifted, bumping their hips together, their ankles, their cocks. Din was relieved to find that Boba was still hard, even if Din himself had softened some. Boba still wanted this very much. 
He didn’t ask Din again, though. His eyes were that deep, yawning dark, his pupils dilated, his expression intent, but he didn’t ask again. He let Din make his decision on his own. 
Finally, Din made himself go still. Limp. He made himself look Boba in the eye. 
“Alright,” Din said. The word got stuck behind his teeth, so he said it again. “Alright, Boba.” 
Boba rumbled, a faint, fond smirk tugging up one corner of his scarred mouth. “You can do better than that,” he cajoled. “‘Alright, Boba’ what?” 
Din reached for the word he wanted to say in  mando’a  and couldn’t find it, so he reached for  tuskra  instead. “Ya’sta,” Din said. 
The reward was immediate and overwhelming; as soon as Din said it,  I surrender, Boba surged down and caught Din’s mouth in a fierce kiss. His weight anchored Din to the bed and his kisses stole the air out of Din’s lungs, the buzzing fear from the edges of his thoughts. There was no more room to be afraid, to be stubborn – Boba took it all, coaxing Din’s mouth open and running his tongue over Din’s teeth, then pushing deeper. 
Din let him, melting into it. His body knew Boba’s, after all, knew that he was  safe despite what he’d just agreed to. 
Boba kissed Din breathless, kissed him bruised, then pulled away and, while Din was staring blindly up at the ceiling, trying to catch his breath, plucked one of the strips of wyyyschokk silk off of Din’s chest and looped it around Din’s wrist. 
Din couldn’t help but tense again at that. It was too late to  do  anything about it – Boba was efficient and had evidently done this sort of thing before, because within a matter of seconds he had the silk tied in a tight, elegant  knot  around Din’s wrist. A length of silk trailed from the knot, bright as moonlight even against the pale underside of Din’s wrist, which never saw the sun. 
Boba let Din stare at the tie for a moment, eyes wide, and then he drew Din’s wrist towards the edge of the bed. 
Din resisted instinctively, hissing as he tried to pull his arm back towards himself, the strain of it pulling at his side, but Boba wasn’t interested in tolerating any further defiance. 
“No,” said Boba firmly, his tone as sharp as a knife, and Din went limp on instinct. 
Boba used Din’s few seconds of shocked submission to bring Din’s wrist to the top right corner of the bed, Boba shifting to lean over the edge and do – something – with the trailing ends of the wyyyschokk silk. 
That didn’t take very long either. Boba was back looming over Din in what felt like only a few heartbeats, his smile hooking sharp anticipation underneath Din’s ribs. Boba caught Din’s left wrist before he could pull it away. Din tried anyway, a fruitless tug that only succeeded in locking Boba’s fingers around his wrist. 
Boba’s gaze was challenging. “You already gave in,” Boba reminded Din, tone dark. “I told you,  Djar’ika, I’m not gonna fight with you. You wanna stop? We’ll stop.” 
Din shook his head, eyes wide, then unglued his tongue from the roof of his mouth. “No,” he said, forcing the word out. “No, I – no, I don’t wanna stop.”
“Then give me your wrist,” Boba said. He sounded less patient now. Din flinched a little, embarrassed, and let Boba have his free hand without any further struggle. 
This time, Boba let Din watch as he wound another loop of wyyyschokk silk into a neat, snug knot. Boba let Din stare at it for a minute, at the contrast of the silk against his skin, and then he did the same thing with Din’s left arm as he’d done with his right, drawing it towards the edge of the bed, then tying the ends of the silk off underneath. 
Din’s heart began to beat faster. Boba’d laid more than just two strips of silk against Din’s chest. 
Boba caught Din’s trepidation. His smile widened, showing a flicker of tooth. 
“Deep breaths,” Boba advised. He picked up another length of silk and shifted again, inching backwards on the bed until he was level with Din’s feet. He put a hand on Din’s right ankle and raised an eyebrow, challenging. 
Din  did  want to fight. He wanted to kick Boba away. His heart was hammering already, sweat beaded in the hollow of his throat. He could feel a faint strain in his shoulders. His wrists were tied tightly enough that Din  knew he wouldn’t be able to move them. 
That had seemed exciting, when Boba’d brought the first length of silk out to put in Din’s hands. Had seemed liberating. 
But now, confronted with the reality of it – the reality of being well and truly caught, trapped, at Boba’s mercy – Din was only afraid. 
But he didn’t lash out and kick Boba away. He  thought about it, tensing on instinct, but this was another test. Boba was paying attention. 
 I’m not going to – I can do this,  Din told himself, as Boba, his eyes glittering, wound the wyyyschokk silk carefully around Din’s ankle and began to form another knot. Din could feel how strong this one was almost immediately. The ties around his wrist  were strong, but this was tighter, almost, as if Boba had already decided to compensate for how much stronger Din’s legs were than his arms, than the wrist he’d broken half a dozen times across his life. 
 I won’t be able to get out of it,  Din thought, his vision blurring around the edges. 
Boba tied Din’s right ankle off underneath the bed, probably using the bedframe to anchor each tie, then took Din’s left ankle without any further flourish and did the same. When Boba was done he tested his work a little, tugging on the silk where it was anchored to the bed. 
Din shivered as he felt that tension build, felt the silk tight around his ankle. There was a little bit of slack, just enough for Din to be able to shift his hips, but that was all. He was grateful for it just the same – he couldn’t imagine being fully immobile, being tied down so tightly that he couldn’t move at all. 
“You’re alright,” Boba soothed, shuffling forward on his knees so that he was between Din’s spread legs, bending to run his hands, gently, down Din’s flanks. He leaned in for another kiss and Din let him. This kiss was gentle, almost adoring. It had none of the teeth of Boba’s earlier kiss, none of the urgency. 
“You’re alright,” Boba repeated, the words close and dear against Din’s mouth. “Ori’jate. Gar jatyc.” 
As it always did, the lilt of  mando’a, the way Boba’s words rose and fell like a breath, settled Din. Boba smiled against the curve on Din’s jaw. 
“Ori’jate,” he repeated, because by now he knew that Din liked it, the praise. That it made Din melt even further back into the mattress, the urge to fight against the silk ties fading. Boba let him calm down, pressing nonsense patterns into Din’s ribs with his fingertips, careful to skirt the swath of bacta and some of Din’s nastier bruises. 
“Good?” Boba asked, his voice rough. 
Din curled his fingers against his palms and fought the urge to pull his wrists. “Good,” he affirmed. His own voice was just as rough as Boba. 
Din felt Boba smile into the curve of Din’s neck. “Good,” said Boba. “‘Cause you’ve got one more.” 
Din’s heart jumped again. “One more?” 
Boba pulled away and stared down at Din with very dark eyes. “Yeah,” he said, pulling one last long strip of wyyyschokk silk from Din’s chest, this one wider than the others. “One more.” 
Din licked his lips and tried not to be afraid. There was nothing he could do about it, anyway – he was already tied hand and foot. He could already barely move. “W-where,” Din said, hating that he stumbled over the word anyway, his tongue betraying him. 
Boba smiled with his eyes. 
“Here,” said Boba, and leaned in. For a moment Din thought that Boba’d tie the silk around his throat and he couldn’t stop the sound he made, high and thin. This time it  was a sound of desire, Din’s fear burned up so fast it left him reeling. He wanted – he wanted – 
But he didn’t have time to parse what he wanted, because Boba didn’t move to tie the last strip of silk around Din’s throat. Instead, he laid the silk over Din’s eyes, hushing Din when he made another high, thin sound, and tied it off behind Din’s head. The trailing edges of the silk brushed against Din’s shoulders. He blinked rapidly, confused. 
The wyyyschokk silk was white, but it was opaque. It wasn’t a total blindfold. Din could see the vague shape of Boba above him, the faint brightness that came from a night over the desert, but that was all he could see. 
Din blew a breath out through his nose. 
This wasn’t – the blindfold wasn’t as frightening as the ties, strangely enough. It wasn’t tight or restrictive, not really, and it wasn’t so thick that Din couldn’t see through it at all. 
Boba’d asked Din to close his eyes before. Din did that now, the texture of the silk across the bridge of his nose, around the tips of his ears, strange and foreign. His eyelashes brushed against the silk. 
Just like before, when Din had closed his eyes at Boba’s order, his other senses seemed to expand to compensate. His hearing picked up, the faint, ever-present drone of one too many blows to the head fading to let Din pick up on the sound of Boba’s knees shifting the bedsheets. Of the desert breeze stirring a few loose pieces of flimsi on Boba’s worktable. Of Din’s own heartbeat, loud and fast. 
His sense of touch heightened, too. Din had already been aware of the texture of the silk tied around his wrists and his ankles, the strength of it, the slight, almost unnoticeable catch in the fabric, but now he could feel that catch prickling against him, the tension wound all through it. 
He could feel every place that his body touched Boba’s. The difference between Din’s bare skin and Boba’s pants, the nonsense patterns Boba’d traced over and over into his ribs until the skin there was left warm and tingling. Boba’s solid weight, and the warmth of his still-hard cock as it pressed into Din’s hip. 
Even Din’s sense of smell sharpened. He could smell sweat, smell his own unease. The clean scent of Boba’s sheets, the ever-present hint of incense and wood. Boba himself, and under that the unmistakable scent of arousal. 
Din shivered all over. His breath caught. 
Boba chuckled. 
“Ori’jate,”  he repeated, pressing a chaste, sweet kiss to the corner of Din’s jaw. “Just relax,  Djar’ika.  You’re not going anywhere.” 
 That sounded like a threat. Din shivered again, and Boba let him, pressing another sweet kiss to Din’s jaw and then beginning to trail his way down, running his tongue over the faintly-sore marks the Devaronian had left on Din’s throat, nipping the edge of Din’s collarbone, licking and kissing his way down Din’s chest. 
Din couldn’t  do anything about it – all he could do was tense and relax, the muscles in his chest contracting, his stomach flexing, as Boba worked his way down and down and inexorably down. 
Din opened his eyes again. He had enough leverage to crane his neck up, to see the vague shape of Boba’s head as Boba pressed a warmer, open-mouthed kiss to Din’s navel, which made Din’s toes curl uselessly, but he couldn’t see any detail and the position strained his shoulders, so he flopped his head back down with a frustrated groan. 
Boba laughed against Din’s hip bone. The vibrations made Din’s whole body clench, jerking against the ties instinctively, but they showed their strength at once and didn’t let Din move more than a few millimeters. 
“Udesii,” Boba soothed, his tone bright and sharp. 
Din scowled up at the ceiling. “I’m fine,” he said, trying to wrestle back control of his body. “I’m fine. It’s just – ”

   New. Out of my hands.  

The only way Din could stop Boba now was by saying  gev. He couldn’t fight Boba off. Couldn’t run away. 
And Boba  liked it. Din could feel the evidence of just how much he liked it pressed against his hip. Din’s own dick twitched, a little helplessly, as Boba skimmed a hand over the trail of kisses he’d left from the bottom of Din’s ribs to the top of his hip. 
Boba made a deep, considering noise. It vibrated against Din’s skin like struck beskar. Din made his own cut-off sound, small and shocked. 
“Ever had someone’s mouth here?” Boba murmured, pressing a light kiss to the edge of Din’s hip. 
Din shivered. “No,” he said, blinking against the blindfold. 
Boba  hmmed, a sound Din felt in the soft skin of his inner thigh, and drifted closer in. The texture of Boba’s skin was soft and mostly smooth. Din could feel the difference between whole skin and scar, could feel the faint prickle of stubble, the ridge of Boba’s nose, his cheekbone, the wet warmth of his lips as he followed the cut of Din’s hipbone to the top of Din’s thigh.
“Here?” Boba asked, pressing another kiss there. 
Din shook his head, his own mouth drying out. He didn’t need to see to know where Boba was going. 
Boba seemed to understand that Din could barely speak, because he didn’t ask Din any more questions as he trailed light, teasing kisses down the inner edge of Din’s thigh. 
When the last kiss turned into a bite, a hard nip to the meat of Din’s inner thigh, Din had to catch his answering shout by slamming his mouth shut, transforming the cry into a high hiss that made Boba chuckle and lave his tongue over the sting to soothe it. 
“Now we’re even,” Boba told him. His breath stirred the curls of hair just above Din’s cock. Din was so hard that he felt like he’d burst as soon as Boba touched him. The anticipation was almost unbearable. 
“Are we keeping score?” Din asked through gritted teeth, pushing air through his nose. 
 I can take this,  he thought. This was – compared to a flogging, this was  nothing. Din could handle it. He could handle it. 
Boba chuckled and pressed another kiss to the sore place he’d bitten. “We can keep score, if you like,” he suggested. His voice had taken on that dark, rich quality it had when Boba was certain that he’d won something. “Not sure how you’re gonna pull ahead if you’re trussed up like this, though.”
 “You – ” Din started, trying to glare at Boba even through the blindfold, but didn’t get the chance to bite back with a scathing retort, because Boba finally,  finally put his mouth on Din’s cock. 
Boba pressed an easy, open-mouth kiss to the underside of Din’s dick. Din  did shout then, a sharp cry of surprise, his feet jerking where they were tied to the bed. Boba laughed, the sound a vibration against Din’s cock that made Din shout again, trying fruitlessly to twist, then pressed another wet, open-mouthed kiss to one of Din’s testicles. 
He kept working his way down even as Din’s thighs tensed, unbearably, Even as Din’s hips twitched and he tried to kick again. 
The wyyyshockk silk held. Din couldn’t even get it to give an inch, a millimeter. He couldn’t stop Boba from nosing underneath Din’s balls and pressing a warm kiss to the sensitive skin just behind them. Couldn’t stop Boba from pausing, just above Din’s asshole, and kissing Din there, too. 
Din gritted his teeth so hard he felt his jaw creak. He curled his fingers into useless fists. His breath came in short gusts and his eyes moved blindly behind the blindfold. 
Boba was – he was – 
Din had never had anyone do that before.  Anything like that – the closet he’d ever gotten to – to whatever Boba was doing had been here, in this bed, with Boba himself. Had been Boba’s slick fingers pressing into him, followed by Boba’s cock. 
But this was something else. When Boba’d fucked him, Din had at least been familiar with the mechanics of sex. With what went where, and how, and how it felt. 
But this – 
Boba ran his tongue lightly against the rim of Din’s asshole. Din’s whole body tensed. 
Boba  hmmed again, the vibration sending wild signals crashing through Din’s body – he didn’t know whether to pull away or press in, and  gev was pressed up against the tip of his tongue – and finally pulled away. 
Din went limp with relief. 
“Relax,  Djar’ika,” Boba rumbled, his voice heavy with amusement. “Gonna guess that’s not something you’re familiar with either?” 
“The – no,” Din said, his voice pitched and uneven. He flopped his head back and stared sightless up at where the ceiling should be. A faint tremor passed through him. “Do – do people – ”
“Eat each other out?” Boba finished for him, giving Din the words. Din felt Boba shrug against him. “I dunno about all people,” he continued. “But I do.” 
Din’s flush spread down his chest, down his belly. 
“Why?” Boba prompted, leaning in again so that his cheek brushed against the trembling skin of Din’s thigh. “Curious?”
“N-no,” Din said, though he was undercut by the way his voice wavered. It wasn’t that he was  curious, it was just – 
"Udesii,” Boba rumbled, taking pity on Din. His voice lost its teasing lilt. “Take it easy. It’s alright.” 
Din tossed his head a little, confused. He wanted to keep trying to wrench himself free, but he knew there was no point in trying. He was already going to have bruises around his wrists, his ankles. 

   Boba promised me.  

“Udesii,”  Boba repeated, his breath ghosting over Din’s hip. “You’ll like this part,  Djar’ika. I promise.” 
“What – ” Din started, stilling a little, lifting his head to try and hear what Boba would do next, to try and see even though Din knew he wouldn’t be able to, but he didn’t get the chance to ask further, because once again Boba decided to shut Din up by putting his mouth on Din’s cock. 
This time it wasn’t just an open-mouthed kiss. Boba took the head of Din’s cock in his mouth, his tongue flickering around the head, and then before Din could even finish choking on a shout Boba pushed in, taking half of Din’s cock while one hand caught Din by the hip to keep him from bucking like a startled ronto and the other worked its way between Din’s legs. 
Boba’s mouth was warm and wet and everywhere. Din stared up at the fabric of his blindfold, panting harshly. His heart thundered out of control. This was – it was –
Boba ran his tongue over the underside of Din’s cock and any words Din had had in his head scattered. His thoughts flew apart. His hips twitched, his legs straining as they tried to kick – either to push Boba away or draw him closer, Din wasn’t sure – and Boba used one broad hand to steady them, his thumb digging in just underneath the rise of Din’s hipbone. 
Boba pulled away, Din’s cock leaving his mouth with a faint  pop. Din flushed even though he couldn’t see it. He could imagine it well enough, despite his inexperience – Boba’s mouth red and shining, his eyes black with hunger. Din’s dick pressed against his belly, red and flushed and glistening with spit. 
“Settle down,  Djar’ika,” Boba rumbled. His voice had taken on that teasing lilt again, and he stroked his thumb over Din’s hip. “You’re gonna hurt yourself if you keep fighting the ties.” 
Din bared his teeth at where he guessed Boba was. “You don’t want me to fight the ties,” Din said, half a growl. “But you – but I – ”
His fingers kept curling uselessly into fists. The wyyyschokk silk dug into the base of both of Din’s thumbs. There was nothing to hold on to, not really, nothing except the silk itself, and Din’s hands kept closing on empty air. 
He didn’t want empty air. He wanted Boba. He wanted to dig his fingers into the meat of Boba’s shoulders, to hang on for dear life. 
“But I what?” Boba asked, almost sweetly. 
Din suppressed another growl. “I don’t know what you’re  doing,” Din said. “I can’t see you. I can’t – ”
“That’s the point,” said Boba, dryly. He pet at Din’s flank again, his thumb tracing circles over Din’s hip. “You can’t see. You can’t fight it. You can’t even move. All you can do is let it happen. So let it happen.” 
 Let it happen, Din thought. 
That was easy for Boba to say. Boba wasn’t tied like this. Boba wasn’t blind. Boba –
“Or keep fighting it, if you feel like you have to,” Boba continued. He had moved closer again. His breath was warm over Din’s cock, the sensation strange and immediate now that Din’s cock was wet, and to his mortification Din felt a bead of fluid gather at the tip of his cock. 
He was still hard. He still wanted this, even if Din didn’t understand what was happening. 
“It’s alright,” Boba continued, in his low, sweet, soothing tone. “Keep fighting me, if you have to. It’s still gonna happen.” 
“What’s going to happen?” Din asked, the words escaping before he could stop them. 
He felt Boba smile against the crease of his thigh. “I’m gonna make you come,” Boba said. “And I’m gonna make it hurt. And then you’re gonna thank me for it.” 
Din swallowed. 
“Take a second,” Boba advised. “Breathe. This is the last break I’m going to give you, okay? Unless you use your word.” 
Din believed him. He gulped in air, fingers curling again, and tried to relax. 
Boba gave Din just a second before he was on Din again, before he was  everywhere. Before he slid the head of Din’s cock back into his mouth again, tonguing the slit to chase the precome that had beaded there, moaning in satisfaction at the taste. 
Din shouted again, toes curling, at the way that  felt, having Boba moan around Din’s cock. It was like being shot, almost – a resonance Din felt all the way to his bones. He couldn’t help but twist in his restraints again, grateful now that he could barely shift in them. 
Boba’s hands were hot as forge-fire as they pressed Din’s hips into the bed. Boba took Din deeper, his tongue pressing against a vein along the underside of Din’s cock, his mouth just as forge-hot. 
They found a strange rhythm like that. Boba pressing down then pulling back up, moving up and down on Din’s cock. He seemed to know just when to lick or or suck, just how to wring the most embarrassing noises out of Din, and in what felt like no time at all Din could feel the edge of – something, building in the base of his spine. 
Boba hummed around Din’s cock. Din couldn’t see his face – wasn’t even trying to look at him anymore, not really – but he could tell that Boba was amused. 
Din felt his orgasm approaching, his whole body tensing as Boba  swallowed around him, Din’s cock hitting the back of Boba’s throat, and Din shouted again, toes curling – 
And then Boba wrapped one hand around the base of Din’s cock, tight as a vise, and pulled off. 
Din’s orgasm derailed abruptly. Din cried out and tried to wrench his hips, to make Boba move, to do  something, but between the wyyyschokk silk and Boba’s other hand, still curled tight over Din’s hip, Din couldn’t move at all. 
Boba chuckled. The sound of it was rough, fucked-out; when he spoke, his voice rasped. 
“Udesii,” Boba repeated, a wicked edge to his ruined voice. 
Din bared his teeth uselessly, frustration mounting. The tight ring of Boba’s fingers around the base of his cock loosened, but it was too late – Din wasn’t at the edge anymore. He was still aroused, harder than Din had maybe ever been in his life, but he wasn’t ready to tip over the edge. 
“Shhh, it’s alright,” Boba said soothingly. “Let me help.” 
He didn’t put his mouth back on Din, but he did use the loose ring of his fingers to glide up and down Din’s spit-wet cock a few times, the sensation smooth and almost frictionless. 
Din’s heart sank even as his body reacted, his belly tightening again, that precipice rushing towards him. 
He knew what was going to happen before it did. Just like last time, Din’s body tensed, fingers and toes curling, and Boba curled his fingers around the base of Din’s cock again, cutting off Din’s orgasm and jerking him back from that edge. 
Din made a frustrated sound and  did tug on his restraints, then, reaching fruitlessly for Boba. He didn’t get more than half an inch, the wyyyschokk silk pulling tight, and he growled again. 
Boba just chuckled, darkly. 
“I can do this for a while, you know,” he said. 
Din flashed his teeth at Boba again, pressing back into the mattress. Stubbornness was pushing its way up through his chest again. 
 Is this – is this some kind of  game? Din thought. He shifted his hips again, restless. He didn’t know what Boba  wanted.  
“Hey,” said Boba, setting one hand onto Din’s hip and holding him fast. “Settle down. You’ll hurt yourself.” 
Din growled. “I’m – ” he started, hotly, feeling needled and prickled and taunted and teased, feeling cornered and caught and furious with it, but Boba didn’t intend to let Din have even this little rebellion. 
Boba, lightning-fast, let go of Din’s cock and wrapped his fingers around Din’s balls. 
Din froze instinctively. 
Din had taken a knee to the groin before. He’d  given a knee to the groin before – he knew how effective it was. Any sentient with similar equipment instinctively tried to protect that part of their anatomy. Din was no different. 
He tried to slam his legs closed, but of course he couldn’t. The wyyyschokk silk held fast. His hips barely twitched. The muscles of his thighs spasmed. 
Boba tightened his grip. 
It felt like a punch. All of the air went out of Din’s lungs. Boba didn’t let up and pain built in Din’s groin like a bruise, like something deeper – he felt like he had during their spar, when Boba had jammed his knee into the crease of Din’s thigh. Like Boba was going to go right through Din, was going to pin him to this bed, to the floor. 
“Ah,” Boba said. “Found your manners, I think.” 
Din could only pant, harshly. The edge of orgasm had disappeared entirely. Now a new kind of tension was building, awful and buzzing. Din’s mouth had gone dry with fear.  
“Yeah,” said Boba, mostly to himself. “Okay. Let’s go with this, hmm?” 
“Boba,” Din started, but he already knew it was too late. 
Boba  pulled.  
He probably didn’t pull that hard, really. He’d already said that he didn’t want to truly hurt Din tonight. He’d promised not to do anything that would take Din more than a day or two to recover from. He cared about Din. 
But Din couldn’t think about any of that, not like this. 
It felt like Boba was trying to rip him apart. Like one more twist of Boba’s hand would have Din torn in two, bleeding all over the bed, and there was nothing Din could  do about it. 
The silk ties held him. Boba’s other hand held him. The fear was worse than the pain. It pushed down on Din’s lungs like a bruise. Spread up to coil, sickly and swooping, in his belly. There was nowhere for Din to go, no way he could get out, and Boba –
Boba still had Din in his hands. He was speaking. Not the soothing, light, half-mocking nonsense, a jumble of words and phrases. He was saying something else. 
“I’ve got you,  cyare,”  Boba was saying. “I’ve got you. Just breathe,  din’ika.”
Boba didn’t increase the pressure, but he didn’t let up either. He just – held position, pulling away from Din’s body with enough force that it burned, that Din had to catch a cry of pain behind his teeth with all his will. 
“Just breathe,” Boba repeated. 
It was an order. 
Shuddering, Din tried to obey. He pulled a noisy, wet breath in through his teeth. The blindfold was damp. 
“Again,” Boba ordered. 
Din breathed again, and breathing pulled the pain into his body, dragged it up from between Din’s legs into the bottom of stomach, then higher when Din breathed in again. He felt it against his ribs. Curling in his shoulders. Swimming behind his eyes. 
“Mesh’la,” said Boba, softly. He finally released his bruising grip on Din’s hip and used his newly-freed hand to skim his fingers over the damp skin of Din’s cock. 
Din felt the blunt prickle of Boba’s fingernails and tensed, but Boba didn’t do anything worse than run his thumb over the head of Din’s dick, making a deep, pleased little sound as his thumb found a fresh bead of precome. 
“Mesh’la,” Boba repeated. “You’re still hard,  Djar’ika.” 
Din couldn’t see the evidence, but he could  feel it. He was still hard. Every light touch of Boba’s hand sent pleasure sparkling up Din’s spine. It mingled with the deep, bruising pain Boba’d lodged into Din’s every breath and heartbeat. Pain and pleasure braided together. Din could hardly tell one from the other. 
“Mesh’la,” said Boba, a third time, and he eased off on Din’s balls a little. 
Just like with the clamps, the release of pressure was almost worse than the pressure itself – Din stopped himself from shouting but he couldn’t stop the whine of pain that slipped from his teeth. His cock twitched against Boba’s fingers. 
Boba chuckled. “Almost there,” he said, coaxingly. He tightened his grip again, pulled, then pushed in. He ran his thumbnail down the underside of Din’s cock. “You can do it. Can’t you? You can get there.” 
Din wanted to shout at him. He wanted to snarl. He wanted to  cry – he was crying, he realized, distantly. The silk blindfold covering his eyes was wet. 
“I’m gonna make you come,” Boba had said. “And I’m gonna make it hurt. And then you’re gonna thank me for it.” 
It did hurt. It  did. It hurt so badly that Din couldn’t imagine coming, couldn’t imagine wanting this, except he did want it. He did. 
He was close. 
The last of Din’s resolve crumpled in the face of that realization. That it hurt but Din wanted it anyway. That Boba was willing to give it to him.  
“Please,” Din begged, his throat thick with tears. “Boba, please, please, I – ”
Boba finally let go of Din’s balls, the pressure easing even as Din choked on a sob, and then Boba wrapped his hand all the way around Din’s cock, jacked him once, twice, and Din came messily all over Boba’s first, over his stomach, his orgasm ripped out of him with more force than it ever had been in Din’s life. 
Din’s vision guttered out. His ears rang. Nonsense praise filtered past his perception, Boba soothing him, jacking Din’s spent cock a few times to ease the hurt that had built there and smearing the mess into the skin of Din’s stomach. 
Din shook all over. Shook through the praise, shook against the ties. His mouth was open. Tears tracked down his face. 
Gradually, Din became dimly aware of the fact that Boba was still hard against the soft junction of Din’s inner thigh and his hip. He was so warm Din thought he’d burn just touching him, and he wanted it. He wanted it. He could barely remember his own name, couldn’t string a word together beyond  please, but he wanted it.
Din’s legs were still spread invitingly. He made a broken sound in the back of his throat, trying to invite Boba back in, to let Boba take his pleasure now that all of the fight was gone from Din’s body, but Boba only made a soothing sound in answer and leaned down to fumble with the silk still tethering Din to the bed.
“Udesii,” Boba soothed, easing Din’s ankle free of the restraint. He rubbed at the bruised skin there to warm it, to encourage Din to roll the limb around and get some circulation back. “Udesii.  You did so well for me,  cyare. You took that so well. You did so well.” 
Din let Boba coddle him, let Boba soothe his bruises and gather all of Din’s limbs together, tipping Din over on his side so that there was room for Boba to settle in beside him, their bodies touching from shoulder to knee. 
Boba was warm. When he’d gotten settled, he drew Din into his arms and let Din tuck his face against Boba’s chest, where Din could feel Boba’s heart beating against the skin of his cheek. 
“It’s alright,” Boba repeated. The word was thick and round. Din curled closer. “Udesii.  You did very well.” 
“Mph,” Din said. He made himself pull away a little. There was something he wanted to tell Boba, and it was important, a bright thought pushing through the comfortable quiet that had settled over the rest of his mind. 
He gave it to me, Din thought, dazed. 
Din had asked for quiet, and Boba had given it to him. 
They lay curled together like that for a while, Din just drifting, sore all over and delighted by it, made loose and easy but it, while Boba ran his thumb up and down the curve of Din's spine. 
Gradually Din came back into his body, his tremors giving way to honest exhaustion, his aches into true pain. Boba seemed to sense instinctively when Din returned to his own skin, because he grunted softly, tilted Din off of his chest for a moment, and vanished into the 'fresher, returning a moment later with a glass of water and his ever-present jar of bacta. 
Din was so wrung out that he didn't even protest, this time, as Boba rubbed bacta against Din's wrists and ankles, against the places where Boba'd nipped him, even against the sore, tender skin of Din's testicles. 
"Bacta," Din grumbled, when Boba had finished, cleaned both his hands and the mess on Din's belly and tucked himself back in against Din's side, "does not belong there." 
Boba chuckled. "It does if you wanna be able to walk in the morning, cyar'ika," he said. Boba tugged the blindfold off and Din blinked, startled – he hadn't realized that he'd still been wearing it. He hid his face in Boba's chest, even the light of the moons out over the desert too bright. Boba petted a few curls at the nape of Din's neck absently. "I don't want you to hate me in the morning," he said, lightly. "You're all sweet now, but bruised balls aren't anyone's idea of a good time." 
Din mumbled something derogatory into Boba's ribcage. "'M not the one who bruised 'em," he muttered. 
There was another thought growing underneath all of that, though, underneath Din's exhaustion and soreness and the desire to get as close to Boba as possible, to bask in his warmth for as long as Boba'd let him. The thought was bright and clear and urgent. 
Din sighed and peeled his face away, holding his head up long enough to look Boba in the eye. 
Boba looked back at him, steadily. His eyes glittered in the dark. 
“Boba,” Din said. “I could never hate you.” 
Boba looked at Din for a long moment. It was too dark to read his expression and Din was too tired to try, honestly. Too tired to stare into the dark and to hope he’d been understood. 
Then Boba chuckled, a rough, familiar sound, and pulled Din closer. “Go to sleep,  Djar’ika, ” said Boba. “It’s too late for sentiment.” 
But he had understood. Din could hear it buried in his voice. A slight hitch. An understanding. 
 Good, Din thought, tucking his face back into Boba’s chest. Boba rested his head on top of Boba’s chin. 
Satisfied that his point had been made, Din finally did as he was told and drifted off, warm and held all over, into sleep. 
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    Chapter Summary

    Din is really getting the hang of this whole conversation thing. Boba is rewarded for his forbearance.
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Din woke up alone. He reached sleepily for the warmth of Boba’s body and found only cool sheets, a frown forming before Din had even woken all the way up. 
Then he came awake, sitting bolt upright, snapping his gaze around the room. 

   Boba’s not here.  

The room was empty. The sheer curtains blew gently in the breeze. The worktable had been reorganized, its usual untidy heap of datapads and holofiles straightened up. Boba’s careful pile of armor, which had been stacked neatly by the worktable, was gone. 
Din’s armor was still where he’d left it, though, beskar gleaming in the early morning sun. Its visor stared impassively at Din. 
 So he probably wasn’t kidnapped, Din thought. Beskar was worth a lot of credits. If someone’d come here to hurt Boba, they would’ve put a plasma bolt between Din’s eyes and snatched his armor too. 
Din dragged a hand through his hair. Faint sparkles of pain flickered when he skimmed past the places Boba had grabbed and pulled. 

   Did I really sleep through Boba getting up for the day?  

Din was not a heavy sleeper. The first few months he’d had Grogu living with him on the  Razor Crest,  Din had startled awake at every tiny snore and snuffle. Even sleeping in his room two floors beneath Boba’s Din usually woke up if the turbolift creaked by on its way up or down the tower. 
Putting beskar on wasn’t quiet. Neither was Boba, in the mornings – nothing Boba ever did could be described as  clumsy, but he still made noise when he moved around. Din had spent enough of his own mornings up here in Boba's rooms to know that. Boba's sonic would hum or his ‘fresher sink would splutter or the lift would chime as it delivered something from the kitchens. 
That Din had slept through all of that – 
 Boba worked me over, Din thought. He rubbed his jaw, where he could feel a thumb-shaped bruise hiding behind his beard. Pleasant soreness lingered in his muscles, along with a deeper, less-pleasant ache in his belly that Din knew would bloom into true pain when he started to move around. 
Din took another glance around the room, making sure he was alone, then gave in to his curiosity and looked himself over. 
Din’s side was tacky with bacta, but his wound looked good. He had accumulated a few random bruises he couldn’t immediately source. 
 But,  he thought, studying himself,  I know where most of these came from.  
The faint bruises on his knees had come from kneeling. The soreness around his throat had come from the Devaronian’s hand. A dark blue bruise underneath one rib had been left by one of Boba’s sharper kisses. 
Din let his eyes drift farther down. His wrists and his ankles were faintly marked. Din was surprised – the wyyyschokk silk had felt like beskar when Din had fought and pulled against it. Din had thought that it would leave deep, dark bruises. 
But the marks left by the silk were so faint that Din almost didn’t notice them. He only saw them because he was looking, because he  expected  to see the evidence. There were bands of red wrapped around each wrist and ankle and when Din carefully pressed the pads of his fingers to his right wrist he could  feel pain, could feel the silk pressing into his skin like a memory, but when he took his fingers away his wrist looked almost normal. 
 Unbelievable, he thought. 
He repeated the process with his other wrist, then with both ankles. Each time he pressed down on the faint lines, pain flickered and lodged itself low in Din’s belly. 
Din bit his lip, embarrassed and not sure why – he was alone, after all – but slid his hands a little higher. 
Boba had pressed kisses and bites and little blue bruises from Din’s collarbone to the tops of his thighs. Seeing them in the sunlight – the evidence of how close Boba and Din had gotten, of how close Din had let Boba get – made Din color even though he was alone. 
 No one’s ever – no one has ever kissed me here, Din thought, pressing a thumb to the mark Boba’d left on Din’s inner thigh when he’d nipped at Din to make them even. 
No one else but Boba had ever kissed Din at all, really. Din had pressed his helmet together with Paz and Annika both before, when they’d been teenagers fumbling around in the covert, but as intimate as a  mirshmure’cya could be, it was different that this. 
Omera had pressed a kiss to the hard ridge of Din’s cheek once, on Sorgan. She and Din and gotten pretty close during those calm weeks Din had spent on Sorgan watching the kid chase frogs. When she'd kissed him Din had been wearing his helmet but that hadn’t stopped her. The kiss had been quick, almost rote – Din had thought at the time that Omera had been just as surprised by what she’d done as Din had. When Din had frozen, she'd pulled away and gone about the rest of her day like nothing at happened. Neither of them had mentioned it again.  

   That wasn’t anything like this.  

Boba at least understood the significance of a  mirshmure’cya. What it meant for one Mandalorian to be that close to another. Omera hadn't.  
Boba knew now that Din had never – that Boba had been the only person to kiss Din  anywhere. Din’s mouth, his neck, his collarbone, his thigh. Boba was the only being who’d ever had Din’s cock in his mouth. 
Din’s blush deepened. He thumbed the little bruise on his thigh again and made himself examine what he’d been avoiding.
His cock was – fine. It didn’t look any different, wasn’t bruised or sore or somehow marked by Boba’s mouth. Din didn’t touch himself. He knew that he could if he wanted to, but – 
 But it feels… obscene,  Din thought, his cheeks hot with embarrassment.  Indulgent. He curled his hand over his thigh, pressing down hard on the bite bruise, to give himself something to hold onto. 
He made himself keep looking. Boba hadn’t left any marks on Din’s cock, despite the faint grazes of his teeth as he’d swallowed around Din, but he  had left a mark on Din’s balls. 
Din had been kicked in the groin before. His armor didn’t have a codpiece like Boba’s did. Plenty of bounties had gone for Din there because they’d thought he’d curl up, fold over, let them get away. 
It hadn’t ever worked, though it had always hurt. Din had had bruised balls before. Swollen skin, pain and tenderness, some nausea.  
 This is different too, Din thought, swallowing. 
Boba’s grip here, on the most vulnerable part of Din's body, had been tight enough to break the blood vessels in the thin skin around Din’s scrotum. The resulting bruise wasn’t terrible, wasn’t black or even a particularly violent shade of blue, but it was red and green and swollen, and when Din prodded at the injury experimentally his stomach swooped, pain and nausea and remembered arousal tangled and twisting together, rising in a confused blur of sensation and feeling. 
Din took his hand away, his breath coming in shallow and short. 
 No,  he told himself, sternly.  No, I shouldn’t – I can’t –  
 Shouldn’t what? murmured a voice in Din’s head that sounded like Boba.  Enjoy yourself?  
Din shuddered and hung onto his thigh, pressing that bite bruise even deeper. The pain expanded. It  was  indulgent. It wasn’t – this wasn’t pain for the sake of pain or pain to help Din focus. There was nothing to focus  on up here in Boba’s rooms. The business of the day hadn’t started yet, and Din wanted to stay up here wrapped in the haze of sleep and Boba’s scent, in the memory of Boba’s hands on him, around him. 
Faint guilt flickered in Din’s gut. There  was work to be done. Just because Din was up here didn’t mean that the rest of the palace had ground to a halt. Didn’t mean that the rest of the galaxy had stopped spinning. 
But the mounting pain from where Din was pushing down on his thigh drowned out that guilt. Swallowed up Din’s lingering embarrassment. Tested the last dregs of his resolve. If he moved his hand just a little higher – 
The turbolift let out its familiar, creaky chime, and Din snatched his hand back to his chest like he’d been burned. 
Boba’s bed wasn’t visible from the lift. A safety measure, Din supposed – Boba had probably wanted even a few seconds of warning, in case someone tried to attack him while he was in bed. 
That few seconds gave Din the time to pull his hands away from his bruises and to lean back in bed, but not to either pretend that he was still asleep or make a run for it. He felt his cheeks redden again, heat flushing through him. 
Fortunately, it was just Boba who rounded the side of the pillar, a tray balanced in his hands. When he saw that Din was awake, his face fell a little, but before Din could parse it Boba was looking him up and down and nodding. 
“Alive, then?” Boba asked. He balanced the tray, which was laden with food and two steaming mugs, with one hand and used the other to offer Din one of the mugs. Steam curled over its edges. Din accepted, shifting a little so he could tug one end of the sheet up to cover himself. 
He brought the mug to his nose and inhaled. The familiar scent of  mayam filled his nose, woke him up a little more.  
“Alive,” Din confirmed. He still felt the flush in his cheeks, but Boba didn’t comment on it. Din was grateful. 
“Hungry?” Boba asked. 
Din thought about it. “Not yet,” he said. 
Boba  hmmed and turned around briefly to drop the tray of food off at his work table before returning, kicking his boots off while he padded over, a mug of his own in hand. 
Boba hadn’t worn his helmet out, but he’d put on his cuirass and his boots, had strapped a blaster to his hip. Din couldn’t blame him. The palace had only been attacked yesterday, after all. Din was sure almost everyone still in the palace was going around armed. 
“I didn’t mean to wake you,” Boba said, levering himself back up into bed with Din. Din let him, quietly pleased to have Boba’s body back within reach of his own. 
“You didn’t,” Din assured him. “I woke up on my own. It’s getting light out.” 
Din was still surprised that Boba had managed to dress himself without waking Din up. 

   I must’ve been more tired than I thought.  

The last cycle  had been exhausting, between the attack on the palace, fighting off Gorga’s mercs, going up to the light cruiser and trying to understand Bo-Katan. 
Thinking of the light cruiser – what Kryze had asked of Din – made Din frown. He pushed thoughts of her and her people away. They didn’t have a place here, in Boba’s bed. 
“I wanted to surprise you,” Boba said, gruffly. He took a sip of his own drink – probably black caf – and ignored Din, who was staring at him in quiet shock. 
“You… wanted to surprise me,” Din said. “With food?” 
Boba shrugged, one-shouldered. “Seemed like a good idea at the time,” he said, offering Din a crooked smile. “And I had some things to check up on, but didn’t want to wake you, so.” He shrugged again, and that was when Din realized that Boba was  nervous.  
Din stared at him for another moment, eyes wide, and remembered his manners. 
“Thank you,” said Din quietly, taking another sip of his tea. “I appreciate it.” He tried not to show how –
Touched, Din thought. How touched he was. The feeling fluttered behind his ribcage. 
No one had ever brought Din firstmeal in bed before. Food in the covert was by necessity private; if it wasn’t something that could be drunk through a straw, everyone would come by, pick up their food and go off to eat it alone. The warriors in charge of a specific meal would cook for everyone and leave food out until it was gone. 
Din curled his fingers tighter over the edge of his mug. It was warm, and helpless affection was blooming in Din’s chest, unfurling like a  mala’ayy unfolded in the light of the moons. 
If Boba saw, he didn’t say anything. 
Boba wasn’t the type to blush, not like Din was – Din had never needed to hide his reactions before he’d met Boba. If someone had embarrassed Din, he’d been fine to blush underneath his helmet. No one had ever known about it. Now that he wasn’t wearing his helmet all the time Din knew he should probably try harder to get his expressions, his reaction to Boba’s teasing, under control, but he hadn’t managed it yet. 
Boba had more practice going around unmasked. He didn’t show embarrassment. 
But he wasn’t meeting Din’s eyes either, studiously sipping from his own mug. The affection in Din’s chest grew. 
“You had other business?” Din finally asked, trying to spare them both from further embarrassment. He knew that he should probably get up and find a pair of pants, at least. Din was still naked, though he’d pooled Boba’s sheets across his lap, and Boba was fully-dressed. 
“Just checking on a few things,” Boba confirmed, taking the black-tie Din’d tossed him with both hands. Boba settled deeper into the bed, and Din felt him relax. He had to hide a smile into his tea. 
 Boba was nervous, Din thought. That settled his own unease a little, soothed Din’s own keen embarrassment. 
 This is new for Boba too, he reminded himself. Boba had told him as much last night. This – this companionship – was as new for Boba as it was for Din. 
 At least we’re on even footing, for once,  thought Din wryly. Boba’d had Din on the back foot for most of the time they’d known each other. Din hadn’t  minded, really, aware that the way Din had grown up, the life he'd lived, was strange to others, but still. 
“How’s the palace?” Din asked. He hadn’t heard any explosions or more violence, which he hoped meant that the Hutts hadn’t come back overnight. 
“Standing,” Boba reported. He took another swallow of caf and grimaced. “Gorga’s  sheb'urcyine didn't do too much damage to the palace itself. If that cruiser of yours hadn’t picked off those ships, we might be telling a different story, but the palace itself is fine.” 
Din hid a grimace of his own into his mug at the mention of the light cruiser. He didn’t want to talk about Kryze. 
“The outfit itself’s gonna keep standing too,” Boba continued. “We lost a few guards. More of us took some injuries.” 
Din nodded. Noora’d filled him in. “Who was killed?” Din asked. 
“Two of the newer boys,” Boba said. “Sittik and Mako – you know ‘em?” 
Din shook his head. 
“And Zero,” Boba said. 
That got a wince out of Din. He hadn’t known Zero very well – Zero had preferred the company of his droid Ay-Two, and hadn’t mingled much with the rest of the outfit, but he’d been with Boba since the beginning. Din had run a job or two with Zero. They’d taken Gida home together once. He’d been alright, for a man who loved a droid as much as Zero had loved Ay-Two. 
“How’s Ay-Two taking it?” Din asked. 
Boba shrugged, tiredly. “Ay-Two took a pretty good hit,” he said. “They were ambushed, clearing out the east wing of the palace. A droid can come back from quite a bit, but all hands’re on helping the injured. I don’t have too many mechanics around.” 
Din winced again to hear that Zero and Ay-Two hadn’t died in the initial battle but had been jumped trying to secure the palace, while Din had been on his way up to the light cruiser, but there was nothing Din could do about it now. 
I should've been here, he thought. I should've helped. But he also owed Kryze his loyalty. He owed her – not as much as he owed Boba, maybe, but Kryze had helped Din rescue Grogu. She'd helped him defeat Gideon. 
But we'd just been attacked. Boba had told Din to go and see what Kryze wanted, but had that been a mistake? Should Din have stayed here? He had armor that could turn aside a blaster. If Din had been securing the palace instead of Zero – 
“That’s the worst of it, though,” said Boba. He dragged a hand down his scarred face. “Theran took a pretty good shot through the shoulder, but he’s gonna live. Kasyyk’s got a broken paw. You got hurt. There’s plenty of grazes and scrapes to go around, too, but I’ve been stockpiling bacta. Everyone who took a hit oughta be alright, with enough time.” 
“How’s Fennec?” Din asked. 
Boba grimaced. “Out cold, when I stuck my head in to check on her,” he said. “But Ushib thinks she’s gonna be fine.” 
Din let out a relieved breath at that. Fennec was Boba’s right hand. She ran half the outfit. If she’d been killed – 
 And she’s my friend,  Din thought. He  liked  Fennec. She was a good friend. Blunt and straightforward, yes, and Din wasn’t sure he liked how much Fennec knew about what Din got up to with Boba – how Din  felt  about Boba – but so far Fennec had held her silence. 
 She warned me about Boba and his father to protect me,  Din reminded himself.  And to protect Boba, too. That’s her job.  
Doing her job had been how Fennec had gotten hurt in the first place. She’d thrown herself into the fight in the throne room without hesitation, despite the fact that she  wasn’t  Mandalorian. Fennec’s armor was Katarn-grade plastoid, but it was still  plastoid, not beskar or durasteel or even scavenged bronzium. 
“Ushib said she’s gonna be fine,” Boba repeated, picking up on Din’s concern. “And Ushib’s the one who had to put Fennec back together after that Calican kid got blaster-happy. Ushib’s the one who put  me back together, when anybody else with sense would've left me for carrion. If she says Fennec’s gonna be fine, she’s gonna be fine.” 
Boba was trying to convince himself of that, too. Din could hear it in his voice. 
So Din just nodded, finishing the last of his tea, grimacing through the  mar’ataw dregs at the bottom of the cup. Boba mirrored Din, finishing his own caf, and held a hand out for Din’s mug. 
Din gave it over, eyeing Boba. 
“And the rest of the palace?” Din prodded gently, trying to ask about Jaig and Strill and Paz and the foundlings without having to ask Boba directly. 
Jaig had come out to fight alongside Boba and Din, which meant, Din hoped, that the rest of them had felt secure enough in their wing of the palace to let Jaig leave. If Paz hadn’t felt safe, he wouldn’t have let Jaig go fight. 
Boba understood. 
“The  verd’ike  are fine,” he reported. “Strill was on guard when I went by. She wouldn’t let me in to see the others – Vizsla’s up and about and being a  raju – ouch,” said Boba, tone dry, as Din leaned across the space between them to flick Boba behind the ear, like Boba’d done to him last night. 
Din glared, unrepentant. “Paz isn’t a  raju,” he said, sternly. The word was tuskra, and extremely impolite. “He’s just – gruff, that’s all.” 
Boba snorted. “If you say so. But he’s up and moving around, I think, which is why he’s got Strill playing ruus'alor and keeping everyone out.” 
“That’s good,” Din muttered, retreating back to his half of the bed. That was – good. After how sick Paz had been, Din was relieved that he was on his feet again. That he still had two feet to stand on. 
“Speaking of  verd’ike, what did Kryze want?” Boba asked. His expression was carefully neutral – he probably didn’t want to get flicked again – but his eyes were sharp. 
Din grimaced. “It’s – ” he stopped. 
Din wasn’t sure that Boba wanted to hear what Kryze had told Din. That Mandalorians were gathering. That Kryze was seeking vengeance against what was left of the Empire. 
 That she told me to be there,  he thought,  but didn’t mention  you  at all.  
Din had enough pieces of Mandalore’s history now to know that, if Kryze was making a move to try and reunite what was left of Mandalore’s people, she wouldn’t want Boba around. 
Boba had never come out and said it outright, that his father had been the  mand’alor, but Din could listen between heartbeats. He could fill in the gaps of Boba’s story. Boba had told Din about the Mandalorian Civil Wars. The first, fought and won by Jaster Mereel, Boba’s father’s father, that had ended with Death Watch exiled from the Mandalore Sector. And the second, fought by Jango Fett and won by no one at all. The Neutral Mandalorians, Satine Kryze and her like, had picked up what was left and settled into pacifism in Sundari. But the fighting Mandalorians, Jango’s people and Death Watch –

   Neither of them won.  

Jango’d defeated Tor Vizsla. Death Watch had been scattered, their strength temporarily broken. 
 But so had the strength of the True Mandalorians.  Jango had left Mandalore behind and his supporters had either scattered across the galaxy or folded themselves, however uncomfortably, into life underneath Satine Kryze. Boba had said that some of them had renounced their warrior ways – had even given up their  beskar’gam, which was unthinkable to Din – and some of them had either carved out a traditional Mandalorian life somewhere else on the planet, in the wilds north of Sundari, or had left the system entirely to be Mandalorian elsewhere. 
 But Jango Fett  was  the  mand’alor, Din thought.  Or he was close to being one, for a while.  He’d been the  alor of the True Mandalorians, anyway, just like Jaster Mereel had been. 

   Kryze won’t want Boba around.  

Din knew it instinctively. If Kryze was rallying her old supporters, the ones who’d made her Duchess of Mandalore – and if she was even rallying what was left of  Din’s people, who’d never taken a singular leader but might just be swayed to follow Kryze if it meant revenge against the Empire – she wouldn’t want Boba there. 
 He isn’t one of her  tal’vode.  He hasn’t sworn himself to her Quest, like I have. Din owed Kryze because she'd helped him defeat a bitter enemy. Because she'd helped him save his son. But she hadn't done anything for Boba. His loyalties weren’t tied to Bo-Katan Kryze at all. 

   He’s a threat to her.  

Din shivered a little, feeling pulled in two directions at once. 
Boba saw him and reached out, a little frown forming between his eyes. His hand, when it fell on Din’s knee, was warm. Din jumped a little anyway, the sensation of skin on skin still foreign enough to startle him. 
“What did she want?” Boba repeated, his eyes searching Din’s face. 
Din grimaced. 
“What is it?” Boba pressed. 
“It’s – nothing,” Din said. He tried to smooth his expression out into blank neutrality. He offered Boba a lopsided smile. “It’s just politics. I – ”
“It’s not just politics,” Boba interrupted, his frown deepening. “It upsets you.” 
“It doesn’t,” Din disagreed, even though it  did.  Trying to wrap his head around what Kryze wanted – trying to imagine helping her  get what she wanted, helping Kryze take her vengeance on the Imperial Remnants and end up with a throne when she was finished – was difficult. Almost impossible. The idea of it sat like a stone in Din’s belly. 
He grimaced again. 
“That,” said Boba, watching Din intently. “What’s that?” 
Din scowled. “It’s nothing,” he said. 
Boba’s expression sharpened. “Is it?” he pressed. “We came up with some rules not a full cycle ago,  Djar’ika. Throwing them out already?” 
That made Din wince again, guilt flickering in his belly – and across his face, if the way Boba’s eyes were tracking him was any indication – and he scowled harder. 
Boba let him struggle for a minute. 
“Fine,” Din growled, looking past Boba. “It’s – ”
Boba held up a hand. “Is it something,” he said, “that you want me to know, but can’t talk about?”
Din paused. 
 We agreed to – to tell each other if we hit something we couldn’t be honest about, he remembered. Din knew that that rule was more for Din’s benefit than Boba’s. Boba had been honest. He’d never struggled to tell Din anything, as far as Din could tell. It was Din who kept running up against – other things. Against his Creed, his other loyalties. 
Din took a careful breath. 
 It’s not – it’s not something I  need  to keep from Boba,  he thought. Din might  prefer to keep this, this guilt, this sense of shame, to himself. It wasn’t something he wanted Boba to worry about. 

   But it’s not a secret, and it’s not something I’m keeping to myself to protect anyone.  

“I… can talk about it,” Din said, slowly. He grimaced. “I just don’t really  want to.” 
Boba snorted. “I understand,” he said, in his deep, slow voice, and Din knew that Boba was telling the truth. He understood. He did. 
 He told me about the sarlacc,  Din thought.  About – about his father. About himself. I can do this, too.  
“Can we… can we talk about it later?” Din asked. He looked at Boba again. The frown creasing Boba’s forehead had eased, a little, but was still there, marring his face. 
“Later?”
Din nodded. He resisted the urge to twist his fingers into the sheets and betray his nervousness. 
“We can talk about it later,” Boba said, slowly. He grimaced too. “What Kryze wanted is that bad, is it?” 
“It’s not  bad,” Din said. “It’s just – she wants me to do something for her,” he said, trying to keep the terms as vague as possible. “And I owe her my loyalty. It’s just… not something that I  want to do. And,” he added, thinking of what Kryze had asked of him, “it’s something I need to talk to Paz about first.” 
Boba stilled. “She wants you,” he said, “to ask something of your – of your tribe?” 
Reluctantly, Din nodded. 
“Your tribe,” Boba continued, frowning hard again, “who wants to kill you, because you think – because you’re  dar’manda.”  
Din nodded again. He didn't really like the way that Boba had said that – Din didn't think that he was dar'manda. He was dar'manda. What Din thought about it had little to do with it. 
“Paz won’t be able to manage it,” Din pointed out. He pressed a hand to his injured side. “Even like this, I can take him. But I told Kryze that I’d – that I’d ask,” he said, stopping himself. Din sighed. A headache was beginning to form at the back of his head, throbbing from the place where the darktrooper had injured him. Din dragged a hand down his face. 
“I’m sorry,” he felt compelled to add. 
Boba’s fierce expression eased. “Sorry for what?” 
Din gestured vaguely out from his chest. “For… ruining a nice morning with talk of Bo-Katan Kryze, I guess,” he said, aiming for wry. 
Boba snorted. “‘S not your fault she’s got a sarlacc’s appetite,” he said. “I can guess what she wants from you well enough,  Djar’ika. ‘S fine. We can – we can talk later, if you want. After you’ve talked to your brother.” 
 He isn’t my brother anymore,  Din thought, stomach twisting. He  did  give in to his nerves, then, tangling his fingers in the sheets, hanging on tight. He wished, abruptly, for the wyyyschokk silk again. It had been terrifying, a little, to be held down like that – to be restrained without any chance of getting free – but it had been  good, too. Once Din had stopped fighting it, it had been good. It had been – something to endure. Something to hang onto. 
The joints in Din’s weak hand creaked all together. Pain flickered behind his eyes. 
“Hey,” said Boba softly, reaching out to catch Din’s left hand by the wrist. His fingers were warm there too, and encircled Din’s wrist in Boba’s solid strength. 
Din still resisted, a little, as Boba tugged on him, but there was no arguing with Boba, not like this. Boba pried Din’s left hand free, turned it over. Pressed his thumb into Din’s palm. 
“This is gonna hurt a little,” Boba warned. His eyes were dark and serious. 
Din shrugged. “It can hurt,” he said, half-wary and half-curious. 
That made a very faint, very fond smile flicker across Boba’s face. He pressed down with his thumb, harder. He pressed until Din hissed, the pressure morphing into a dull ache, then a deep, true pain. 
“I know,” Boba said, though he didn’t let up. “Just a bit more.” The edge of his thumbnail dug into the meat of Din’s palm. Din gritted his teeth and bore it. 
He bore it for half a minute, a minute, more. He bore it until Din was sure that if Boba pressed any harder he’d snap the small bones in Din’s hand, would grind them to dust as fine as sand. And then –
“My headache,” Din said, surprised. His voice was rougher than it had been, but not the hoarse, scratching cry it’d been last night. 
Boba smiled. “Better?” he said, letting up. He didn’t give Din his hand back, but he let Din flex his fingers. 
Din nodded, still surprised. The space between his thumb and his forefinger throbbed, but his headache had eased. It wasn’t entirely gone, but it was much more manageable. 
“Good,” said Boba, sounding satisfied. He softened. “Ori’jate,” he added. 
Din looked away even as preening warmth filled his chest. 
“We both agreed to those rules,” Boba continued. “And you’re doing what you agreed to do, so.  Ori’jate.” 
“You don’t need to praise me for – for telling the truth,” Din muttered, his jaw working. 
“Maybe not,” said Boba, his tone deliberately light. “But maybe I wanna reward good behavior, hm? Encourage open communication.” 
Din couldn’t help but snort at that. 
“Hey,” said Boba, spreading his hands. “I’m all about communication. ‘S what makes me such an effective boss.” 
 Now I know he’s trying to tease me,  Din thought, but he couldn’t help but smile anyway. Guilt flickered faint underneath Din’s ribs, dampening the warmth left by Boba’s praise.  He’s still trying to tease me, after – after everything.  After Din had lied to him about being Mandalorian. After their argument on the  Huntress, their argument in this room. Boba was still trying to make Din smile. 
 I’m not sure I deserve it,  Din thought.  I’m  dar’manda.  And if Kryze gets her way, I might –
He stopped himself, forcefully. Whatever was going to happen with Kryze’s council on Krownest was going to happen. Din couldn’t change it from here, and he couldn’t change that he’d been  dar’manda for months and hadn’t told Boba. 
 The past is the past,  Din reminded himself.  The only thing to do is keep going forward. To try to do better.  
Boba took Din’s smile as a victory, grinning briefly back, before he let his arms fall and a more pensive expression crept back over his face. Boba went back to studying Din intently. 
“That all that’s bothering you?” Boba prompted. “Just Kryze?” 
That made Din want to scowl again, though he held off. 
Boba, of course, caught it anyway. 
“It isn't all that’s bothering you,” Boba realized. 
Din  did scowl then, caught out. “What are you?” he grumbled. “A Jedi?” 
Boba huffed a laugh. “Not at all,” he said. “I’m about as Force-sensitive as a forest slug.” 
Din looked at Boba quizzically. 
“Means I can’t touch the Force at all,” Boba clarified. “‘S not a skill I have, or one I particularly care to have.” 
“Oh,” Din said, understanding. The Force was what gave the Jedi their powers – if Boba couldn’t use the Force, he wasn’t a Jedi. Din eyed Boba, still faintly suspicious. “You always seem to know what I’m thinking,” he explained. 
Boba gave Din another crooked smile. “I know you,” Boba said. “And even when I didn’t know you, you weren’t that hard to read,  Djar’ika.  You’re – ori’bucye. Ori’karta.”  
Din’s ears pricked up. “You’ve said that before,” Din said. “What does it mean?” 
Boba’s smile was a little wider. A little more genuine. When he reached out again, he didn’t take Din’s wrist or his hand, didn’t grab Din by the knee; Boba set his hand on Din’s chest. Above Din’s heart. 
“The words mean ‘all bucket,’” he explained. “‘All heart.’ It means you wear your heart like you wear your armor. Out for everyone to see.” 
“Oh,” Din said again, not sure what else he could say. His ears burned a little. Din was embarrassed and not sure why. 
 Maybe because he  means  it, Din thought. Boba meant what he said. Din could hear his sincerity. His conviction. 
“It’s not a bad thing,” Boba assured him, eyes turned up at the corners. Din’s heart beat against Boba’s fingertips. Din swallowed. 
“Maybe,” Din admitted, a little grudgingly. “It’s just – not something I’m used to, I guess.” 
“Beskar’s hard to read,” Boba agreed. He pulled his hand away and gestured at Din. “It never changes. Well?” he said. “What’s bothering you? You looked – you looked like you felt guilty about something.” 
Din eyed Boba again.  He’s got to be a Jedi,  he thought.  He’s got to be able to read my mind.  
But Din had always had his armor to hide behind. Din’s helmet  was inscrutable. Its expression never wavered. Din’s covert had communicated with words or with their bodies, with the positions of their hands, their shoulders, because their expression on their helmets never shifted. 
“Guilty,” Din repeated. 
Boba watched him, his own expression schooled into something more neutral. 
 He’s had a lot of practice,  Din thought, trying not to be jealous of how  easy it was for Boba to control his expression. How he shifted from open and warm to coolly distant in seconds. 
Din took a breath. 
“Is it another thing,” Boba said, gently enough that Din couldn't help but bristle, feeling coddled, “that you can’t be honest about? That you want me to drop?” 
Din looked over at him, startled again. 
“We did agree, last night,” Boba pointed out. He didn’t look  happy  about that, but he was right – they  had agreed. Din had told Boba that he’d trust him to drop a topic Din couldn’t be honest about. 
“It’s… not that,” Din said, trying to figure out how to say what he felt, to give words to the guilt still writhing in his belly like a dune worm in the sand. 
“Then what is it?” Boba pressed.
Din took another breath.  I just need to say it,  he thought.  I just need to get it out.  
“I’m still – I do still feel guilty,” Din said. He stumbled over the words a little, but he meant them. They were true. He made himself look at Boba again. 
Boba frowned. “For what?” he asked. “For being  dar’manda?” 
“No. Well, yes,” Din admitted, because he was going to feel the guilt of  that – the shame of it, cold in his gut – for the rest of his life. “But not for  being dar’manda,  really. I’ve – ” Din had made his peace with it. He’d had to make his peace with it. There was no way to live with it if Din  hadn’t  made his peace. He was not walking the way of the wurrek. He wasn’t mad or cruel or  ori’dush.  He was  dar’manda, but Din was still himself. 
“I’ve put it to rest,” Din finally said. He couldn’t look Boba in the eye anymore and had to look at Boba’s nose instead, which was a little surprising. Din had been able to look Boba in the eye for weeks now. 
“I’ve put it to rest,” Din repeated, with a little more strength. “It’s – all of this talking I’ve had to do about it,” Din said, smiling ruefully, “has made me – made me understand  why I did it. Broke my Creed, I mean. I don’t regret it.” 
“But you still feel guilty,” Boba said. He was not smiling. 
“Not for breaking the Creed,” Din clarified. He studied the bridge of Boba’s nose there, the web of acid scars. “But for – for not telling you. Sooner, I mean.” 
“Din,” Boba began. “We’ve gone over this. It’s – ”
“I know,” Din interrupted. He flicked his eyes up to meet Boba’s and had to look away again. The intensity of feeling in Boba’s eyes was almost too much, too deep. A feeling so wide and vast that Din would drown in it, if he stepped over the edge. 
“I know,” Din said. “It’s – it’s the past. We can’t change it. But I still…” Din trailed off, not sure what he wanted to say. Not even sure what he  wanted.  
Boba was quiet for several seconds. Din felt each one, his heart banging against his ribcage. He curled his fingers in the sheets again, to give them something to do. 
“Ruyot,”  Boba finally said. It was a soft word, as far as  mando’a  went. “'The past,'” Boba translated. “That’s the word for the past.  Ruyot. What has already happened.” 
“Ruyot,” Din repeated, dutifully. The word had a bit of weight to it. Din liked how it felt in his mouth, even as guilt prickled in his chest and Strill’s admonition washed over him. 
“It’s the past,” Din said. “We can’t change what I – what I didn’t say. But I still feel guilty.” 
“Why?” Boba asked. There was no recrimination in his voice, none in his face, which Din appreciated more than he had words to say. 
“Because it’s… because I had plenty of opportunities,” Din said. “I could have – there were half a hundred times I could have told you, and any one of them would have been better than when I  actually told you.” 
Boba chuckled, hoarse and dry. “We didn’t have the best timing for that argument, no,” he said. “But it was – those weren’t the best circumstances for anything,” he said. “You were worried about Vizsla. I get it.” 
Din curled his fingers tighter into the sheets. 
“You don’t want me to get it, do you?” Boba asked. 
Din blinked, startled. Boba wasn’t watching Din’s face anymore – he was watching Din’s hands. Was watching the way Din had curled his fingers into the sheets and was hanging on, white-knuckled. 
“Do you?” Boba repeated. 
Din swallowed. 
“You want me to be angry,” Boba said. His voice had gone soft. Almost contemplative. 
Din couldn't help but pull his shoulders up a little, defensive. Vulnerable. Boba – Boba  saw.  
“You want to be punished,” Boba continued. His voice had dropped to barely more than a whisper. A hiss of wind over the top of the sands. 
Din didn’t trust himself to speak. But he nodded, once, jerkily. 
 Yes,  he thought, the words burning at the back of his mouth.  Yes, I want to be punished. I lied. I broke a rule. I broke it half a hundred times over. I –  
“Din,” said Boba, still in that same deep, quiet almost-whisper, “I’ve already told you. I’m not gonna punish you for breaking your Creed.” 
“I don’t need you to punish me for breaking my Creed,” Din made himself say. His own voice was broken, thin, but he pushed past it. “I’ve already told  you – you can’t punish me for breaking the Creed. Only a – only someone else from my tribe can do that. Only a  vod, like Paz or Annika or my  alor.  You’re – ”
Boba was more to Din than a brother or a sister. More than an  alor.  
But he’d never taken Din’s Creed. He’d never been  Din’s kind of Mandalorian. So he couldn’t punish Din for breaking that Creed. It wasn’t Boba’s responsibility. 
“So you just want to be punished for – for lying?” Boba asked. 
Din nodded again, still jerky. 
Boba went quiet and still. 
Din froze too. His heartbeat picked up. He searched Boba’s face, hardly daring to believe – to think –
“I’m… not sure I can do that either,” Boba finally said, slowly. “I’ll – we never agreed to total honesty,  Djar’ika,  and you never lied to me outright. I never asked you if you were – if you were  mando’ad. I just assumed.” 
“And I let you assume,” Din said. Disappointment knotted in his throat. “I let you assume.”
Boba inclined his head. “Maybe,” he allowed. He shook his head a little, his expression distant. “Let me – let me think about it,” he said. 
Din looked at Boba again, his heart still beating painfully fast. “Think about it?” 
Boba shrugged with one shoulder. He looked a bit like he wanted to tangle his hands into the sheets too. Like he wanted something to hold onto. 
“Would it help you?” Boba asked. 
Din blinked. 
“If I – if you were punished,” Boba elaborated. “If we – we dedicated a session to it. Would it help you get past it?” 
“Punishment… it helps?” Din asked. 
Boba shrugged again. “It can,” he said. “For some. If you – if you’re guilty for breaking a rule,” he said, “and then you’re punished for that rule, you can – you can let go of that guilt, because you’ve paid for it. Punishment can be like – like cutting rot out of a wound.” 
“It will  hurt, ” Din murmured, understanding all at once. “But then the wound can heal.”
Boba inclined his head. 
Din’s heart was beating so fast it felt like – it felt like Din was standing up against that pillar right now, waiting for a blow to fall across the meat of his shoulders. Waiting for that pain to come and drive Din out of himself. Waiting for that  peace.  
“Do you think it would help you?” Boba asked again, softly. “Think about it. Don’t tell me what you think I want to hear.” 
Din’s immediate, instinctive response was to say,  Kark, yes,  because he  wanted  it. He wanted Boba to flog him again. To punish him. Din wanted to stop  thinking about it. Wanted to lay it all, the guilt he felt, the grief, to rest. 
 But I don’t want to make Boba do something he doesn’t want to do, either,  Din thought.  I don’t want to ask him for something that would help me, but hurt him.   
Din licked his lips, mouth dry despite his cup of tea. 
“I don’t know if it would help or not,” said Din, carefully. “I – I like the  idea of it. Of – of getting to close that wound. But I’m not sure. I’ve never – ”
Din trailed off. 
He’d never been  punished before, not really, not as an adult. He’d been cuffed across the back of the head a few times as a young warrior in the covert, had been tossed into a river for swearing, had once been made to spend an entire night kneeling in front of the cold forge for picking a fight with Paz outside of the sparring ring, but he’d never been punished like Boba would punish him. 
“I was sent to bed without dinner a few times as a kid,” Din said. “I was – I’ve had my mouth washed out with sludir soap. I had to kneel in front of the forge, once, for hours. But that’s it.” 
Boba was quiet for another minute. 
 He’s going to refuse,  Din thought, heart sinking.  He’s going to say no.  
That was alright. Boba had the right to his boundaries. He’d told Din – this arrangement wasn’t one-sided. Boba got something out of it too, and sometimes his partner would want something that Boba couldn’t or wouldn’t give. 
 It’s alright,  Din told himself.  It’s alright. I’ll – I’ll figure something else out. I’ll –
“I have to think about it,” Boba finally said. 
It was not a denial. Din looked at Boba sideways again. His heart leapt up into his mouth. 
“I have to think about it,” Boba repeated. He grimaced. “Probably not what you wanna hear,  Djar’ika, but – ”
“No,” Din said immediately. “No, it’s – it’s fine.” It was better than fine. It was more than Din had expected. He took a deep breath and made himself say so. 
“I know it’s – I know,” Din said. “You can – take all the time you need. I understand.” 
Boba’s serious expression finally cracked some, a smile hooking up one corner of his mouth. “Generous,” he said, tone lightening too. “I won’t – I won’t take forever about it,  Djar’ika. A few days, maybe. But I just need to think about it.” 
“Okay,” Din said. He offered Boba a crooked smile back and finally let go of the sheets, flexing his fingers. His bad hand was sore. “And – sorry,” Din added. 
Boba rolled his eyes. “For what?” 
“For ruining your plans for a nice firstmeal in bed, for one,” Din said. 
As he’d hoped, the light barb made Boba’s smile more genuine. “Ruined?” said Boba, lighter than before. “I wouldn’t say ruined,  Djar’ika. In fact – ”
And Boba, almost faster than Din could react,  moved.  
“Come here,” Boba growled, a laugh buried in his voice, and with a display of strength that made Din’s heart kick in his chest, Boba leaned in, lifted Din by the hips and set Din, firmly, into his lap. 
Din flushed. 
“You haven’t ruined anything at all,” said Boba, sounding pleased. 
Din put his hands on Boba’s chest. The beskar was cool against his fingers. The texture of Boba’s pants tickling against Din’s bare legs. 
“You’re impossible,” Din muttered. 
Boba grinned and let go of Din’s hips, chucking Din gently under the chin. “Gotta keep you on your toes,  Djar’ika.” 
Din huffed. He shifted experimentally in Boba’s lap. It was – 
It was a strange position to be in. Din had only been in Boba’s lap the once, the first time he and Boba had properly fucked. Thinking about that like  this made Din blush again, red spilling down his throat to his chest. 
They were even dressed like they’d been dressed that first time. Boba in his armor, beskar cool against Din’s skin, and Din wearing nothing at all. 
Boba was remembering it too. Din could see it in him – Boba’s pupils dilated. Hunger was plain in his face. 
Din felt his own body answering. His heart quickening, The places where Boba’s body touching his, Din’s hips and his thighs and the corner of his jaw, tingled and grew warm. 
“No,” Boba repeated, thumbing Din’s jaw. “You haven’t ruined anything at all.” 
Even sitting in Boba’s lap, Din was taller than Boba. He had to stoop his shoulders a little to do what he really wanted, which was to lean down and tuck his nose, carefully, against the column of Boba’s throat. 
Boba ran a hand down Din’s back. He wasn’t wearing his gloves, so his skin pressed against Din’s skin. It woke warmth all the way down Din’s spine. 
“How’re you holding up?” Boba asked, tracing his hand lower. Finding one of the thumbprint bruises Boba had dug into Din’s hip. Din couldn’t help but shiver. 
“I’m fine,” Din said, automatically. 
Boba chuckled. Din felt it vibrate against his cheek. “Are you?” Boba asked. “Can I see?” 
Din froze. “See… what?” he asked, warily. 
Boba hummed. “My handiwork,” he said. 
“You mean…” Din started, then trailed off. He knew what Boba meant. He didn’t have to ask. Boba didn’t have to ask again, either. He let Din hide against his throat for a minute, before Din finally, heart hammering, nodded. 
Boba made a deep, pleased noise. “Let me see, then,” he said. “No need to be shy.” 
There was  plenty  of reason to be shy, in Din’s opinion, but his body was nothing that Boba hadn’t seen before – hadn’t had his hands on just a few hours ago, his mouth – so Din did as he was asked and shuffled out of Boba’s lap a little, sitting back on the bed and spreading his legs so that Boba could  see.  
So that Boba could see the bruises kissed and bitten into Din’s chest, his hips, his thighs. So Boba could see the bruises around Din’s ballsack too, the broken capillaries, the sore, tender skin. 
Boba drank it all in with a hungry gleam in his eyes. His scrutiny made Din want to close his legs again, to hide, but that hunger made Din want to spread his legs wider. To let Boba come back in, to let him do whatever he wanted. 
As Boba watched, Din couldn’t help but feel the desire beginning to pool low in his belly. The way his cock twitched, and began to fill with blood underneath Boba’s attention. 
Boba chuckled. 
“Still up for more, even though you’re sore,  Djar’ika?” he asked. His voice had a teasing lilt to it, but his expression was serious. 
Din hesitated. He licked his lips. “...More?” Din asked. 
Boba shrugged. “I’m up for it if you are,” he said. 
Din tried not to squirm. He imagined Boba’s hands wrapped around him again, a bruising grip on his hips, on the already-swollen skin of his balls, and flushed. 
“I don’t… know if I can handle more of what we did last night right now,” Din ventured, cautiously. He needed to be able to  walk.  
Boba  hmmed, his expression thoughtful. “Fair,” he said. His gaze was warm. “Thank you for telling me. Wanna do something else?” 
“What… do you have in mind?” Din asked. He  was willing. He’d do just about anything Boba asked him to. He’d proved that already. 
“Last night, you asked if I wanted you to get me off,” Boba said, his eyes glittering. “I said no then. But are you up for it now?” 
Din knew what Boba meant immediately. His mouth flooded with saliva. He couldn’t help but flick a gaze down to Boba’s groin. Boba was wearing pants – was wearing a chest plate and other bits of armor, even – but the shape of his interest was still apparent. 
 He wants me to – he wants me to suck his cock, Din thought. 
He swallowed. 
Boba’d indicated that he’d like that before. He’d said it to Din in the pool underneath Jabba’s tower. Had said that he’d like to teach Din how to suck a cock properly. 
“Yeah,” Din said, his voice nearly cracking. He shifted a little. His skin was warming up. His own arousal building. “Yeah, I could – I want to,” he said. 
Boba studied him. “You sure?” he said. 
Din nodded. He was sure. He was – he wasn’t going to be very  good  at it, but he was sure that he wanted to try. That he was  willing to try, anyway. 
“C’mere, then,” Boba said, reaching out to help Din arrange himself. Boba propped himself back up against the wall, as far as he could, and spread his legs. With one hand he beckoned Din in and with the other he undid the stays on his pants. 
When Boba’s cock sprang free, hardening in Boba’s hand, Din couldn’t help but stare. 
 I’ve had it inside of me,  he reasoned. His mouth was wet.  I can – I can do this too.  
Boba encouraged Din to inch up until he was practically in Boba’s lap again, then had Din lie down flat on his stomach, so Din could prop himself up against one of Boba’s thick thighs. Din did as he was directed, nerves and excitement mounting. He licked his lips, anticipating. The position was a little awkward, but it wasn't bad. 
Boba stroked himself a few times and tangled his free hand in Din’s hair. The pressure of it was good. Grounding. 
 Do I just – ?  Din wondered, leaning in. He set his own hands on either of Boba’s hips. Felt Boba’s stomach flexing underneath him, muscles shifting. Boba was excited too.  Do I just get started?  
He leaned in, cautiously opening his mouth, but was stopped by Boba’s hand in his hair. 
“Boba,” Din started. Boba was pulling hard enough that white sparks of pain were flickering behind Din’s eyes. 
Boba didn’t relent. “No,” he repeated, firmly. “Ask me nicely.” 
Din went so red with mortification that he thought he might die. His tongue was too heavy in his mouth. Anything he could have said died in his throat. 
“Djar’ika,” Boba said, his voice rich with anticipation, with  pleasure, “I won’t ask again. Ask me nicely.”
Din licked his lips. Boba let him. 
“Please,” said Din, unsteadily. 
“Please what?” Boba purred. 
“Please,” Din said, “can I – can I suck your cock?” 
Boba groaned like Din had punched him. That emboldened Din some, the confirmation that Boba  wanted this, that Boba liked it, that Din was doing what he wanted. 
“Please,” Din repeated. 
The hand in his hair loosened. “Yes,” said Boba, hoarsely. “You can.” 
Din leaned forward, but hesitated. He wasn’t  he wasn’t sure what to do. Where to start. Boba’s cock was proudly erect, now, the head of it flushed dark. Din licked his lips again. 
“Never sucked a cock before,  Djar’ika?” Boba asked. His hand felt like a band of beskar in Din’s hair. 
Din looked up at him. He knew what Boba wanted him to say. 
“I’m greedy,” Boba had said last night. “And I like having this part of you – any part of you – that no one else has had.”

   He likes that I haven’t done this before.  

“No,” said Din, shyly. “I haven’t.” 
Boba made a sound like a krayt dragon growling, pleased and deep and visceral. “But you want to?” 
Din nodded. He  did.  
“Go on, then,” Boba said. 
Din’s blush deepened, but he did as he was told. He didn’t know what he was doing, but –
 But I can try to do what Boba did, last night, he reasoned. If Din could mirror what Boba had done to him, he could probably figure this out. 
Boba seemed to be able to sense the direction of Din’s thoughts because he chuckled, darkly, and used his hand in Din’s hair to guide Din towards his cock. 
“Just mind your teeth,  Djar’ika,” Boba advised. “You’ll be fine.” 
Boba’s hand kept guiding Din down, gentle enough but persistent, so Din let Boba take control of this too and opened his mouth. 
Boba let Din go slow. Din started like Boba had last night, though the kiss he pressed to the crown of Boba’s cock was more nervous than anything else. 
The taste of skin filled Din’s mouth. That was comforting, too – this was just another part of Boba’s body. Din had gotten pretty familiar with Boba’s body. This wasn’t so strange. 
Din kissed Boba again, then experimentally ran his tongue over the head of Boba’s cock. Boba  groaned, guttural, but otherwise didn’t move. His hand was tight in Din’s hair. The taste of skin intensified, laid over something salty. Din pursued that taste, opening his mouth and taking the head of Boba’s cock inside it. He ran his tongue over it again, enjoying the way Boba’s hips twitched, the way Boba’s hand tightened in his hair. 
The head of Boba’s cock stretched Din’s mouth wider than Din had thought it would. Boba had – Boba’d made this feel  easy, the way he’d taken Din into his mouth, into his throat. But Din was keenly aware of the way his lips stretched over Boba’s cock. Of how close his teeth were to skimming skin. 
Boba let Din get used to that. Din breathed shallowly through his nose, letting his mouth fill with saliva. The taste of salt and skin was almost overwhelming. The smell of Boba was dizzying. 
“Think you can take a little more?” Boba asked. His breathing was ragged. 
Din looked up at him through his eyelashes. His mouth was too full to speak. Boba was staring down at him, utterly rapt. His pupils were blown so widely that they might as well have been black holes pulling Din in. Catching him in their orbit. 
Slowly, carefully, making sure he didn’t jostle Boba with his teeth, Din nodded. 
The hand in his hair tightened to the point of pain. 
“Breathe through your nose for me,  Djar’ika,” Boba said. He wrapped his free hand around the base of his cock and began to push himself, fractionally, deeper into Din’s mouth. 
Din did his best to keep his jaw slack, his mouth open. Boba went slowly, which was good – it gave Din the time to adjust, to keep his breathing even as more and more of Boba’s cock filled his mouth. 
“That’s it,” Boba murmured encouragingly, his eyes hooded. “Just like that,  Djar’ika.” 
The endearment and the praise emboldened Din. He flicked his tongue up experimentally, tracing a vein along the underside of Boba’s dick, and was immediately rewarded with a pleased hum. 
Boba kept pressing in, inch by slow inch, until his knuckles bumped Din’s chin. His cock hadn’t quite hit the back of Din’s throat yet, but there were still four or five inches left where Boba had taken himself into his own hand. 
A tremor of apprehension went through Din. His mouth was already full. Boba was all he could taste, all he could smell. That there was  more made Din’s heart beat faster. His breath came in shallow gusts. 
Boba petted the back of Din’s head gently, easing his grip a little. 
“Just like that,” Boba repeated. He sounded almost drunk with desire, every word round and slow. 
 He likes this,  Din told himself, trying to manage his fear. He opened his mouth wider, feeling the ache of it beginning to itch on either side of his jaw.  I’m – this is what Boba wants.  
It was what Din wanted too, if he was being honest with himself. In this position he couldn’t touch his own cock, but Din was hard too. Sensitive. Every shift and flex of Boba’s hips echoed in Din’s body. It was  good. Frightening, new, but good. 
Boba made a deep, rumbling sound. His fingers tightened in Din’s hair again. “Watch your teeth,” Boba instructed, and began to inch himself out of Din’s mouth. 
Din’s brows furrowed, confused. Anxiety prickled through his chest. Was Boba not enjoying himself? Was this  not what he wanted? Was – ? 
But before Din could work himself up – before he could pull off Boba’s cock entirely and ask what was wrong – Boba curled his hand in Din’s hair like a band of beskar and rolled his hips. His cock punched back into Din’s mouth, Boba’s knuckles bumping Din’s chin. Din only kept himself from grazing Boba with his teeth by sheer force of will. Surprise and desire lit him up from the inside. 
Boba was still keeping one hand wrapped around his cock, preventing Din from getting the entirety of it in his mouth. But with the rhythm Boba quickly set, thrusting shallowly in and out of Din’s mouth, it almost didn’t matter. 
Din’s breath stuttered. He’d been able to find a pattern when Boba had just been inching his cock bit by bit into his mouth, but this was something else. Din’s vision narrowed. His throat spasmed. He didn’t know if his body wanted to cough or to choke. 
Boba kept up that pace, pushing in and pulling out, his knuckles knocking against Din’s chin with every forward thrust. Din focused on keeping his teeth away from Boba’s cock, on the smooth glide of it over his tongue. His eyes were watering. He could barely breathe. 
Boba didn’t seem to care, keeping up his pace. 
It was  good. Din’s cock was leaking against Boba’s sheets, against Din’s stomach. The friction generated by Boba’s thrusts – still shallow, but forceful enough that they jarred Din’s whole body – danced across the soft skin of Din’s upper thighs, his stomach. Pleasure began to build in his spine. 
Above Din, Boba growled. The sound of pleasure went through Din like a blaster bolt. He couldn’t help but mirror it, moaning around Boba’s cock. Boba swore. 
“Kark,” said Boba. His hand in Din’s hair had tightened past the point of pain. The grip of it was white and bright behind Din’s eyelids. “Kark, Din.” He thrust again a few more times, the drag of his cock across Din’s tongue so good that Din saw stars. 
“Think you can take more?” Boba asked again. His breath had shortened too, was coming in great pants like the bellows of a beskar forge. 
Din nodded as best as he could. He could take more. He  wanted to take more. 
Boba chuckled, the sound rusty and deep. “Greedy,” Boba said. The way he said it made him sound almost unbearably fond. “C’mere, then.” 
He finally took his hand away from his cock. The pace of his shallower thrusts slowed. 
“Breathe,” Boba advised. 
Din obeyed, opening his mouth enough to pant, wetly, and get air in past Boba’s dick. 
“Ori’jate,”  said Boba, the praise quiet. Some small noise – a whine, another thin moan – built in Din’s throat. He tried to smother it. Boba caught it anyway and said, more firmly,  “Ori’jate, Djar’ika.”  
Din’s eyes fluttered closed. A dull blush colored his cheeks. 
 I shouldn’t – I shouldn’t be this affected,  Din thought. Boba was just using Din’s mouth to chase his own pleasure. Din wasn’t even  doing much. All he was capable of doing was keeping his mouth open. 
But Boba’s praise shivered down his spine all the same, met and mingled with the desire burning in his belly, with something raw and fragile building in Din’s chest. 
One hand free now, Boba laid three fingers against the corner of Din’s jaw. His hand in Din’s hair had gentled again. 
“Djar’ika,” Boba said. “Look at me.” 
Din didn’t want to. He didn’t want Boba to  see.  
But he’d given Din an order, and Din was no more able to resist obedience now than he’d been the first time Boba had called for him to come join him, to come look at a map of the Jundland Wastes. 
Din opened his eyes. 
Boba was staring down at him with something just as raw in his expression. With wonder and hunger and bare desire. Boba pushed at the hinge of Din’s jaw, almost experimentally. Like he was testing how much farther Din could open his mouth. 
“Mesh’la,” Boba said. 
Din’s flush deepened. 

   Pretty.  

He couldn’t – how could Boba think that this was  pretty? Din didn’t know what he looked like, but it couldn’t be anything pretty. His lips felt swollen, his cheeks flushed and blotchy. He was sure that Boba could see how wet his eyes were. 
“Shallow breaths,” Boba said, and that was Din’s only warning before Boba started to press in again, deeper than before. 
He went slower, this time. Like he had before, feeding Din his cock inch by inch. Din tried to focus on the texture, on the taste. His heart was beating prey-animal fast. 
Boa reached the point he’d had before, not quite brushing the back of Din’s tongue, looked down at Din, and pushed in another shallow inch. 
Din’s nostrils flared. His vision narrowed again. His throat spasmed, convinced that it was already choking. His jaw burned. 
“Mesh’la,” Boba repeated, and his hips twitched again. His cock nudged deeper into Din’s mouth. Hit the back of his tongue. Pushed past it. 
Din’s vision swam. He tried to cough but couldn’t manage it. His head jerked, but Boba held him fast. He tried to close his mouth instinctively, but Boba wouldn’t let him do that either; his fingers dug into the hinge of Din’s jaw and forced it open. 
Din couldn’t breathe. He clutched at Boba’s hips, desperately. He was dimly aware of the sounds he was making – wet, gasping – and even more dimly aware of how hard he still was, despite the instinctive panic clawing its way up his chest. The flickers of arousal, of pain and pleasure mingled together, as Boba held Din down and  made him take it. 
Din made a high, thin sound. Boba groaned like Din had punched him, then thrust once, twice, and came down Din’s throat with a choked-off cry. 
Din spluttered for a moment, shocked by the taste – salty and warm, a little bitter, mar'adaw, like the last dregs of tea at the bottom of the mug – and swallowed as best as he could, though it was hard with Boba’s cock still in his mouth. 
Boba let up on Din immediately, the fingers digging into the side of his jaw easing, the hand in his hair loosening. 
“Udesii,” Boba soothed. His voice was wrecked. Satisfied. “Udesii, cyare. Me'dinui ni haal.  Breathe with me,” Boba translated, when saw that Din didn’t understand. “Me’dinui ni haal.” 
Boba took in a deep, exaggerated breath. His order, even though it had been given in  mando’a, was still an order. Din did his best to obey, gulping in a breath. Boba eased himself out of Din’s mouth and encouraged Din to rest his head against one of Boba’s broad thighs. That was familiar, at least, so Din did it, tucking his nose into the curve of Boba’s leg and forcing himself to take in another breath, trying to keep it as even as possible. 
“That’s it,” Boba encouraged. He pet soothing circles in Din’s hair, gentling the places he’d pulled and tugged. 
Din was a mess. He knew he was. He felt his mouth, still wet with saliva and the traces of Boba’s release. Sweat sticky at his collarbones, along his spine. 
“Alright?” Boba asked, his voice still rough. 
Din nodded against Boba’s leg. 
“You sure?” 
“Yes,” Din rasped. The word pried itself out of his throat. Boba’s voice was rough, hoarse with pleasure, but Din’s was rougher. He couldn’t help but swallow, feeling the shape of Boba’s cock still in his mouth. Against his tongue. “Yeah, I’m – I’m alright.” 
“Need a second?” Boba asked. 
Din nodded again. 
Boba  hmmed and kept up his petting. 
“Take your time,” Boba said. “It’s alright.” 
It wasn’t like coming down from a flogging. Din hadn’t – he hadn’t found that floating place inside his own head, the quiet that felt like flying, with this. He wasn’t drifting outside of his own body. If anything, Din was too aware of his own body, of the sweat on his neck, the drool on his chin. The heat still smoldering in his stomach. The ache in his own cock. 
But Din still appreciated a few minutes to try and wrangle his body under control. To parse his reaction. 
 I liked that,  Din thought. He’d been afraid, but he’d  liked  it.  Did I – did I like it too much? What did it say about Din that he’d come this close to the edge of an orgasm just from letting Boba use Din’s mouth the way that he wanted? Boba hadn’t touched Din’s cock at all, not this morning. 
Boba was content to let Din wrestle with himself. He kept up his contact, light and gentle, a sweet contrast to his earlier, punishing grip. 
Gradually Din was able to get himself back under control. His heartbeat slowed. His breath evened out, shifting from wet gasps to a more steady, regular rhythm. The sweat gathered on the back of Din’s neck began to dry. 
“You did well,” Boba said, when Din finally put his head back up and searched for Boba’s face. He smiled down at Din, that terrible affection back in his dark eyes. “You sure you’re alright?” 
“Fine,” Din rasped. He reached up to wipe his chin, but Boba caught his wrist. Din blinked up at him. 
“Let me?” 
Cautiously, Din nodded. 
Boba made a pleased little sound that did nothing to ease the pleasure still coiled tight in Din’s belly, and used the corner of one sleeve to, gently, wipe Din’s chin. Din couldn’t help but flush again. 
“I can – I can clean up in the ‘fresher,” Din mumbled. 
Boba chuckled. “You can,” he said. “But I like this part, too.” 
“I – oh,” Din said, looking away. He couldn’t meet the intensity in Boba’s eyes. “Alright, then.” 
Boba’s chuckle deepened. “Generous of you,” he said, teasing. 
Din let Boba wipe the worst of the mess off his chin, smoothing down the edges of Din’s beard. 
“Due for another shave soon, hmm?” said Boba. 
Din rolled his eyes and pushed himself up, gathering his legs underneath himself to sit back a little. “Are you gonna tell me I look like a stray bantha?” he asked. 
“I wouldn’t go that far,” said Boba, his eyes crinkling. He had some stubble too, a faint band of it darkening his jaw, but his scarring was so extensive that Din wasn’t sure Boba could even grow a full beard. Boba’s gaze shifted. “You want help with that,  Djar’ika?” 
He meant Din’s still-hard cock. Din flushed again and resisted the urge to grab one of Boba’s sheets and pull it over his lap. 
“I – no,” Din said. “I’m fine.” 
Boba cocked an eyebrow. “You sure?” he said, tone suggestive. “We could certainly take care of it,  cyar’ika.” 
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. He wasn’t sure why he was sure that he didn’t want Boba to – to finish this, to help Din get off, but he didn’t. 
Boba looked at Din steadily for a moment, then shrugged. “If you’re sure,” he said. 
Din nodded. He liked – he liked that this had been about  Boba’s pleasure. 
“Need another few minutes?” Boba asked. 
Din shook his head. He was mostly steady now, his heart slow and even, and it  was getting later in the morning. The thin grey light that had woken Din had given way to the oranges and pinks of dawn, now, and the suns were clearing the horizon. The day was about to begin in earnest, and Din had things to do. 
“I’m gonna – can I use your ‘fresher?” Din asked. He looked past Boba to the work table, where their breakfast had long gone cold. “And then we can eat?” 
Boba nodded agreeably. “Of course,” he said. “Make yourself comfortable,  Djar’ika.  You want more  mayam?” 
Din nodded back and untangled himself from Boba’s bed. Boba, for once, made it easier; a lot of the time he seemed to like getting in Din’s way, seemed to like keeping their skin pressed flush together, but this time he cleared out, left the bed and helped Din regain his feet. He did pat Din’s flank proprietorially, a wicked gleam in his eyes, but then he let Din disappear into the ‘fresher without further petting or prodding. 
Din was grateful. 
He couldn’t quite bring himself to look at his reflection in the mirror as he passed it. He caught a glimpse out of the corner of his eye – rumpled hair, a red mouth – but made straight for the sonic, which he turned up as high as he could bear and climbed into. 
The vibrations rattled away most of Din’s accumulated sweat. When he was finished, Din’s cock had softened enough that he felt like he could look Boba in the eye again. He paused over the sink to rinse his mouth out and work water through his hair and his beard, which probably  did need a trim, and made his way back out into Boba’s rooms. 
Boba had used the time Din had been in his ‘fresher to strip the bed of its sheets and to lay out some clothes for Din. Boba himself was gone, probably out getting more caf and tea, so Din used the privacy to swap out the bacta patch on his side – the wound was now just a raw pink scar and would probably only need another day or two of bacta, and to dress, quickly, tugging both the clothes Boba’d left and his kute back on, though he left his beskar on the floor for now. 
When he was dressed, Din padded over to the work table and helped himself to breakfast. Their  easda had gotten cold, but that was alright. Ushib’d included little fruits in it today, fresh purple stoneplums and bright red bloodseeds, and Din tucked in with gusto. Boba had fully woken his appetite. 
Boba didn’t leave Din alone for long, either. He returned in another handful of minutes with two new mugs, one for Din and one for himself. Din took his red tea and drank half in one go, then went back to hunting down the last of the bloodseeds out of his  easda.  
Boba settled himself across from Din and did the same, tucking in. Within a few minutes they’d both cleared their plates, finished their drinks and were ready to face the rest of the day. 
 Well,  Din thought wryly,  as ready as we can be.  
Despite the ease Din and Boba had found up here, there was likely to be plenty of chaos in the palace, still. 
“What do you need from me today?” Din asked, standing up and going over to his pile of armor, fitting it on piece by piece. “What’s the goal? Are we hitting back at Gorga?” 
“Not today,” Boba said. “Not ‘til Fennec’s back on her feet.” 
Din nodded. That made sense. 
“I’m gonna stay here today,” said Boba. “Start on repairs. Pay our Rodian friend a visit.” 
“You want me to stay too?” 
Boba thought about it for a minute. “Let’s go downstairs,” he said, decisively. “I want your opinion on a few things. Then we can figure out where to send you hunting.” 
A little thrill went through Din at that.  Hunting.  Boba  did have something for Din to do, then. Some way Din could help. 
“I need to talk to – to Vizsla, before I go anywhere,” Din warned Boba. 
Boba grimaced, but didn’t argue. 
“C”mon, then,” Boba said. “Better get to it.” 
He finished armoring up too, fitting his helmet over his face as Din was tugging his own on. Din checked to make sure that his armor wasn’t compromised. He hadn’t fixed the hole in his kute yet, but the rest of his armor was sound. He strapped his weapons back on, spear and blaster and darksaber, the knife in his boot. Everything was in working order. 
Boba waited for him to finish armoring up, checking his own kit, and then when Din was ready they left the room together, climbing into the lift and making their way down to the throne room. 
For the first time, when Din left the lift at Boba’s side, he found a guard at the door. 
He didn’t recognize this one, a female Twi’Lek with dark green skin and only one scarred lekku, but Boba clearly did. She had a blaster in her hands and armor on, and she saluted when Din and Boba passed. 
“Stepping up security?” Din murmured, as he and Boba made their way down the long hall between Boba’s private lift and the one in Jabba’s old tower. 
Boba inclined his head. The rising suns caught the edge of his beskar and lined him with fire. “Seemed prudent,” he said. “Since we still don’t know how Gorga’s mercs got in in the first place.” 
Din couldn’t argue with that. 
There was another guard at the bottom of Jabba’s lift, this one a human with a shock of blue hair, and there were two more stationed down the hall towards the throne room. 
“I’ve called some of our people back from patrols,” Boba explained. “Mos Pelgo’s still got a full crew, but I’ve drawn back from Mos Espa and Mos Eisley a little. Just until we’re sure the palace is secure again.” 
Din nodded, and he and Boba stepped into the throne room together.
“So how bad is it, really?” Din asked, looking around. 
The palace itself looked – fine. Sturdy, still standing. The throne room was scuffed and scorched. Most of the furniture, the chairs and tables and booths where Boba’s visitors had gathered after court or while waiting for their turn before the throne, was in splinters. There was a large black scorch mark marring the middle of the floor. The walls were splashed with blaster burns and worse. 
But the bones of the palace were still strong. The ceiling hadn’t caved in. The floor hadn’t given way. All the walls were still standing. If the hunter-killers outside had had more time their pilots probably would’ve done their best to bring the whole sprawling building down, but Kryze hadn’t given them the chance. 
 She was bound to be good for something, Din thought, then winced, hating how ungenerous he sounded about an ally. It wasn’t – Kryze hadn’t come to throw a spanner in Din’s plans. She hadn’t come to ruin Din’s life here, to snap at Boba, to cause problems. 

   She has a Quest.  

Boba, unable to see Din’s face and his thoughts now that Din had put his helmet back on, shrugged. “Could be worse, anyway,” he said. “We haven’t interrogated the survivor yet, but I’d guess their orders were to kill, not destroy.” 
Din nodded and pulled his thoughts away from Kryze.  That makes sense, especially if Gorga wants to rule from the palace like Jabba did. Or even if he wants to put someone else here to rule for him,  Din thought, surveying the destruction in the throne room. The palace was recognizable the desert over as  Jabba’s palace. Even someone like Cobb Vanth, who’d faced down a krayt dragon, had been afraid to set foot in here. 
 I was afraid to come here, Din thought. Everyone on Tatooine knew that the palace was where Jabba’s enemies had gone to die. Boba’d only had it for a few months, after all – Jabba had ruled from this room for hundreds of years. 

   Gorga will want to take it back for himself.  

“If they were supposed to  kill, you’d think that Gorga would’ve sent more mercs,” Din observed. 
He himself had killed at least seven. Fennec and Boba had probably killed about the same each. Din hadn’t been able to count exactly how many mercs had flooded the palace, but it couldn’t have been more than twenty or thirty. 
 That’s not so many, Din thought. 
Not to attack a fortified location. A place that Boba’d spent time and credits defending. Thirty or forty mercs would’ve been enough to overwhelm Din, Boba and Fennec on their own, especially if they’d been in Mos Eisley or the Great Dune Sea, if they’d been some place without fortifications, but Boba had dozens of guards and employees now. 
“Why didn’t Gorga attack you sooner?” Din wondered. He looked at Boba, who cocked his head. Din could imagine him frowning, brow furrowing in thought. “The first time I came here, the outfit was just you, Fennec, Noora and a few hunters. You would’ve been easy to overrun. Easier,” Din added, when Boba shifted like he was offended. 
“Fennec’s got a theory about that,” Boba said, gruffly. “About why Gorga let Bib Fortuna run this slice of Jabba’s empire into the ground, but started to stick his tail in when Fennec and I showed we were serious.” 
Din frowned. He hadn’t thought of that. 
Jabba’d been dead for years. He’d died right around the time the Empire had started to collapse. Five, six years ago. 
“Did Bib Fortuna step up right after Jabba died?” Din asked. 
“Didn’t even wait for the old worm’s body to stop twitching, from what I hear,” said Boba sourly. 
Din’s frown deepened. “And Gorga, the rest of the Hutts, just… left Fortuna in charge? Did he pay them off or something?” 
“Not that I can tell,” said Boba. “Fortuna kept kark-awful accounts. It’s hard to tell exactly where all his credits went, except that they went  out and didn’t come in. But I didn’t see anything regular, though, like a protection payment.” 
“D’you think it was because Bib Fortuna wasn’t competition, then?” Din asked. If Fortuna had been so bad at running the outfit that he’d turned Jabba’s operation – profitable with hardly any effort on Jabba’s part, by the end – into a sinkhole, had the other Hutts been content to just let him run up his debts? 
“‘S my theory,” Boba allowed, shrugging again. “Shand’s got some idea that Gorga owed Fortuna a favor or two. Fortuna handled most of Jabba’s slaving,” he added, when he saw Din tilt his head in confusion. “He had a reputation for… difficult acquisitions. And for client satisfaction.” 
Din’s stomach twisted. “Fortuna supplied Gorga with Gorga’s favorite slaves, you mean.” 
This was Tatooine, after all. Half the planet lived in chains, or at least it had before Jabba had died. 
Boba inclined his head. “That’s what the  jor’ika  around the palace was, when we got here,” he said. “The real answer’s probably somewhere between the two. Gorga probably  did owe Fortuna a favor or two, and it wasn’t like Fortuna was making any clink on his own. If I were the Hutt Council, I would’ve just left him to dig himself a sarlacc pit of debt too. Then come in later with an offer to buy him out. Or a blaster. Could’ve gone either way, with the Hutt Council.” 
“But you  are turning a profit, Din murmured, more to himself than to Boba. 
Boba snorted. “It’s not hard to turn more of a profit than Fortuna was,” Boba said. “I can at least do basic maths.” 
Din rolled his eyes. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” Din said, without much heat to it. 
He looked around the throne room again and tried to imagine himself as a Hutt. As a boss with three or four hundred years behind him, with a reputation to maintain. An empire, even a small one, to rule. 
 With a grudge, Din thought. 
“How’d Jabba get on with the Hutt Council, when you worked for him?” Din asked. 
Boba cocked his head again. 
“Not particularly well,” said Boba, slowly. “But not – not terribly, I don’t think. Jabba had power over the rest. Blackmail, favors they owed him, that sort of thing. The Hutt Council was always a nest of spit vipers, though.” 
“He get along with Gorga?” 
Boba cocked his head to the side. “You know,” he said, “I don’t know. Could be an amble to check out. You think, what? Gorga’s trying to get one over on Jabba’s memory?” 
“Or more status over the others on the Hutt Council,” Din said with a shrug. “It’s as good a motivation as any. If Gorga was waiting for Fortuna to either come crawling to him for help or catch the business end of a blaster, he’d probably be pretty upset that you came in and disrupted his plans.” 
Boba nodded, slowly. “Even more upset that me and Fennec had this place making good clink again in just a month or two,” he said. “I could buy that. Gorga wanted to step in and take over without much effort. Get the outfit turned back around, prove the rest of the Hutt Council that Gorga was ready to play with the big bosses.” 
“But then you got in his way,” Din said. “Took out Fortuna. Settled in. If Gorga’d been prepared for an easy, uh,  acquisition, he wouldn’t have had many mercs on hand anyway.” 
“He had to build up his forces,” Boba said, nodding along. “And Fennec’s been keeping an eye on the merc market – there’s not many quality mercs around right now, not for the price Gorga’d want to pay. So he had to scrimp a little. He couldn’t attack us right away, because he didn’t have anybody to attack us  with. He’s certainly not gonna get his tail dirty fighting in the trenches like you, me and Shand will.”
 He might be more willing than you think, Din thought, looking at the wreckage of the throne room. The walls were still sturdy. The floor, the ceiling, the palace itself. If Tatooine sandstorms hadn’t brought Jabba’s palace down, Din didn’t think that much would. 

   But Gorga was willing to kill.  

Boba had only lost a few of his people, but they’d been  lucky. If Gorga’s mercs had attacked an hour earlier, when the throne room had been packed, dozens would’ve died. That Gorga’s mercs had been crushed with only a few casualties on Boba’s side was more luck than any measure of Boba’s outfit’s skill. 
“You said that Fennec had a theory,” said Din, thinking hard. “About why Gorga let Fortuna do what he wanted, but took offense when you stepped up. What is it?” 
Boba shrugged. “Fennec thinks that Gorga and Fortuna were in on it together,” he said. “That there was some kind of agreement between them – Fortuna got to keep the palace and the lifestyle. Gorga got the profits.” 
“But you said there weren’t any profits.” Din frowned behind his helmet. 
Boba lifted a shoulder. “That we could find,” he said. “I dunno. Doesn’t make much karking sense to me, but then none of this does.” He swept a hand out, indicating the throne room. The damage and destruction. The blood that had been spilled. 
“Why attack me in the evening, after court was done?” Boba said. “Why pay mercs to come in here? Gorga knows my reputation – it'd be safer to bomb the palace from orbit.” 
Din chewed his lip, thoughtfully. “So what do you want me to do?” he asked. He was willing to help – eager  to help, even. This was – it wasn’t Din’s  home,  exactly, but it was as close to a home as he’d ever find.  Yaim’la, Boba had said. 
 My people are here,  Din thought.  And Gorga attacked them.  
“First thing I think will be checking in with Fennec,” Boba said. “If she’s awake, she might be able to give you a better direction. If she’s not – once you’re done talking to the  verd’ike, I want you in Mos Eisley,” Boba said. 
Din nodded. He could do that. “Who am I looking for?” 
“Go to Bu Beesga again,” Boba said. “You remember it?” 
Din did. The dingy cantina where he’d told Boba he’d be going off to see the Jedi. 
A pang went through Din. He still hadn’t gone to visit Grogu again. He’d told the kid that he would, but he just – hadn’t managed it. 
 Too much is going on,  Din thought.  There’s been too much else to worry about.  
Guilt still twisted low in his stomach. 
 Soon,  he promised himself. Promised Grogu, even though the kid was parsecs away and had no way of hearing Din.  I’ll come visit soon. Once I know the palace is safe. That Paz and the others are safe.  
“About the  verd’ike, ” Din said, slowly. “I want to move them.” 
“To Mos Pelgo?” 
Din nodded. 
“Makes sense,” said Boba. “One less thing to worry about here. If you can get ‘em to go, I can send someone with them to make sure they get to Mos Pelgo okay. Kasyyk, maybe. Mandalorians and Wookiees usually get along.” 
“Thank you,” said Din, relieved. “I’ll go check in with Fennec, check in on the  verd’ike, then go to Mos Eisley. What am I looking for at Bu Beesga? It was a Hutt front, right?” 
“Right,” Boba confirmed. “And I dunno what you’re looking for. Anything out of place, I’d guess. We need to find out how Gorga got mercs on-planet. Where they came from. If there are more waiting for us to put our guard down.” 
Din nodded. He could do that too. “Where will you be?” he asked.
“Here,” Boba promised. 
“I won’t be long, then,” Din said. He resisted the urge to reach out and touch Boba, to press his gloved hand against Boba’s hip or his wrist. 
 I don’t want to make him look weak, Din thought. He kept his hands to himself. 
“Where’s Fennec?” Din asked. “The infirmary?” 
“Should still be, unless she wants to risk winding Ushib up,” Boba said. “Ret’urcye mhi, then.” 
 “Ret’,” said Din, remembering his lessons. He left Boba there in the throne room and made for the infirmary, which was a few floors down, between the throne room and the kitchens. 
There were more guards than Din had ever seen before in the hallways. Boba and Fennec usually went out of their way to keep the guards out of sight. Neither of them wanted the palace’s guests to feel like they’d stepped into Jabba’s palace, which had bristled with Gamorreans and security droids and worse. 
This many armed, unfamiliar faces so close after a raid put Din on edge. He was glad he’d taken the time in Boba’s rooms to armor back up, to secure all of his weapons. Watchfulness prickled down his back. 
There were even two guards in front of the infirmary doors. Din nodded to both of them and they let him pass without any trouble. Everyone in the palace, it seemed, knew Din, even if he didn’t know them. 
Inside the infirmary, several makeshift rooms had been rigged up with gauzy curtains pulled around each bed to create the illusion of privacy. Ushib wasn’t here, but T-6, Kryze’s medical droid, was. He was working on a young man Din didn't recognize. The man was unconscious. T-6 was cutting away sections of burned skin from a nasty-looking blaster wound. Din averted his eyes and kept moving.
Din found Fennec in a bed at the end of the room. She was awake this time, propped up against several pillows. The gashes on her face had been closed. She was a mess of bacta patches and bruises.
Din winced.  
Fennec looked up, caught it and scowled. “I’m fine,” Fennec grunted. 
Din wisely held his tongue, choosing to take a seat at Fennec’s side instead of saying what he thought. 
She didn’t  look  fine. She looked like she’d been run over by a bladeback. Like she’d tip over with the slightest breeze. Din had never thought of Fennec as  fragile before. The way she carried herself made her seem untouchable. Unflappable. Even when she’d been in binders at Din’s feet, before Toro Calican had shot her and gone for Din instead, Fennec had been cool and distant and unbothered. 
She didn’t look untouchable or unflappable now. She looked like –
 She looks like me,  Din thought. Like the glimpses Din had sometimes gotten of himself in the  Razor Crest’s cramped ‘fresher after a job, exhausted bruises pressed underneath his eyes, blood in his hair. Fennec looked human. 

   She doesn’t need to hear that from me, though.  

“You?” Fennec asked after a moment, softening a little when she realized that Din wasn’t going to call  poodoo over the healing cuts on her face, the bruise pressed at her temple. 
“Fine,” Din said. He patted his side. “Healing too.” 
“You take a hit?” 
“A few,” Din admitted, deciding that he really didn’t want to get into the business of being impaled with Fennec. He’d checked the injury just a few hours ago, anyway – it was mending. Boba’s bacta was the Imperial-grade kind, the kind that came straight out of Thyferra without passing through four or five different owners and getting more and more diluted each time it changed hands. Din would be good as – 
 Well, not new,  he thought to himself. Din had broken too many bones, gotten shot too many times.  But back in fighting shape, anyway.  
Fennec grunted. “And Boba?” 
“Took fewer hits than either of us,” Din reported. He hovered his hand a little higher, up by his chest, to show Fennec where Boba’d been bruised. “That big Devaronian got a good punch in, but Boba’s fine. His beskar held up.” 
Fennec finally relaxed some at that, slumping back against her pillows. “Good,” she said. “Ushib said he came to visit, but apparently I’ve been unconscious for a while.” 
Din winced. He’d been there. “He’s fine,” he repeated. “Everyone’s – well, not everyone’s fine, but most of us are.” 
“Noora told me,” Fennec muttered. She fixed her eyes on the ceiling. “And that we bloodied Gorga’s karking nose, so.” 

   She’s upset.  

Din could understand that too. 
Fennec took the palace’s security very seriously. It was her job. 
Maybe it was a bad idea to bring up the job, right now. If T-6 wouldn’t declare Din as fighting git for another few days, Din doubted he’d clear Fennec any faster. She was on medical rest and would probably  stay on medical rest for a while. 
 But she’s like me,  Din reasoned.  Bad at sitting still.  
So he leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees, and looked at Fennec. She looked back. Despite the quantity of painkillers she must’ve been on, Fennec’s dark eyes were clear and sharp. She was paying attention. 
“We were surprised,” Din said, quietly. “How?” 
Fennec scowled. “I intend to find out,” she said. “That many mercs – that shouldn’t’ve been able to get all the way to the throne room without passing a guard pair. They shouldn’t have been able to even make  planetfall without us hearing about it.
“But none of my sensors went off – no one was killed before those – ” and she broke off in a language Din had never heard before. 
 I don’t need to speak it,  he thought, faint amusement breaking through the anger burning low in Din’s belly,  to know what she’s saying. Some things were universal. The tips of Din’s ears were itching underneath his helmet. 
“ – made it to Boba,” Fennec finished, switched back to Basic once she’d excised some viciousness. 
“Do we know how they got in?” 
Fennec shook her head. 
Din frowned, thoughtfully. “We’ll start there, then. They came into the throne room through the stairs, but that doesn’t mean they got into the palace through the front door. Or even the back door.” 
“I want to know how they even got on the planet,” Fennec growled. “We’ve got some dark spots – Mos Gamos, Mos Ila – but even if they’d landed there,  someone should’ve seen them coming in over the desert.” 
“Who runs Mos Gamos and Mos Ila? Valarian?” 
Fennec shook her head. 
“She talks like she runs half the planet,” said Fennec. “And she’s got a few toeholds outside of Mos Entha, but she really only runs Mos Entha and its spacesports. She doesn’t need much else – taxing and tolling the spaceports makes her plenty rich.” 
“So who runs those towns, if it’s not us and it’s not Valarian? Gorga? Gardulla?” 
“Mos Gamos is lawless,” Fennec said. “Mos Ila… it’s not  formally Hutt territory, but Gardulla owned a handful of cantinas there back in the day. It’s got a decent spaceport, too.” 
“But they’d have to cross the Dune Sea to get from there to here,” Din muttered, thinking hard. “How many Tusken tribes does Boba have signed on?” 
“Formally? Just the Spotted Anooba, and the Sun Rock through Mos Pelgo,” Fennec said. “But we’re on friendly terms with the Shaking Mountain and the Banded Krayt. They’ve both got territory between us and Mos Ila.” 
“They have any way to let us know that there’s an invasion on the way?” Din asked. Having eyes in the desert was well and good, but Tuskens didn’t use comm links or the Holonet. 
“They’ve got talking drums,” Fennec said. “The Shaking Mountain tend to stick together in one big tribe, but there are dozens of Banded Krayt bands – if one of them had seen anything, they would’ve drummed it out.” 
Din frowned. “Drummed it out faster than a raid could get here?” 
Fennec inclined her head, conceding the point. 
“They didn’t all come in shuttles,” she pointed out. “We would’ve heard them otherwise.” 
Din nodded. Transport ships weren’t quiet. Din and Fennec might not have heard an incoming transport from the throne room, full as it was these days with music and noise, but one of the palace guards definitely would have heard a transport. 
“They had to have staged an attack  somewhere,” Din said. “No one trudges ten klicks through the Dun Sea with armor and heavy equipment unless they have to. So where – ”
Something itched in Din’s memory. 
“Zhalto,” Din said, slowly. Fennec cocked her head, confused. 
“He’s dead,” she said. 
Din had figured that – he’d known, bringing Zhalto in from the desert, that the Zygerrian had been unlikely to leave Boba’s palace alive. 
“I know,” Din said. “But he ran for the Jundland Canyons. We thought he was trying to get to Mos Espa, and maybe he was, but what if he wasn’t?” 
Fennec blinked. 
“You think he was trying to meet someone there?” 
Din shrugged. “Could be,” he said. “I wouldn’t set up a pick-up point in the canyons, especially not during bantha migration, when I knew that the canyons would be full of hunting Tuskens, but I know Tatooine pretty well. Zhalto didn’t.” 
“If they came out of the canyons, they’d still have to cross part of the Dune Sea,” Fennec pointed out. 
“They would. BUt it’s a smaller part. Half a day’s ride or less. If they came on speeders, dressed like smugglers or moisture farmers on their way to town, then switched to tactical gear in the ridges around the palace somewhere…” 
“No one would’ve thought that anything was that strange,” Fennec said, understanding. Her eyes narrowed. “Moisture farmers go to Mos Eisley all the time.” 
Din rubbed his jaw, thinking hard. 
“I’ll go take a look at the ridges,” he decided. “From a good height,” he added, when Fennec grimaced. “If we can figure out where they came from, maybe we can figure out how Gorga’s been getting mercs on-planet without anyone noticing.” 
“Just be careful,” Fennec grumbled, leaning back against her pillows. “If you end up in the bed next to mine, I’m not gonna be very happy.” 
“I’ll be careful,” Din promised. 
“You better be,” Fennec said. She shook her head. “I don’t like this, Djarin,” she said. “We’re  missing something. There’s something we’re not seeing.” 
“You think it’s whoever’s spying on us?” Din asked. 
“That’s part of it,” Fennec said. “There’s – I’ve been all over this palace, Djarin. There’s  always  spies in an operation like this. That’s fine. Expected. But this – I don’t know how Gorga’s getting some of his information. How did his people know to attack  you on the sand road? How'd they know who Ushib was?” 
Din shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. He chewed the inside of his cheek. “Spycraft’s not – it’s not my area of expertise,” he said. 
Fennec softened. “No,” she said. “It wouldn’t be.”
“I’m already going to Mos Eisley, for Boba,” Din said. “To check out Bu Beesga, see if anyone around has heard anything about Gorga making a move. The Jundland Wastes aren’t far. If Gorga staged his mercs out of the canyons, they’ll have left signs. I can check, at least.”
“And leave the spywork to me?” Fennec asked, dryly. 
Din shrugged, feeling a little sheepish. It was… strange, to admit that there was something Din  couldn’t  do. He was used to being able to figure just about anything out, if he had enough time. He could probably  learn some spycraft. Some fly-work. 

   But we don’t have a lot of time.  

Every day they went without knowing what Gorga was planning was another day they were vulnerable to a second raid. To a more serious attack. Kryze wasn’t hanging around in the atmosphere, anymore. If Gorga came with more ordnance – 
Din shook himself a little, trying to banish any of his more fatalistic thoughts. 
“It’s not what I’m good at,” Din said. “I’m – beroya. I hunt.” 
Fennec inclined her head. “I’ll double down here, then,” she said. “There’s still a thing or two I can do from this bed.” 
Din nodded. He hated this feeling. That he was  missing something. It itched at him. Burrowed underneath his skin. He sighed. 
“We won’t get caught by surprise again,” he said. 
Fennec scowled. “We can hope, anyway,” she said. 
She adn Din passed another few minutes exchanging information – Fennec wanted more reassurance that both Boba and Din were alright, and Din wanted to know more about what she thought of the relationship between Fortuna and Gorga the Hutt, but she didn’t have anything Din hadn’t already heard. 
Finally Din stood again, said his goodbyes – promised to be careful, too, and to keep his tracking fob on him so that Fennec could find him if Gorga’s people decided to go for Din while he was alone – and made his way towards the back of the palace, to the abandoned wing Paz and the others had been living in since Din and Boba had rescued them from Arkanis. 
Strill was still guarding the door, like Boba’d said. 
She tensed visibly when Din appeared at the end of the hallway, but she didn’t shoot him. She let him approach. 
“Ori’vod,” she called, softly. 
Din’s heart twisted.  Big brother.  
“You don’t have to call me that,” Din said, coming to a stop a few feet away from her. She looked fine. Better than fine, even – of the people Din had interacted with today, Strill looked the best. Her bandaged leg was fully-healed. Her armor was still scuffed and dented, its crisp black paint chipped in several places, but she hadn’t picked up any new dents or scuffs that Din saw, and she hadn’t picked up any new injuries either. 
Strill just shrugged. “Habit,” she said, though she didn’t sound very confident. She looked Din up and down critically. “You okay? Jaig said you were in the thick of it, yesterday.” 
“I’m alright,” Din assured her. He was touched by her concern. He was – Din wasn’t Strill’s tribe, not any more. She had every right to hate him. To try and kill him. At the very least she had the right to pretend that Din wasn’t there, that he didn’t exist. That she was willing to talk to him –
“How’s Jaig?” Din asked, before he could lose his grip on his emotions. “He came to fight – we appreciated his help.” 
“He’s all good,” Strill promised. Her voice had lightened some, lost a bit of its edge. “Was thrilled to get to punch something, to be honest. He’s not so good at the ‘stick around in one place’ thing.” 
Din smiled faintly. “It’s hard, for young warriors,” he said. 
Strill huffed. “You’re telling me,” she muttered. “Between him and the kids – ” she caught herself, but it was too late. 
Din’s smile couldn’t help but widen. “Finally figured out they were sneaking out, did you?” 
Strill snorted. “They’re worse than loth-cats,” she grumbled. “Always getting into everything. You the one that’s been looking out for ‘em, while they’ve wandered around?” 
Din nodded. 
Strill softened further. Din saw her do it – her shoulders slumped a little, the last of her defensiveness fading. “Thanks,” she said, grudgingly. 
Din inclined his head. It was what he’d do for any foundling. 
“So why are you here?” Strill asked, cocking her head to the side. “Just checking in? We’re all fine. Well, Paz’s grouchy – he’s not ever gonna be able to walk right again,  Ba’bu Ushib said, but he keeps trying, and it hurts.” 
Din winced. He’d thought – Boba had said that Paz was on his feet again. 
 Pushing himself too far,  Din thought.  Just like when we were kids.  
He took a deep breath. “I’m glad you’re all alright,” he said, sincerely. “The kids okay?” 
“They’re alright,” she assured him. “‘S not the first raid they’ve gone through, and this time nobody even made it to us. Mirda was on high alert last night, but Took and Kieran finally got her to go to bed a little bit ago.” 
“That’s good,” said Din. He hesitated, but there was no point in beating around the bantha. He made himself say it. 
“I need to talk to Paz,” Din said. “And to you and your brother.”
Strill froze. “To Paz? But – ”
“He said he’d try and kill me the next time he saw me, I know,” said Din. He grimaced. “He can even try, once he’s – once he’s got his strength back.”  If he gets it back. “But I still need to talk to him. It’s important.” 
“Why?” 
Din studied her. 
Strill was only a kid, still. A  verd’ika.  
 But she’s Mandalorian,  Din thought.  I can’t keep this from her. I promised Kryze, and more than that, I –
 If there’s going to be a gathering of Mandalorians,  he thought, slowly,  then  my  people deserve to know about it, too. They deserve to be there. To be heard. To – to meet others, to realize that there are more of us. That we’re not alone.  
“It’s about other Mandalorians,” Din said, evenly. 
Strill was silent. 
“Paz said he’d kill you,” she finally said. Her voice was young and small. “He said – he said it was his  duty. ” 
Din nodded. “He feels that way,” he said. 
“Is it… is it my duty?” Strill asked him. 
It was Din’s turn to freeze in place. “I… don’t know,” he said. He knew it probably wasn’t the answer that Strill wanted, but it was the only answer Din could give her. “I can’t tell you what your duty is. You weren’t – you’re not from my covert. And you have to make your own decisions, too. I broke the Creed. I’m  dar’manda. But I’m not a danger to the tribe.” 
Strill looked at him. 
Din couldn’t help but wonder again what she looked like underneath her helmet. How young she really was. 
“No,” Strill said. “You’re not.” 
Din relaxed. 
“Paz will make his decision,” he told her. “All you can do is make yours.” 
She nodded. “You won’t – I won’t try to kill you,” she said. “You’re – ni ori’vod.  Maybe not a Mandalorian any more, but you’re still – you still look out for the kids,” she said. “That’s good enough for me.” 
Din blinked, affection welling up in his chest. 
 I don’t deserve that, he thought. He had broken his Creed. He didn’t deserve Strill’s loyalty. 
But it was good to have it anyway. To know that Strill at least wouldn’t go for Din, that he wouldn’t have to worry about her sticking a knife in his back. 
“What about other Mandalorians?” she pressed. 
“I’d like to tell you all at once, if I can,” said Din. “Can you – can you check with Paz? Is it alright if I come in? I’ll leave as soon as I’ve told you what I came to tell you.” 
Strill studied Din for a moment, then nodded. “Can you watch the door?” she said. 
“I can,” Din promised. 
She left him in the hall, disappearing back behind the door. Din took up a guardsman’s post outside of it, his back to the wall, facing down the hallway. He tried not to be nervous. Tried to push down his feelings – that grief and that guilt, again, that mourning – and think about something, anything else. 
He didn’t have to wait very long. Strill poked her head out of the door again. One of the foundlings – the tallest one, the girl, Kieran – was at her elbow. 
“Kiera here’s gonna stand watch,” Strill said. “You can come in.” 
“Paz agreed?” Din asked, surprised despite himself. He’d hoped, but – 
 But I hadn’t hoped for much, he thought, wryly. 
“He swore about it a little first,” Strill admitted, sounding apologetic, “but yeah. You can come in.” 
Din nodded, trading positions with Kieran, who looked up at him curiously as he passed, and stepped, cautiously, through the doorway. Strill stood back and gave him room. 
Din blinked a few times, his visor adjusting to the light. 
This wing was arranged kind of like a Tatooinian settlement. The door Din had walked through opened up onto a covered courtyard, with half a dozen rooms or other hallways branching off in different directions. 
Din saw Jaig immediately. The big Mandalorian was leaning against a wall, watching Din intently. Despite his scrutiny, Din didn’t feel any hostility coming from Jaig. Just curiosity. 
 He fought with us, Din reminded himself. Jaig had come to help drive off Gorga’s mercs. 
Din looked around, stepping further into the courtyard. He didn’t see either of the other two foundlings, but Strill had said that the smallest one, Mirda, was sleeping. The boy, Took, had had a broken arm the last time Din had seen him. He hoped the kid was feeling better. 
“Paz?” Din called, taking another step into the courtyard. He saw Strill out of the corner of his eye, saw Jaig waiting a few yards away, but he didn’t see Paz. Ni vod, Din thought.  My brother.  
He crossed into the middle of the courtyard, looking around. The  verd’ike had done a good job sweeping the place up, making it tidy. There was a little cookfire in one corner, a cleared section of floor to practice spars and forms, even a makeshift weapons rack where the older Mandalorians had stored all of their gear. 
“Paz?” Din called again. He wasn’t sure if Paz wanted Din to call him  Vizsla now, since they were no longer brothers, but Din hadn’t been able to ask. 
Din turned to Jaig. “Where’s – ” he began, but he didn’t get to finish. All of the hair on the back of Din’s neck stood up. He registered the sound of clanking armor, the sound of heavy footfalls, Strill shouting, and half-turned – 
Paz Vizsla slammed into Din from the side, hitting him with all the force of a charging mudhorn, and threw Din hard to the ground. 

  

  







  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: More kink negotiation and boundary-setting. Din and Boba continue to skirt a few key uncomfortable topics. Discussion of punishment. Boba has an inexperience kink. Oral sex. Choking. Slight humiliation kink (begging.) Voluntary orgasm delay/denial (Din chooses not to get off after Boba does.) Canon-typical injury, discussion of the shady shit criminal organizations do. More cult stuff. Discussion of Mandalore's whacky politics.
Chapter notes:
-The black: Semi-canon, slang term for space. “Hitting the black” = leaving a planet.
-Black-tie: A tether or lifeline used to exit a spaceship in space for repairs or other work; used to anchor a being to their ship so they don’t drift off into space.
-Din and Boba, pointing at each other like that one Spiderman meme: “You have a service kink too?”
-There are plenty of flowers that bloom only at night! Evening primrose, night-blooming jasmine, gardenia augusta and queen-of-the-night are some of my favorites. Evening primrose and queen-of-the-night are also desert plants (American desert, not Middle Eastern/Central Asian deserts, which is what Tatooine is modeled after, but still. Let me have this.)
-”Force-sensitive as a forest slug” is a reference to the ysalimiri, lizard-like animals native to Mykr that can suppress the Force around them. Ysalimiri are hunted by the vornskr, which are Force-sensitive canid predators also native to Myrkr.
-Din is mistranslating “mesh’la,” a little bit. It means “beautiful,” not necessarily just “pretty.”
-Somebody asked me in a comment if Boba has eyebrows in this fic or not: he absolutely does. I love his BoBF eyebrows so much.
-For translation purposes, when Boba’s calling Din “cyare,” he’s usually saying “sweetheart.” (Once he did mean it as “beloved,” but that’s for Boba to know and everyone else to guess about.) When he’s calling Din “cyar’ika”, he’s usually leaning hard into the diminutive and saying “little darling, little dear.”
-”AO3 user iridan, is this fic about Din’s relationship with Boba, Din’s relationship with BDSM or Din’s relationship with being Mandalorian?”
Me, in my best Shane Madej voice: “It’s connected! I’ve connected them.”
-“Talking drums” are a real thing! Many West African cultures used talking drums, of which the pitch can be regulated to mimic human speech, for a variety of religious, cultural and artistic purposes, and also used talking drums to communicate over long distances. A talking drum could be heard from as far away as five miles and gave tribes and villages the ability to communicate with each other. Talking drums are fascinating, and I recommend checking out demonstrations on YouTube!
Using talking drums as a method of long-distance communication makes the most sense to me, when you look at historical methods of long-distance communication. The desert is pretty harsh and I cannot imagine that banthas run very fast, so sending a runner between tribes probably isn’t very effective. There’s not much to burn, so smoke signals are probably out. I don’t think Tuskens have a written language (not many trees or plant materials to make paper out of, so writing things down is kind of moot), so they wouldn’t send messages via birds, mail carrier, etc.
 
Your song of the week is "Another Love," Tom Odell. I found a pretty excellent dark academia playlist, and while that's not quite the AST vibe, there are some bangers on there that are more than vibe-able, so. It's all good.


  


      

  











gett'se


    Chapter Summary

    Sometimes, punching your brother in the karking head is the best way to solve the problem.



    Chapter Notes

      You all. Thank you so much for your comments and kudos and response to this fic! The last few weeks have kind of been the pits, and you've all really brightened my day with your enthusiasm for this weird little story!
Things are picking up! The chapter count is gonna go up again, but I'm not ready to commit to it yet, lol.
NaNo was super productive, though, so expect the pace of updates to pick up a bit! We are mostly just into revision, now, which is. Fantastic.
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  gett’se. 
 
Din hit the floor with enough force that his armor threw out sparks, shrieking where it skidded across the sandstone floor. He reacted on instinct. Pain blinded him, exploded across his chest, his side, his wrist as he fell and threw out an arm to catch himself, but Din’s body knew what to do. 
He managed to get a knee up between himself and Paz. Paz had hit Din from an awkward angle. Din didn’t fall clean. His head bounced off the sandstone, helmet spitting sparks, beskar ringing. Din thought that he might have shouted. 
Paz, carried by his own momentum  – he was karking  heavy,  a big man in thick heavy plate, carrying more armor than Din ever had – crashed to the floor with Din. Din thought that Paz was shouting too, the  verd’ike yelling, but it was hard to sort out individual noises from the ringing in Din’s ears. One of Paz’s hands was clawing at Din’s armor, seeking the seals in the underside of his cuirass, trying to pry Din's chestplate loose. 
 Can’t let him. If Paz got Din’s beskar off – 
The next series of seconds passed in splinters. Neither of them spoke. Agony roared white and hot behind Din’s eyes, through his chest, up his side. Alarms flashed across his visor. Sparks flew. One of Din’s armor seals whined and cracked as Paz tugged at it. Din registered, distantly, that Paz had drawn a knife. 
But Din had been a warrior for twenty years. A fighter for ten years more. He’d been trained by some of the fiercest, best fighters that the Mandalorian Fighting Corps – the  Death Watch Fighting Corps, the warriors who’d been so fierce that they had chosen exile instead of giving up their armor and their ways – had to offer. 
 I am not,  Din thought, very clearly, even as his body moved on instinct, even as he watched the arc of Paz’s knife come down, aimed for the stiff material of the kute around Din’s neck,  going to die here. Like this.  
Din’s training took over. 
Din had fallen on his left side, which was good, because it meant that he’d caught himself with his better arm and had avoided another sprain in his bad. Paz had come down on top of Din and was using his weight to pin him to the floor. Din’s good arm was trapped underneath his body and it was throbbing like it wasn’t going to be his good arm any more, but Din still had his other arm free. It was his bad arm and he wasn’t in a good position to block Paz’s knife, but – 
But Din was out of options. He threw his right arm up, elbow out, to deflect Paz’s death blow. Paz’s knife skated across Din’s gauntlet in another shower of blue and white. Paz was using his  verd knife, which was made of beskar. Metal screeched across metal. The impact jarred Din to the bone, hit him hard enough that Din was sure Paz had knocked loose all of the screws T-6 had set into his arm to hold it together, but Din was able to turn the knife aside, to keep that wicked edge away from his throat. 
Paz’s knife skated down the length of Din’s gauntlet with an unholy shriek, skipped off of the back edge and slashed through Din’s kute across his bicep. If it made it through the kute and into flesh and bone Din couldn’t say; adrenaline flooded down his spine, across his shoulders, into the tips of his fingers and toes. It was louder and brighter than his pain. Time slowed down. His vision cleared. 
 I am not,  Din thought again, fury cold and clear in his chest,  going to die here!  
Din wasn’t strong enough with his right hand to grapple with Paz over the knife. The darktroopers had seen to that. But Din was still plenty strong, and he knew where the weak spots in a  beskar’gam were just as well as Paz did.
Din closed his hand into a fist, drew it as far across his chest as he could and backhanded Paz in the throat. 
Paz had his kute on too. His breastplate, his helmet. But he did  not  have a gorget, despite all of the times Din had punched him in the throat to gain an advantage in a fight. Din wore armored handguards because he’d been in this kind of situation before. Having beskar guarding his hands, backing his gloves, was useful.  
They proved their use again when Din made hard contact and Paz reared back, weight shifting, scrabbling for this throat. Din heard Paz choke on air. He let go of both his knife and Din’s cuirass. 
Din used that moment of freedom to twist himself loose, rotating his hips and his core to dump Paz sideways, scrambling backwards out of Paz’s immediate reach on his hands and the heels of his feet. Paz’s  verd  knife  had cut into Din’s kute; it stayed where it had bitten into the thick material, the hilt still vibrating with the force of Paz’s blow. Din’s visor flashed a warning – his flightsuit had been further compromised. 

   That’s nothing new.  

Din got far enough away from Paz that he felt safe enough to push up off his hands and his heels, pitching forward into a ready crouch. 
Paz recovered faster than Din wanted him to. He lumbered to his feet, panting like a bladeback, and took a lurching, uneven step towards Din, who was still on the ground. 
 Uneven,  Din thought, watching that step. His own left arm was a sheet of fire. Din pushed past it, made his fingers cooperate. He pulled the  verd  knife out of his other arm and tossed it away.  He’s still healing.  
Paz’s leg had been badly broken. Din had seen the injury himself. Boda’d said that Ushib was a good healer, one of the better  jidaat in the desert, but she couldn’t work miracles. 

   Paz has a weakness.  

The injury itself – the break and the ragged wound where bone had punched through skin – were covered by Paz’s thigh plate. His kute and his beskar were stabilizing the injury, letting Paz walk. Knowing Paz, he might have even gotten over his dislike of needles when Strill’d told him that Din was coming in, given himself a shot of symoxin so he’d be ready to fight. 
 But it’s still weaker than his other leg, Din thought. His field of vision had narrowed. His ears still rang and roared. 
Din stayed in his crouch, pressing a hand to the gash in his kute like he was badly injured. Din let Paz fall for the bait, lumbering close enough, then Din dropped down to one elbow and  kicked, lashing out hard with his foot. He hooked Paz around the right ankle and pulled with all his might. 
Paz toppled. It wasn’t graceful. He hit on his right side, a cry of pain escaping his helmet, crackling through his vocoder. 
Din  did get to his feet, then, taking two steps back to give Paz the opportunity to realize that he wasn’t going to win, and to assess his own injuries. 
Din’s side throbbed. Paz hadn’t hit him  directly over the wound Din’d collected from the raid in the throne room, but he’d hit pretty close. There was going to be a fearsome bruise there, assuming Din survived this. His left arm hurt too, but not like it had been broken. His shoulder’d been jarred, but it was still in its socket. 
Din felt something warm and wet dripping down his right arm, pooling in his kute at his elbow. 
 Paz did get me with that knife, Din thought. He barely felt the wound, though, which was either very good or very bad. Either the wound was so superficial that Din couldn’t feel it past the bloodlust roaring in his ears or Din was very badly hurt and his body was just refusing to acknowledge the injury, desperate to keep itself alive. 
 I want to live,  Din reminded himself, hanging onto that feeling. Paz couldn’t – wouldn’t kill Din here, no matter if it was what the Creed demanded or not. 
 I am  dar’manda.  I don’t  have  to do what the Creed demands, not any more.  
The thought was fierce and bright. It sounded like something Boba might say. Boba wasn’t here, but Din was facing Paz alone. He was facing the  tribe  alone – Paz was acting on what he’d been taught, what he’d been told his entire life. If she were here, the  alor would be behind Paz. Annika. Wyrran and Tosho and Ryna and Denn. Din would be standing against them alone. 
 But Boba’d be on my side. Din clung to that thought too. Drew strength from it. Boba would be on his side, whcih meant that Din wasn't alone, not really. He made himself refocus on the fight. 
Paz’s slow recovery had given the  verd’ike a second to intervene. Black blurred at the corner of Din’s eye. He flinched. For a moment he thought that Strill was rushing him too, just like Paz had, and he tensed, ready to catch her and throw her back, but Strill didn’t charge Din at all. 
Instead, she charged into the space between Din and Paz and put herself between them, arms out, facing  Paz. Her body shielded Din. 
Din stared at her, surprised. 
He risked a glance at Jaig and found the kid up off the wall he’d been leaning against, but holding out from jumping into the fight. Jaig’s head was slung low between his shoulders. He was ready to fight if he had to, but – 
 But he’s not interfering,  Din realized, shocked.  Why?  
Strill and Jaig followed the same Creed that Din had. The same Creed that Paz still followed. They  should be charging Din. They should be working with Paz like a pack of anooba worked together to bring down a dragon, nipping and corralling and tripping Din up until he fell, giving them the chance to surge in from every side. 

   But they’re not.  

And Strill had called Din  ori’vod.  Brother. She’d called him that even though she  knew  that he was  dar’manda.  
 She’s – she doesn’t think that I’m her enemy,  Din realized.  She’s not going to try to kill me.  
Jaig was holding off too. He didn’t look  happy about it, was tense like he was ready to spring for Din’s throat if he had to, but he was holding off. 
Din refocused on Paz, energized. He had fewer enemies in this room than he’d thought. 
 I’m not dying here,  he told himself, grimly.  Paz isn’t winning this one. I didn’t throw that fight when we were young. I didn’t let him beat me then. I haven’t let him beat me since. He  can’t  beat me. I’m the better fighter.  
Din wished that they weren’t fighting. He didn’t  want to hurt Paz. 

   I love Paz. He’s my brother.  

But if thrashing him across the sandstone floor would make Paz finally  stop –
“Paz!” Strill was saying urgently, her arms still out, her body still between Din and his brother. “Paz, stop, this isn’t right!” 
“Get out of the way,” growled Paz, lurching back up to his feet. He staggered, badly – his right leg shook in its armor as it tried to bear Paz’s weight – but managed to keep his feet. 
 Stubborn idiot,  Din thought. He heard Boba’s voice in his head again;  gar atin.  
“This doesn’t concern you, Strill,” Paz continued. His voice was ragged with pain. “This is – I have to do this. Let me do this.” 
“Doesn’t concern me?” Strill snapped back, tone hot. “This is – like kark it doesn’t concern me!”
“He’s right, kid,” Din said, loud enough to be heard. He was touched by Strill’s defense – honored by it, a gift Din didn’t deserve and hadn’t expected, hadn’t looked for – but Din knew Paz. Paz wasn’t going to back down until he was  made to back down. 
Strill turned towards Din, startled. Din lifted his chin. 
“This is my fight,” said Din. 
“But he’s – he’s trying to kill you!” Strill exclaimed. 
“I  have to,” Paz said, at the same time as Din said, “He can try.” 
Din and Paz locked eyes. Din could feel it even though he and Paz were both fully-armored. A sense of knowing, of connection despite everything that had happened since Din and Grogu had left Nevarro, ran between them. 
Paz was swaying on his feet. Din was steadier, though the amount of blood inside the sleeve of his kute was starting to, distantly, concern him. 
“I have to,” Paz repeated. He lifted his own chin. His helmet had a fresh, beskar-bright scratch down the side of his face, a mark left by the sandstone floor. “This is the Way.” 
Din inclined his head, acknowledging Paz’s belief. His conviction. It  was  the Way. It wasn’t  Din’s way, not any more, but it was still Paz’s. 
 If I have to hit him hard enough to convince him otherwise,  Din thought,  then I will.  
“You can try,” Din said again, his own voice a low growl. He held his arms out wide despite the burn in both of them, showing Paz the shining breast of his armor. “It’s your right.” 
It  was.  Paz was Din’s elder brother. He'd been fighting with – and alongside – Din since they were kids. He was – if  anyone  was allowed to try and punish Din for breaking the Creed – to  absolve him of it – it was Paz. 
Boba couldn’t do it. Bo-Katan couldn’t do it. Neither of them had ever followed Din’s Creed. Neither of them knew what it was he’d sworn himself to. What those words he’d said after he’d passed his Foundling’s Trial on Bracca had  meant.  
 But Paz understands. Paz had sworn the same Creed. Had said those same words. Din wasn’t going to die over it. True absolution was out of his reach. But this – fighting, letting Paz try, proving that Din wasn’t weak, that breaking the Creed hadn’t –
 That it didn’t change who I am,  Din thought. His heartbeat picked up like it did before a flogging.  That even though I’m  dar’manda,  I’m not a dangerous animal, not a coward, not – not some weak thing that needs put down for its own good. I can show him that breaking the Creed didn't break me. 
Din hurt in half a dozen places, but now all of his aches and pains were throbbing with a new purpose. Now, Din had something to prove. 
Din was not going to die here. At Paz’s hands. He’d already made that decision. He had decided to live, on Morak. On the light cruiser. Here on Tatooine. Every day Din had gotten up, still as  dar’manda as he’d been when he’d gone to bed, and he had decided to live. 
 Grogu needs me,  Din thought.  Boba needs me.  You  need me, Paz, even if you don’t want to admit it. Even if you think it dishonors you.  
“Ori’vod,”  said Strill, hoarsely. “He wants to  kill you.” 
“He’s not going to be able to,” said Din. The adrenaline crashing through him was evening out, transforming into a familiar focus. A sense of purpose had solidified in Din’s chest. It filled him with courage. He shifted back on his heels. He was ready. 
“But he can try,” Din said. He looked at Paz again. “If he thinks that he needs to.”
If this was what it took to make Paz  listen – if Paz needed to hit Din, to see that Din would stay standing, if he needed to take a beating himself to realize that Din was still strong, well. Most Mandalorians learned their lessons through blood and sweat and pain. If Paz needed this to realize that Din wasn’t going to lie down and die over a fistful of words he’d sworn as a child when there were living beings, flesh and blood, who needed Din  alive –
 If this is what it takes,  Din thought, pulse hammering,  then he can try.  
Strill stared at him for another handful of heartbeats, then dipped her chin into a bare nod. 
She was Mandalorian too. She understood, even if she didn’t want to. 
Strill backed off, clearing the courtyard. She didn’t back off as far as Jaig, who was still in a ready stance near the wall, but she gave Din and Paz enough room to get back to it. 
Din dropped his hands and got ready. 
Paz snarled at him. He wouldn’t get to surprise Din again. 
“Acting like – like this doesn’t matter,” Paz growled, “doesn’t change what my duty is.” 
“Maybe not,” Din allowed. 
“You’re  dar’manda,” Paz insisted. “This is – this is for you, too. This is so you can  rest. So you don’t have to – ” 
Paz broke off, clearly frustrated, still unsteady on his feet, and for the first time, his confusion was palpable. Din could feel it hanging in the air. He could almost hear Paz thinking. Could taste his sliver of doubt as it hit the air, stinking like a wound. 
 To spare me pain, Din thought. 
He licked his lips inside his helmet. 
 Paz,  he wanted to say,  I  need  pain.  Pain helped Din focus. Pain kept him – kept him in his body, kept his head clear, reminded Din of his duty. Pain had kept Din from walking the way of the wurrek. It had given Din Boba. Friendship and a sparring partner and rest and ease. Without pain – without becoming  dar’manda – Din wouldn’t have found any of that. 
But Din didn’t know how to say all of that, the words sticking hard in his throat. It wasn’t – it wasn’t that he was  glad he’d broken the Creed. Losing the tribe still cut too deeply for that. But it –
 But I’m not alone,  Din thought.  I’m not weak. I’m not a danger to the tribe. I’m – this is a better life than I could have hoped for. A better life than Din had thought he’d get, after Morak. 
There were no words for the depth of that feeling, though, the gratitude and surprise and fierce protectiveness, and Din’s right glove was starting to fill with blood too. 
 I can’t drag this out,  he thought. Posturing was all well and good – half of any fight was psychological, and Paz was already confused, unsure and doubting even if he didn’t want to admit it – but if Din let this fight drag on for too long, he  did risk serious blood loss. Weakness, dizziness. Opportunities for Paz to exploit. 

   This will have to be a fast lesson.  

Paz, fortunately, was not patient. He hesitated for another thin second, still obviously confused, then put all of that aside and charged at Din again. 
This time Din saw it coming. 
Din was lighter on his feet than Paz. Faster. Had been even before Paz had broken his leg in the Dune Sea. He had plenty of time to step lightly out of the way, letting Paz overshoot him, though of course Paz wasn’t just relying on momentum and brute strength to get Din on the ground again. 
Paz missed Din with the bulk of his body, but lashed out with a fist and caught Din on the edge of the chin. He didn’t punch half as hard as a darktrooper. Din’s beskar still resonated anyway, rattling against his cheekbone. Din rolled with it, letting Paz’s momentum turn his body to the side and out of the line of another direct attack. 
Din itched for his spear, for the darksaber. He was injured badly enough that his will to live was kicking hard against the inside of his ribs, most of his instincts bent desperately towards survival. 
 But I don’t really want to hurt him.  Din wanted to make Paz  stop.  Wanted to make Paz realize that Din was  fine. He didn’t want to kill him. The spear might be a little less lethal if Din used it as a stave, but the darksaber was dangerous. 

   I’ll stick to my fists and my feet, for now.  

Paz twisted back around, the maneuver made complicated by his bad leg – he couldn’t just spin on one foot any more. He had to come to a stop and turn, clumsily, to face Din again. Din watched him. 
Honestly, if Din wasn’t bleeding to death, he probably could win just by staying out of Paz’s way, letting Paz exhaust himself or push himself too far. That leg wouldn’t hold forever. Sooner or later Paz was going to strain it too far and it would give out on him. 
 Don’t know how long that’s gonna take, though,  Din thought. Paz lunged again. He  was a good fighter. Intelligent, strong; Paz had realized that charging flat-out wasn’t going to catch Din again. This time Paz hung back a little, lunging close enough that he could grab for Din with his longer reach – Paz had always been taller – but not so close that he risked getting pulled over by his ankle again. 
Din ducked Paz’s grasp and stepped in, forming a fist with his right hand and punching Paz, hard and sharp, in the side, just underneath the gap of Paz’s heavy chestplate. 
Paz’s kute was stiff and probably in better shape than Din’s; its integrity held, so Din’s punch only knocked Paz back a little. Din followed it up by dropping his head, loosening his jaw a little so that his teeth weren’t gritted for the next impact, and leaping  up with all of his strength. 
Paz had been brought down by a  mirshmure’cya before. Din had proved himself Mandalorian as a kid by headbutting Paz in the sparring ring. Paz had had a helmet on and Din, then sponsorless, hadn’t, though Paz’s helmet had been made of Katarn composite, not beskar. Din had split his own face open, given himself the scar between his eyes, but Paz had fallen to the ground. 
Din had won that spar. 
 This isn’t a spar, he thought, distantly, as the impact rattled his teeth anyway, made his beskar sing out a high, resonant note that throbbed between Din’s ears, behind his jaw. 
Those spars had been watched over by the trainers. By the elders, too. There had been plenty of other warriors around to stop a spar before it got too out of hand. Before one of the training kids had been able to really hurt another. Din had been dragged off of Paz that day by Pallas Vizsla, who’d congratulated Din gruffly on his  mandokar and then gone to tend to his son. 
Mandokar, Din thought. He’d heard that before – Boba had said it. Din hadn’t remembered that Pallas had said it too until just now. That memory was old and blurry and made even blurrier by the concussion Din had given himself by whacking heads with someone in armor, but it was there, mixed in with half a hundred other fights Din and Paz had gotten into. 
 Pallas said that I had mandokar. 
But that had been a spar between children, not a fight between two trained, dangerous warriors. Paz wasn’t trying to get Din to surrender, not this time. 
Din didn’t let up or back off. Paz reeled, his own helmet ringing. Din needed to get Paz  down. Needed to convince Paz that he wasn’t going to win, that trying to win was suicide. 
 Paz has – he’s got kids now,  Din thought, remembering what he and Paz had talked about on the  Huntress  on the way over from Arkanis, before Din had told Paz that he was  dar’manda.  
“There’s a lot that I’d do for those kids,” Paz had said. 
 He might not let me live for  my  sake,  Din thought. Paz believed that Din was – that it would be better for Din to die rather than live as  dar’manda.  Din understood. He  did. A quick death was supposed to be a mercy. 

   But it’s not a mercy that I need, and maybe I can convince him to let me live for his kids’ sake.  

Paz was intelligent. He could recognize – usually – when he was beaten. When trying to get a victory would cost him more than it was worth. Din wasn’t going to lie down and let Paz win this fight. Paz would – he would  have to recognize that. 
Din just had to help him get there. 
He followed his headbutt up with another sharp, hard punch to Paz’s side, aiming for more or less the same spot he’d hit before, then another backhanded blow to Paz’s throat. 
Paz was fast enough to block the backhand. His gauntlet crashed against Din’s. That  did hurt. Din’s left arm protested. Paz swung at Din’s head and Din ducked. They struggled like that for a moment, in close quarters, throwing punches, blocking blows, their armor clanging as they made contact with each other. 
 He’s still strong, even half-burned out with fever,  Din thought. Paz had been  sick.  But he’d recovered well enough under Ushib’s care.  He still punches like a karking gundark.  
Din was going to be one big bruise, when all of this was over. 
 Time to end it, Din thought, decisively, before Paz could get lucky or could get in close enough to truly grapple. Din stepped forward, determined to bring Paz down – 
Paz saw an opening and went for it. 
He had know way of knowing what Din and Boba had been doing together up in Boba’s rooms; he had no way of knowing that just last night Boba had put his mouth on Din’s cock, his hands on Din’s balls. He couldn’t know about the bruises pressed there, the tenderness, the pain. 
Paz was just doing what he’d been taught. Male humanoids tended to have a very common weakness, and all foundlings were taught to exploit it. It was a good way to even the sparring ring out against a bigger or faster or smarter enemy. 
Paz planted his bad leg on the floor, sucked in a breath that Din could hear, a great crackling  whoosh  of air, and brought his left knee driving  up as hard as he could muster into Din’s groin. 
Din’s kute took some of the force. It was compromised across his chest, his arm, but not here. It did what it was supposed to do, and spread some of that force out. Transferred it to the bottom of Din’s stomach, to the sides of his thighs. 
But his kute wasn’t able to shift  all of Paz’s force, and Paz drove his knee into Din’s groin so hard that Din had to choke back a scream. His entire field of vision went red. His stomach leapt up into his mouth. 
Din’s training kept him from toppling over. Moving on blind instinct, Din lashed out,  hard, at Paz’s injured leg. 
It was a low, cowardly blow, but Din’s courage had jumped up into his throat along with his stomach. Their fight had gone on long enough. 
Din had managed to catch his own scream behind his teeth, but Paz didn’t. He  howled in pain and crumpled, clattering to the floor in another spray of sparks. 
Din kicked Paz again for good measure. He couldn’t see well enough past the red in his eyes to aim but still tried to kick Paz in the knee instead of the meat of his thigh, where that ugly wound had been on Arkanis. Paz muffled a scream into his helmet, clutching at his leg. 
There was movement along the wall. One of the  verd’ike, trying to decide whether or not to intervene. 
Din managed to take a staggering step towards Paz but then had to stop, knees weak, nausea clawing at him. He tried to fight it down, to get control over his body, but it was a losing fight. Din took two more stumbling steps to the side of the courtyard, shuddering all over, then dragged his helmet off, bent at the waist and gave into his nausea once he was clear of Paz. 
Distantly, Din heard someone – Jaig, he thought – gasp. 
When he’d finished being sick, Din wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His fingers were shaking. His handguard scraped against his mouth. Black spots danced around his eyes. Pain shuddered through his stomach, his chest. He wanted to fold to the floor. 
Underneath the physical pain was another wound. Din could feel it. He had hoped – 
 No,  he thought, wiping his mouth again, stomach twisting. This time he managed to fight down his nausea, forced himself to take shallow breaths, to push his pain aside.  There’s no time.  
When Din was sure he could speak without screaming, he turned around, glaring fiercely at Paz, who was still crumpled to the floor, clutching his leg. He wasn’t going to get up any time soon. Din blinked to clear the red to the edges of his vision and risked a quick glance around the rest of the courtyard to make sure that he wasn’t about to be tackled by one of the younger warriors; Jaig had taken a shocked step forward, the direction of his visor fixed on Din’s helmet, but Strill had a hand hooked under one of Jaig’s arms, holding him back. Her other arm was extended past one of the doorways. Din saw two of the foundlings and wanted to be sick again. 
 They shouldn’t have to see this,  Din thought. It was the boy, Took, and the smallest one, the Pantoran, Mirda. Din’s helmet hung limply in one hand.  They shouldn’t have to see  me.  To see me and Paz fighting like scrum rats.  
The urge to prove himself – to prove his strength, even if it came at the cost of Paz’s pain – shriveled up inside of Din’s chest, doused with shame. 
Din tried his best to push all of that aside too. He was sorry that the kids had had to see this.  But I’m not the one behaving like –
Din had to pause. He didn’t know  what Paz was behaving like. 

   A Mandalorian?  

Mandalorians – Din’s kind of Mandalorians, who he’d once been, who Paz still was – were supposed to protect the covert from threats. 
Din’s heart sank.  Am I the threat?  Din was  dar’manda.  He wasn’t going to hurt anyone–- well, unless either of the  verd’ike decided to take an ingot out of Paz’s forge and go for Din, though Strill hadn’t so far and she wasn’t letting Jaig get in the way either – and Din had no intention of losing his honor, of behaving like a wild beast, but –
 But Paz is trying to protect his kids,  he thought. The wound in Din’s heart widened.  He’s trying to – he’s trying to look out for me, too. He’s only doing what he’s been taught.  
 Still, though,  he told himself, trying to push past it.  I’m not – I’m not his  enemy.  And he’s injured.  
Din narrowed his eyes.  He’s injured, and there are kids here. He should’ve known better.  
Still clutching his leg on the floor, Paz growled, the sound of it crackling across his vocoder. He spat. “What are you looking at,  aruetii? You won. Finish the karking job.” 
Din stared at him. Paz’s words sank through his chest like stones, settling at the bottom of his stomach. Din almost wanted to be sick again. He wanted to be outraged, to be defensive, to snap or snarl or maybe kick Paz again, the way he and Paz had always solved their problems, but – 
“Finish the – I’m not going to kill you, you karking  moron,”  Din hissed. “You – and you’re not killing me. Nobody’s killing  anyone.” 
“I will kill you,” Paz snarled. But he couldn’t uncurl from the floor, couldn’t heave himself back to his feet, so Din decided not to believe him and said, “Paz, you can’t even  stand.” 
Paz snarled at him again, but didn’t get to his feet. “I just – I just need a second,” Paz panted. Din could hear the tears in his voice, and a curl of guilt twisted through him. 
 He’s hurt,  Din thought.  I did that.  
Din was hurt too. His right arm throbbed now. He could feel the gash in his bicep. The wound felt hot, then cold. 
“This has gone too far,” said Din, quietly. “You’re beaten. Give up.” 
“No,” said Paz. “You – my honor – your honor – ”
Din was finished with this. It had gone too far. This – 
 This isn’t what I wanted, Din thought. 
It was time to make it end. Din made himself step towards Paz, pushing down the overwhelming urge to fold up, to black out, pain lurching sick through his stomach every time he moved, and drew the darksaber. 
It crackled when Din ignited it, the blade hissing and humming its now-familiar song. It threw stark shadows around Paz’s body. Strill and Jaig both sucked in nervous, fearful breaths. 
Din cast a tired look at them, then looked back down at Paz. He adjusted his stance so that the white-black edge of the darksaber was just a few inches from Paz’s face. Plasma singed the air. 
“Yield,” said Din, firmly. “You can’t fight. Let me worry about my honor, Paz.” Din tried to gentle his tone. “You’re not gonna beat me. I have a blade at your throat. You lost. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
“That makes you a coward as well as a traitor,” Paz spat. 
Din just shrugged tiredly, the darksaber following the motion of his arm. “Maybe it does,” he said. “But it’s keeping you alive. I’m not going to kill you. I don’t want to hurt you. And,” he added, tone sharpening, “I don’t think you want to hurt  me, either.” Not really. Not badly. 
“Of course I do,” Paz said. “You’re  dar’manda. ” 
“If you’d really wanted me dead, you would’ve used your plasma thrower,” Din said. He knew that Paz had one. It was built into his gauntlet, just like Din’s whistling birds were built into his. 
Paz was silent. 
For a long moment, the only sound in the little courtyard was the darksaber’s black hum and Din and Paz’s ragged breathing. Strill and Jaig were very still and very quiet. The foundlings were frozen. 
“Or a blaster,” Din pressed, when Paz didn’t immediately refute what Din had said. “Or another knife. A grenade. And if  I’d wanted to hurt you, I would’ve used this.” Din gestured with the darksaber. Let Paz feel the sharp, crackling heat of it. If he’d wanted to, Din could’ve used it to hack Paz to smoking pieces. To put an end to all of this. 

   But I didn’t. And neither did he.  

Din looked up at Strill and Jaig at the foundlings. 
“I’m sorry,” Din said to them all, sincerely. He looked down at Paz again. “I don’t want to hurt you. Yield.” 
“What do you want, then?” Paz growled. 
Din took a deep breath. “Yield,” he repeated. He leaned in, plunging the tip of the darksaber into the sandstone floor to make his point. Sandstone melted around it almost immediately, orange and white slag hissing and steaming just a few inches from Paz’s face. Paz was one of the bravest beings Din knew, but even he flinched. 
The darksaber sank a quarter inch into the sandstone, then a half-inch, then a full inch. Finally, as the blade burned so brightly that even Paz’s helmet began to heat, condensation beading across its forehead like sweat gathering on a brow, Paz jerked his head away, tucking his chin towards his chest, and said, “I  yield, alright?” 
Din deactivated the darksaber. “Alright,” he agreed, simply. 
Paz huffed. “Kark you,” he said. Din let him have that without further comment. 
“You asked what I wanted,” Din said, tiredly clipping the darksaber back to its place on his hip, his fingers a little stiff and clumsy. “I didn’t want to fight, Paz. All I wanted to do was talk to you.” 
“What if I don’t want to talk to you?” Paz challenged. 
“You lost,” Din snapped, his already thin patience fraying. “I didn’t. So you get to sit there while I put more bacta on that leg, and you get to  listen.” 
Paz tucked his chin even further into his chest, but didn’t argue any further. Din eyed him, making sure that Paz really  had given up – he and Paz had both played dead before, to lure the other into a trap during a spar – then nodded, decided and turned back to Strill, Jaig and the kids. 
“I have an – I have an offer for you,” Din said. “All of you. It was given to me by another Mandalorian, and she asked that I pass it on to you. But I’d like to tell Paz first. If that’s okay.” 
Strill and Jaig looked at each other, a speaking glance, and Jaig shrugged. Strill looked at Din. “What… other Mandalorian?” she asked, her tone heavy with doubt. “Are they – one of us?” 
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “She follows a different Way.” 
“A different Way?” Jaig broke in. “But that’s – ”
Din held up a hand. “We can argue about it later,” he said. “But we need – you might need to go find Ushib.” Din was pretty sure that he was going to live. He was sore and hurt and there was a concerning amount of blood in his kute, but he didn’t feel too lightheaded or like he was about to pass out. He purposely didn’t think about the hot, sickly ball of pain buried low in his gut. 

   If I do, I might get sick again.  

“I don’t need a karking healer,” Paz muttered. Din ignored him. He kept his gaze fixed on the  verd’ike, who were looking back at him, clearly torn. 
“I  am sorry,” Din said, quietly. “This isn’t – I didn’t want it to happen like this.” 
Jaig made a rough sound, but Strill tugged on his arm. She slowly lowered her other arm, which had been thrown out to keep the foundlings from getting in the middle of Din and Paz’s fight, and the smallest one, Mirda, crept over to Strill’s side. 
“The way I see it,” Strill said, tone cool, “you  were only defending yourself.  Paz’s the one who’s being an idiot.” 
“Strill,” Paz growled. 
“No!” Strill exploded. She let go of her brother to jab an angry finger in Paz’s direction. “I  told  you that you didn’t have to kill  ori’vod.  He’s not a wurrek! He’s – he might be  dar’manda, but he’s still – he’s still a good person! He’s still helping us.” 
“That doesn’t matter,” Paz bit out. 
“It should,” snapped Strill. She turned to Jaig. “I’m going to go get  Ba’bu  Ushib,” she said. “This one’s gonna need medical attention.” 
“I will too, actually,” Din muttered. 
“So I  did get you,” said Paz, sounding a little pleased at the prospect even as his voice stayed tight with pain. 
Din resisted the urge to kick Paz again. 
Strill sighed. “Jaig,” she said. “Keep an eye on the kids. You two – ” and she rounded on Din and Paz again, “please don’t kill each other.” 
“We’re done,” Din assured her. 
Paz huffed from the floor. 
“We  are,” growled Din. “You’re hurt. I’m hurt. If the  alor asks – if you find her again – you made me bleed for breaking the Creed. Satisfied?” 
“Not really,” Paz muttered, but he subsided after that. Strill looked between everyone again, like she was trying to judge whether or not they could all be trusted, then nodded, patted the top of Mirda’s helmet, and left them all to their own devices, muttering insults under her breath. 
Jaig cast Din another doubtful look, but did as his sister’d asked and ushered the kids back down the hall they’d come from, out of sight, speaking quietly. 
Din and Paz were alone. 
Din finally let himself sag down to the floor. He didn’t do anything undignified like tip over on his face, but he did sink to the ground, first to his knees and then, gingerly, when Paz didn’t uncurl and pull another knife, all the way down. 
Everything hurt. 
“You’re a karking  shabuir,” Din grunted. Pain pushed at him behind his eyelids, lodged low in his gut. “You know that?” 
“You’re one to talk,” Paz grunted back. “Kark. I think you broke my leg again.” 
“Good,” Din said, though he was too tired and heartsore to put any real heat behind it. “Should teach you not to pick a fight you can’t win.” 
Paz was silent. 
Din let Paz nurse his wounds. He turned his attention to his own injuries, pressing a hand to his right arm to clumsily feel for damage. Paz  had cut him. Din couldn’t tell how deep it was with his kute in the way, but the wound ached when Din pressed down on it. His arm was wet with blood. 
There was a bone-deep ache in his belly and his groin too. Din was trying not to think about it. It wasn’t at all like anything he and Boba had done – Din probably should have felt sick last night, when Boba had wrapped his fingers around Din’s testicles and  pulled, had bruised, but even though that had hurt, it had – it had been good, too. Nearly impossible to bear, but good. 
Paz’s knee had just  hurt. It sat in a knot in Din’s stomach. He felt like he wanted to throw up again, but refused to give Paz the satisfaction. 
 It’s been a while since we’ve beaten each other up like this, he thought. Din and Paz’s fights had ended in broken bones a few times before, but they’d been younger then. A broken bone had been easier to shake off. 
“What did you want,” Paz finally asked. His voice was flat. He was still curled up on the floor. His chin was pressed against his chest, his helmet against the sandstone. He must’ve been in terrible pain – Paz had never shown Din weakness, not if he could help it.
“What?” 
“You said you had something to tell us,” Paz said. “Me. What was it.” 
“You’re gonna listen?” 
“Now you  are  being the  shabuir,” growled Paz. “Tell me what you  want, Din. Then get out. You’re not part of the tribe any more. You shouldn’t be here.” 
Din couldn’t argue with that. 
“Fine,” he said. He took a breath, ordering his thoughts. He hesitated, not wanting to make Paz even angrier, but waiting wasn’t going to help anything. 
 Better to get it out now, while he’s willing to listen, Din thought. Paz had never been gracious in defeat – his tolerance would run out sooner or later. Sooner, if Paz could rally. 
“There’s a – a Mandalorian,” Din started. “Bo-Katan Kryze.” He left off her other titles, her clan, her House. All of that might confuse Paz.  Or it might not. I don’t know what Pallas taught him, when we were kids.  
“She’s a warrior that I know,” Din said. “She’s gathering up all of the other Mandalorians she can find. For a Quest. She wants to – she wants to take vengeance against the Imperial Remnants, for destroying Mandalore. She’s gathering Mandalorians to offer them the chance to join her. She asked me to invite you, and for you to invite – anyone you can get in touch with. The gathering’s on a planet called Krownest. In a month.” 
Paz went quiet again. 
Din settled back onto his  shebs, gingerly shifting his weight around to try and find a comfortable position that didn’t jostle his balls or startle red lights across the backs of his eyes. He set his helmet down on the floor beside him. His reflection in its silver surface was rumpled, tired. His eyes were bloodshot and red, like he’d been crying. 
“Are you going?” Paz finally asked. He moved a little, pulling his head away from his chest. “To this – to this gathering?” 
Din nodded. “I am,” he said. 
“Why?” 
“She asked me to,” said Din, simply. “I – I owe her. I swore to help her in her Quest. She helped me save my son from Moff Gideon.” 
“You shouldn’t go,” said Paz. 
Din ran a hand through his hair. “What?” 
“You’re not Mandalorian,” Paz snarled, some of his heat, his temper, returning. “You shouldn’t go.” 
“You’re an expert on Mandalorians, then?” Din snapped back. He felt his mouth twist, an ugly scowl setting in. “You know so many others?”
Paz faltered, but it wasn’t in his nature to back down. “These others, this Bo-Katan – they’re not Mandalorian either,” he said. 
Din snorted. “She’s from Mandalore,” he said. “She was born on the planet. She  ruled the planet, briefly.” 
“That doesn’t make her a Mandalorian,” Paz growled. 
Din  laughed.  He couldn’t help it. It was just – it was so  absurd.  It was like looking at himself in the  Razor Crest’s dented, warped old mirror. Din could just barely recognize himself in Paz’s words, in Paz’s conviction, but the view was rusted, chipped at the edges. “Then what does?” Din asked. 
“What does – following the Way of the Mandalore,” Paz said, pushing himself up on the heel of his hand. 
“She has her own Way of the Mandalore,” Din said. 
Paz recoiled. “There is only  one  Way of the Mandalore,” he said. Din heard their  alor in Paz’s voice. In his cadence. 
 I sounded like that,  Din thought. He’d said the exact same thing to Kryze, on Trask.  There is only one Way of the Mandalore.  
Din took a breath. “There isn’t,” he said. 
“Heretic,” Paz growled. 
Din pinned him with a fierce look. “Use your head for once,” he hissed. “There’s – the way  we  lived, there weren’t a lot of us. There couldn’t be. If a covert got too big, we risked exposure. But  think,  Paz. Mandalore was an entire  planet.  It had millions of people. Billions. And maybe not all of them were – were Mandalorians like  us, but there were thousands who lived – ”
Din stumbled. He hadn’t – he had  thought this before, the words growing louder and louder in his head each time, but he’d never said it. He’d never said it. 
“Who lived following  a Way of the Mandalore,” Din made himself say. He shook his head. “There are other Ways.” He thought of Boba and the history he’d shared with Din. Death Watch and the True Mandalorians and all that had happened between them.
 “Our Creed,” Din started. “Our Creed is  a Creed, and you can follow it, Paz. I followed it. I would – I’d still follow it, if I hadn’t needed to show my face on Morak. But,” Din added sharply, cutting Paz off before Paz could interject, “that doesn’t mean that there  aren’t other Creeds.” 
“Any other Way is a false Way,” Paz said, his tone flat like he was repeating a lesson. “Vreska said – ”
Din stilled. “Vreska?” 
Paz shifted. If Din didn’t know him so well he would have missed it, but Paz had been Din’s brother for thirty years, as contentious and fractious as some of those years had been. Din  knew Paz. He knew when Paz felt guilty. 
“...Annika was chosen,” Paz finally said, tone heavy. “As  ven’alor. Alor’ika. She – the armorer had started to teach her how to work the forge.” 
“Oh,” said Din, surprised. He ignored the way that that hurt too. “When?” 
“About a week before you brought that kid of yours back to Nevarro,” said Paz. “She was – she was gonna tell you, when you got back. But you were – you didn’t stick around.” 
“She was – that’s good,” Din said. He cleared his throat and finally looked away, disarmed by Paz’s unexpected and unlooked-for honesty. “She’ll be – she’s the right choice,” he said. 
Paz inclined his head. “I thought so,” he said, softly. It was strange to hear him like this, after how angry he’d been just a few minutes ago. After the sounds he’d made when Din had kicked him in his bad leg. 
Their shared grief passed between them, for a moment. Din had loved Annika too. Not like Paz had loved her, but – she’d been Din’s sister. Bright and fierce. Mandalorian. 

   I hope she’s still alive.  

Annika’d always been a good fighter. She was tough. Din hadn’t seen her armor in that heap of helmets beneath Nevarro City. Maybe she was still alive. Maybe she’d taken the other foundlings and run for it, hit the black, found somewhere safe to hunker down. 
 I hope so.  To be named  alor’ika – Din didn’t recognize the other word Paz had used,  ven’alor,  but to be  alor’ika meant that Annika was the future of the tribe. Din wasn’t, couldn’t be, but if Annika was still alive, that meant that Din’s tribe was still alive too. 
He swallowed, roughly. "Vreska is the armorer,” Din said, dragging himself away from thoughts of Annika. 
Paz nodded. “Anni wasn’t supposed to tell me,” he admitted, still sounding vaguely guilty. “Vreska, the armorer, she’s – it’s private. An  alor’s name.” 
Din nodded too. He remembered the  alor’s lessons. 
 The Empire is looking for Vizslas,  he remembered her saying. All of the elders had said it.  Looking for Skiratas, for Raus, for Ordos. Better to be just a Mandalorian of the tribe. Better to be no one, better to be safe.  
Din wondered, for the first time, who his  alor’s clan had been, back before the tribe had gone into hiding. 
 Was she a Saxon? he wondered.  She had to be Death Watch – we came from Death Watch. Was she a Kryze? A Kast? A Woves?  Din didn’t know how many clans had followed Tor Vizsla, but the thought of Bo-Katan meeting someone  else from Clan Kryze made him smile, faintly. 
 Vreska Kryze,  he thought. It didn’t sound quite right, but then neither did  Vreska – the armorer had always just been that, the armorer or the alor. She hadn’t needed a name. 
“She told you that there were other Ways?” Din asked, returning to the matter at hand. His skin prickled, anger faint in his belly. 
“She told Annika,” Paz corrected. “And they’re  not  other Ways. They’re – false paths.  Ori’dushe.” 
 Evil, Din thought. 
His anger wasn’t so faint anymore. 
“She knows that they’re not,” he said, trying not to growl. Din wanted – he wanted Paz to  understand.  “There’s – Bo-Katan isn’t  wrong. Her Way – it’s not wrong. It’s just different.” 
 Maybe we were the ones who were wrong,  Din didn’t say. He didn’t – he didn’t think that the Creed  was  wrong, not really. Not wholly. It was – it just  was. It was the Creed. It was hard and inflexible and maybe now Din felt that it was unfair, but the life of a Mandalorian was hard. The Creed was hard because it needed to be. Because Mandalorians had been hunted. Because there were so few of them left. 
 We had to be strong enough to survive,  Din thought.  The Creed – it is the way it is to  make  us strong.  
If every outsider was an enemy, kept at arm’s length, a warrior knew to expect betrayal. If every Mandalorian face was kept hidden under beskar, no one would end up on a bounty puck or in the Imperial databases. If only one warrior left the covert at a time, then only one warrior was at immediate risk, and the rest of the tribe was safe. 

   But not all Mandalorians live that way.  

“It’s wrong,” Paz repeated. His tone was hardening again. “It’s – false. Cowardly.” 
“How is it cowardly?” Din asked. He’d thought the same thing, of course. That Bo-Katan and her  tal’vode  were pretenders. That  Boba had been a pretender, until he’d shown Din his father’s chain code, until he’d confirmed that Jango Fett had been a foundling. 
But now Din knew the history. Mandalore’s civil wars, its bloody past. 
 If we’re the Children of the Watch,  we’re  the cowards, Din thought. Death Watch had followed Tor Vizsla, and he hadn’t had any honor at all. He’d sold his own people out. Had been a murderer, a liar. A man only out for himself, not for his tribe. 
 A wurrek, Din thought. 
No one in Din and Paz’s covert had been like that. Honor had been pressed into them like raw beskar was pressed into shape by the forge. That was part of the Creed too. Keeping one’s word. Holding to one’s promises. 
Paz was starting at Din. His expression was hidden behind his visor. Din stared back, struck again by the fact that he didn’t know what Paz  looked like. 
Paz had had golden eyes, as a kid. A lot of Pantorans did. He’d had brown hair and round cheeks and yellow tattoos on his face, marking who he'd been before he'd come to the covert. 

   Does he still look like that?  

Paz could see how  Din had changed. The scar across his nose, the grey starting to thread through his hair, his beard, the lines that had gathered at the corners of Din’s eyes. Paz could see everything, now. Din didn’t care. 
“How is it cowardly?” Din repeated. 
“They can – the ones who take their armor off,” Paz finally said, though he didn’t sound as sure of it as Din had thought that he would, “they can just – they can take it off. They’re not – they can avoid being hunted. If  you  take the armor off, no one knows that you’re Mandalorian. You can pretend to be  aruetii.” 
“I’ve been  dar’manda for months,” Din said. “But I still wear my armor. I still – I still have that target on my back.” 
Paz made a rough, growling sound. He was still clutching his bad leg. “You shouldn’t,” he said. 
Din bared his teeth at Paz. “You gonna take it from me?” he challenged. 
Paz snorted, laid his head back down against the sandstone floor. “I couldn’t if I tried,” he said. 
That made Din pull back a little, surprised. He’d never – he had never heard Paz just give up like that before. 
Paz caught Din’s surprise and snorted again, taking a hand off of his bad leg. “I can barely walk,” said Paz. His voice was thick with – something. Self-loathing, maybe. Disgust. “I can’t fight. I couldn’t take that armor off of you if I tried. I  did try.” 
Din’s stomach still hurt where Paz had punched him. His groin ached. 
“If Strill and Jaig had pitched in,” Paz started, but then he stopped himself, shook his head. 
“They can make their own choices,” Din said. “And you can still fight, Paz.” 
“Can I?” Paz snorted again. “Didn’t seem to do much good against you.” 
“You haven’t been able to beat me for years,” Din pointed out. He softened his tone some to blunt the blow, but it was  true. “I’m smarter than you.” 
Paz growled again, though it didn’t have much heat to it. 
“You’re an ass,” Paz finally said. 
Din snorted. “True enough,” he said. Din looked at Paz again. He licked his lips. “What did – what else did the  alor  say about other Creeds?” He  was curious, despite the anger still pacing in his chest. 
 She knew,  Din thought.  She knew that there were others, and she didn’t tell us.  
Paz shook his head. “Not much,” he said. “Annika had just been chosen. They’d only had a few conversations, before you came back. And then you  did  come back, with your new  beskar’gam, and Vreska told us to be ready.”
Din titled his head. “Ready?” 
“For the Empire to attack,” Paz explained. “She – she knew that you were gonna go back for that kid. She knew you’d need our help.” 
“She knew?” Din blinked again. Confusion broke through his anger. 
“That’s why we were ready,” Paz said. “When the shooting started. She told us that you’d need our help, so we all armored up.” 
“I – oh,” Din said. He looked away. He couldn’t stare at Paz any more. 
 She knew that I’d need help,  Din thought. It warmed him even as the wound in his heart tore wider, a fresh, bitter grief welling up like blood from a cut.  She knew I’d go back for Grogu.  
The armorer hadn’t  told Din to go and get him from the Empire. She hadn’t condemned him for working for the Remnants, not like Paz had. She had almost always trusted Din’s judgement. Had held him up to the others as an example. She had told him that he was walking the Way of the Mandalore even as he’d taken the Empire’s credits, the Empire’s stolen beskar. 

   But she thought that getting Grogu back was the right thing to do. She wanted to be ready to help me.  

Grief was so strong in the back of his mouth that Din almost wanted to be sick again. Wanted to see if it was something he could get rid of, purge, and then never have to deal with again. 
 You know it’s not, Din told himself. Grief wasn’t a bruise he could heal from or a cut he could stitch up; it wasn’t a feeling he could chase away with nausea meds or a painkiller. 
It, like the Creed, just  was.  
“These other Mandalorians,” Din finally said. “They’re – different, than we – than the covert.” Din corrected himself before Paz could. There was no  we.  “But they’re still Mandalorian.  Boba is still Mandalorian. Still honorable. Kryze… she’s hard, but she’s kept her word. She’s still a good fighter. A fierce ally. She helped me save the kid too.” 
“And she… doesn’t care that you’re  dar’manda?” Paz asked. 
Din shrugged with one shoulder. He didn’t want to tell Paz that Kryze didn’t know. That it was probably dangerous for her to know. 
Din smiled to himself, wry. A lot of people seemed to have that reaction. Bo-Katan had more in common with Paz and Paz had with Boba – if Paz was a Child of the Watch, then he and Bo-Katan were cousins, almost. Boba was a True Mandalorian. 
“Like I said,” Din said, skirting Paz’s question, “her Creed is different. She and her  tal’vode – her blood-kin,” Din translated, “show their faces. They still wear beskar armor, but they show their faces. To each other. To  aruetiise.” 
“Why?” 
Din shrugged again. “Why do we – did I,” he corrected, catching himself again, “hide my face? Because I was told it was the Way.” 
“You were  told?” Paz asked, a dangerous note entering his voice. 
Din sighed. “I’m not saying that I didn’t agree,” he said. “I knew what the Creed was when I swore it. I’m not – I’m not trying to blame anyone.” 
“So what  are you trying to do?” Paz demanded. 
Din spread his hands. He didn’t know. He wasn’t sure. 
“That,” he said, trying to figure out what he wanted to say, “we had our Way, and Kryze has hers. Boba has his. And that’s not – that’s not  wrong.  It’s just different. It was hard for me to understand too, at first. But just because I don’t understand doesn’t mean that it isn’t true. That I – that I can go up to another Mandalorian,” Din said his conviction growing, “one who’s shed blood, who’s fought for their armor, for their clan or their tribe, and tell them that they aren’t  mando’ade  because they don’t follow  my Way.” 
Paz froze. “... Mando’ade?” 
Din heard a familiar hunger in his brother’s voice. A familiar question. Din had sounded like that the first time he’d asked Boba to define a word for him, after Boba’d learned that Din didn’t speak  mando’a.  
“The children of Mandalore,” Din said. “That’s what – that’s what you are.” 
“Mando’ade,” Paz repeated, hushed.  
Din nodded. “I know I shouldn’t – Strill told me that I shouldn’t speak it,” Din said. 
“Mandalorian?” 
“Mando’a,”  Din said, nodding. “Since I am  dar’manda.  I shouldn’t speak the language.” 
“You know it?”
“Not much,” Din admitted. “I’ve – Boba’s taught me a few things. Some words, a couple of phrases.” 
“Boba, huh?” 
Din bristled. “He’s a good man,” said Din, warningly. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about him, but – ” 
“I’ve heard that he’s a karking monster,” Paz said, tone blunt. He looked at Din sideways. Din scowled again, fierce defensiveness rising in his chest to mingle with his grief, his anger. “He’s – my dad warned us about him when we were kids. Don’t you remember?” 
Din rocked back on his  shebs, surprised again. “He did?” He didn’t remember that. 
But Paz nodded. “Fett was a bounty hunter,” said Paz. “Who didn’t care if he sold out his own kind. Dad said that if we ever saw him, we needed to tell the  alor so she could evacuate everyone. He said that Fett was dangerous. A pretender in stolen beskar.” 
“He’s – ” Din stopped, shook his head. He didn’t know what Pallas Vizsla had or hadn’t known about Boba. Paz’s father had been old enough to know Mandalore – he might have  fought Boba, or Boba’s father.
“Boba’s armor isn’t stolen. It was his father’s, and his father was a foundling. And our people,” Din said, carefully, “were… were Boba’s clan’s enemies. Back on Mandalore. We were – there was a civil war. Did you know that?” 
“I… knew a little,” said Paz, tone reluctant. “Dad’d talk about it sometimes. Said it was awful. Lost most of his clan to it, he said. That’s why he picked me.” 
Din nodded, relieved to hear that Pallas hadn’t reveled in the war, in the things that Death Watch had done. “It sounds like it was,” said Din. “Boba’s father, Jango Fett, fought in the civil wars. On – on the opposite side of  our people, I think.” 
“Didn’t you say that he was a Mandalorian?” Paz asked, his voice buzzing like an angry wasp worm. 
“I did,” Din said. “But I told you – there’s more than just one kind of Mandalorian. Boba’s clan followed a different Creed. They called it the  Resol’nare. The Supercommando Codex.” 
“The what?” 
“The  Resol’nare,”  Din said. “The Six Actions. It was – I think it was the Creed. Or it was where the Creed came from. A lot of Mandalorian groups followed it. But Death Watch – our people – followed something different.” That was why there’d  been a civil war – one side had decided that their Way was the right Way, and had tried to inflict it on the other side. 
Paz stiffened. Din eyed him. 
“You’ve heard that before,” Din said. Anger flickered in his chest again. “Death Watch.” 
Paz hesitated, but he did nod eventually, short and sharp and jerky. Din’s anger grew. “I’ve heard it before,” Paz admitted. “It was – Dad told me. He said he’d been Death Watch once, but that it was – that Death Watch had gotten it wrong. That was all he said about it,” Paz added, when Din opened his mouth to push further. “I didn’t think – he said that he wasn’t Death Watch anymore.” 
“Kryze said… she said that I was a Child of the Watch,” Din said. He wondered what the word for that was in  mando’a. Ad  was “child” and Death Watch was  Kyr’tsad.  Was a Child of the Watch a  kyr’ad? 
“Before I became  dar’manda,  I mean,” Din added, looking at Paz again. “I didn’t ask her what it meant, at the time. I thought she was – aruetii. She showed me her face.” 
“She  is  an  aruetii,” Paz insisted, though he sounded less sure than he had before. Din could almost feel his doubt again, a sour smell in the air. “She’s – if she doesn’t follow the Creed – ”
“I’m not saying that you have to  go  to Kryze’s gathering,” Din interrupted, before Paz could work his way around in a circle again. He was still prickling over the way Paz had talked about Boba. About the fact that Paz had  known some of this, had known about Death Watch, about other Creeds, even if he didn’t believe in them. “She’s – you don’t have to go. And if you do go, you don’t have to swear to her Quest. But – ”
Din stopped, shook his head. 
“But what?” Paz pressed, gruffly. 
“But someone from – one of our people should be there,” said Din. He gathered his courage. “It’s – if  all Mandalorians are gathering together, then the tribe should have a chance to be there too. To be heard. To decide what – what’s going to happen.” 
Paz snorted. “No  alor  is gonna go sit around with a bunch of  aruetiise,” he scoffed. “Their warriors wouldn’t stand for it!” 
Din’s temper flared. “Stop,”  he growled, “calling other Mandalorians you don’t agree with  aruetiise.” 
Paz looked up again. “But they  are,” he said. 
“They aren’t,” said Din. “Kryze is – she’s just as much Mandalorian as you are. She wears beskar. She fights. She – she looks after her people.  Boba’s  as much a Mandalorian. Just because his Way isn’t  yours doesn’t mean – ”
Din made himself stop again, shaking his head. Shouting wasn’t going to help. 
“When one walks the Way of the Mandalore,” he said, reaching back through his memory for the  alor’s  rhythm as she said the words. “One is both hunter and prey. Kryze and Boba have been hunted just as much as we have. Just because they show their faces doesn’t mean – doesn’t mean that they’re  cheating, somehow. That they’re only acting like Mandalorians when it’s convenient for them, then talking their armor off when they’re in danger.” 
“But – ”
“No, Paz,” said Din. Exhaustion pulled at him. Din wanted nothing more than to return to the safety of Boba’s bed, to  rest, to slap some bacta on the worst of his hurts and spend the rest of the day sleeping. 
 Unlikely to happen.  There was too much to  do. The thought of getting up from here – knocking back a painkiller, staunching his bleeding arm and then going off to Mos Eisley, like Boba’d asked, of checking the canyons like he’d promised Fennec, seemed insurmountable. 
 But I have to do it anyway, Din thought. 
Din sighed. 
“You can’t – it can’t work both ways, Paz,” Din finally said. He’d been thinking about this for weeks now. “You can’t – you can’t force anyone else to follow the Creed. Remember? We had to  choose.” 
The Foundlings’ Trial – both of them, because Din had taken his twice to prove to Paz that he could – had been miserable. It was the first time Din had been alone,  really  alone, since the Separatist attack on his parents’ village. He’d been given a blaster, given a  verd  knife, and told to survive. Then all of the foundlings had been dropped in the wilderness – strange and glowing on Felucia, and rusted through on Bracca – and told to  survive.  
And those who had survived were told that they could become Mandalorian. If they wanted to be. If they chose it, and swore the Creed. 

   I did choose it. I said the words. I meant them.  

“I think – I think that someone from the tribe should go,” Din said, pulling himself away from his own thoughts, his own pain. “It’s – if Bo-Katan Kryze is trying to make a decision that could affect all Mandalorians, I think that  all Mandalorians should be there.” 
“You said she wants to – what? Take revenge against the Empire?” 
Din nodded. 
Paz made a rough noise. “She’ll have a fight on her hands,” he muttered. “The Empire – ‘s a lot more of the Empire still out there than I thought.” 
Din half-smiled. “She’s Mandalorian,” he said. “She doesn’t know who she is without a fight on her hands. None of us do.” 
Paz turned his head to Din, sharply. 
Din swallowed.
“Us?” Paz pressed, his voice like a sword. 
Din swallowed again. He looked away. He couldn’t meet Paz’s eyes, or even Paz’s visor. “I don’t… feel like I’m different,” Din said. “Like I’m – I don’t know. I thought – when we were kids, I thought that becoming  dar’manda would feel like dying. Like burning alive.” 
Din  had been actively dying, a few times now. That hit he’d taken on Nevarro had nearly done him in. He’d felt his life fading as he’d lain there on the floor of Karga’s cantina. 
Breaking the Creed wasn’t like that. Din was  alive. Wounded, but – 

   But not dying.  

“I feel – I know I’m not the same,” Din said. “As I was on Nevarro. But that’s – people change all the time. I thought that being  dar’manda would feel different. But it doesn’t.” 
Din had more guilt, now. More grief. But he wasn’t sure if those feelings were because he’d changed in some fundamental way or if it was just because Din was getting older. Living through more. When he’d been part of the tribe, Din had been – solitary. Part of the tribe, of course. He’d known that they were with him even when he was drifting out in the black. 
But back then Din hadn’t had much to hold onto, no kid, few friends, no – whatever Boba was now.  Riduur, Koska’d called Boba. Whatever that meant. 
 So I didn’t really have anyone to miss,  he thought.  No one but the tribe to fail, so no one to feel guilty over.  
Now – 
Din shook his head again. He was going in circles. He pushed himself up off his  shebs and stood, hissing as the pain in his groin and stomach tightened with the motion, and stumped over to Paz. 
Paz let him get closer. Din crouched by his side and pried one of Paz’s hands, as gently as he could manage, though Paz resisted, from Paz’s leg. 
The thigh plate was still in place. That was good. Paz caught a growl in his throat when Din pressed down gently, trying to test Paz’s range of motion. 
“Can I?” Din asked, fingers at the seal of Paz’s thigh plate. 
Paz was stiff. 
“C’mon,” Din coaxed. “Let me see. I can help Ushib.” 
“Fine,” Paz muttered, turning his helmet away. 
Din worked quickly. Paz didn’t resist as Din released the seals and pried Paz’s thigh plate off, unbuckled that portion of his kute to inspect the damage. 
When Din pulled the kute away to reveal Paz’s leg, he winced. The scar – not an open, weeping wound, now, which was good – was raw and swollen, a furious bruise beginning to form across the breadth of Paz’s leg. The veins there were dark. 
“I don’t think I broke it again,” Din said, a little apologetic. “But you’re gonna hurt for a few more days.” 
Paz grunted. “‘S fine,” he muttered. “Damn thing was just about useless, anyway.” 
Din arched an eyebrow. Paz had – well, he’d been awkward and had lurched more than he’d walked or run, but he’d stayed on his feet for a fight. He’d given Din several good hits. 
“Lemme see your arm,” Paz said, gruffly, propping himself up on his elbows. 
Din pulled back a little, brow furrowing.
“C’mon,” Paz said, repeating Din’s own words. “Let me see. I can help Ushib.” 
“....Fine,” Din said, resisting the urge to grit his teeth or put his hackles up like an angry massiff. He sat back down beside Paz, warily, and let Paz heave himself into a sitting position at Din’s side. 
Paz wasn’t  gentle, exactly, when he started poking at the gash in Din’s arm, but he did hiss, almost sounding a little apologetic, and pressed his fingers to Din’s arm to staunch the bleeding. 
“Sorry,” Paz muttered. “I’m – I dunno, Din.” 
“Yeah,” Din said, looking away. The courtyard was oddly peaceful, for a slice of Jabba the Hutt’s palace. It reminded Din a little bit of the makeshift oasis underneath Jabba’s tower. Serene. The air was still and quiet. “I know the feeling.” 
Paz was quiet for a long minute. His gloved fingers were warm and familiar against Din’s skin. He’d done this before. Held a wound closed. Staunched the bleeding. 
“You remember that time you fell?” he finally asked. Din looked sideways at him. “When we all lived on Kashyyyk?” 
Din blinked, thrown. “Kashyyyk? I fell a few times on Kashyyyk.” It had been hard not to fall. The entire planet was covered by its wroshyr forests. Getting anywhere had always involved a lot of climbing. 
“The time you fell and broke your arm,” Paz clarified. 
“Oh,” Din said. His mouth twisted. He had to resist the urge to reach for his right arm. To wrench Paz’s hand away. That fall hadn’t been the first time he’d broken his arm, but it had been one of the worst. Din’s arm was so weak in part because of that fall, probably; he’d been young enough to heal quickly then, but the bone had gotten weaker every time it’d had to heal. The  alor had made Din go around with his arm pinned to his chest for weeks. They’d only had a little bacta, that year. Barely enough to knit the bone back together. “Yeah, I remember.” 
Din had been climbing up a set of thin, flexible tree limbs, hunting for daubird eggs, and he hadn’t been paying enough attention. He’d put his weight on the wrong branch and the branch had broken. It had sent Din crashing down thirty feet, whacking other branches on the way. He’d landed on his arm. Annika had laughed, not realizing that Din had been hurt, but Paz had realized and had come to help. 
“You carried me all the way back to the covert,” Din said. “And I broke all of the daubird eggs too, not just my arm.” 
“Of course you’re still worried about the damn eggs,” Paz muttered. “Yes,  Din’ika, you broke the eggs too. And nearly your fool head – if you hadn’t had your helmet on – ”
“That wasn’t the only time I nearly caved my head in,” Din disagreed. A faint curl of amusement – of kinship – moved through his chest. “Remember that gundark on Vanqur?” 
Paz actually  groaned, which made the affection in Din’s chest crack open a little wider. “I try not to,” he muttered. Din smirked. Of the two of them, Din had definitely come off the better on Vanqur. “Was the last time I let you talk me into exploring a cave, ‘f I’m remembering right.” 
“You followed me into that one on Dantooine,” Din said. “But that was Annika’s idea, I think.” 
Paz grunted. “I try not to think about that either,” he said. “The snails…” Paz affected a weak shudder, which made Din soften into a genuine smile. “But on Kashyyyk, Din, when you fell – you scared us. Me. You were always doing that. Climbing where I couldn’t reach you.” 
Din listened, his smile fading. “You yelled at me, after,” he said, remembering. “Wyrran taped my arm up, and once he was done I’m pretty sure you called me spore-brained.” 
“I used to hate you for it,” Paz said, quietly. “For scaring me, I mean. It was – I was supposed to keep you all  safe. You, Annika, the others in our cohort. And then all of the foundlings. The tribe. But I – ”
“Did your best,” Din pointed out. 
Paz snorted. “My best’s been piss-poor,” he said. “These kids… they’re alive ‘cause they’re smart little vornskr cubs, not because of anything I’ve done. And  you’re – well. I couldn’t protect you either, it turns out. And it wasn’t just that time you fell on Kashyyyk.” 
“I’ve fallen a lot of times, on a lot of planets,” Din said, struck by the bizarre urge to comfort Paz. As kids, Paz had never needed comfort. As an adult, after Din’d won the right to be  beroya,  Paz hadn’t  wanted it. Had wanted very little to do with Din at all, in fact. 
Paz refused to play along. “It wasn’t just when you fell on Kashyyyk,” he repeated. “I hated you, y’know. After you won that fight.” 
He didn’t have to clarify which fight he meant.
Din nodded. He had known. He’d even understood. Paz had wanted nothing more than to prove that he could be a good provider for the covert. A good hunter. Pallas’s son. Din had known that, but he’d beaten Paz anyway. He’d fought as hard as he could, and he’d won. 
A better friend – a better brother – might have thrown that fight.  Should have thrown the fight, maybe, Din thought. 
But Din had wanted it too. Paz had gotten a father, a name, a clan for himself. A full set of  beskar’gam passed down to him once Pallas had died. And Din had – Din hadn’t gotten any of that. He wouldn’t have gotten any of that, not unless he’d fought for it, and he’d known that even as a kid. 
So Din had fought. Becoming the covert’s  beroya  had been the only way Din had seen himself earning his beskar, back then. It was the only way he’d seen to – to prove himself. To show them all that Din  did belong with the tribe. 
That he was one of them. 
“I’m not sorry that I won,” Din said, quietly. He wasn’t. “But I know it – I know you wanted it.” Pallas had been the tribe’s hunter for a long time. Paz had wanted to follow in his footsteps. “I’m sorry that it hurt you. Me winning.” 
Paz snorted. “I said that I hated you back then,” he said. “Not that I  still hate you.” 
Din froze. 
“Annika’s been after me, all these years,” Paz continued. “She thought – well. She thought that I was being a right idiot, actually, acting the way that I did. She heard about what I said to you, after you took that job for the Imps. It’d been a while since I’d seen her that mad.” 
Din smiled faintly. That sounded like Annika. She’d always been the most fair-minded out of the three of them. Paz had always been able to hold a grudge – Din could too. But Annika never had. Once a fight or an argument or a disagreement was over, it was  over for her. Decided. 
But Din didn’t know what to say. His chest hurt. He didn’t – this wasn’t anything that Din had expected. The fight, Paz’s spitting, snarling anger – yes. Din had expected that. But  this –
“It hasn’t been easy for you, has it?” Paz asked. His voice was low. 
Din was so shocked that he answered. “What hasn’t been easy?” 
“This.” Paz gestured with the hand he wasn’t using to hold Din’s arm together. “Being the hunter.” 
Din didn’t know what to say to that either, so he didn’t say anything. His mind worked, trying to come up with a response. With something, anything to say. 
“When we were kids, I thought – I thought it was what I was supposed to do, y’know? It’s what the old sword wanted for me.” 
 Pallas, Din thought. He kept his mouth shut, letting Paz direct the conversation. Maybe it was due to the blood loss, but it had all slipped out of Din’s control anyway. They’d been talking about Mandalore. Mandalorians. Not – not about this. Whatever this was. 
“This past year, with the kids, it’s been… it’s been awful,” said Paz. He shook his head. “The running, the moving around, all of the karking  logistics.  I never had to know how much fuel I’d need to get from one safe planet to the next. How much karking  food kids can eat.” 
“Mine eats frogs,” said Din. 
Paz shut up and stared at him. 
“Lizards, too,” Din added. “A knobby white ice spider, once. That was a nightmare.” 
“....The little green creature?” Paz ventured. “Big eyes, bigger ears? Didn’t look like hardly more than a handful, on Nevarro.”
“He’s predatory,” Din confirmed. “His species must be. I’ve never seen anything eat a live lizard that fast.” 
Paz shuddered. “None of mine are predatory,” he said. “Took’s a decent enough hunter – can set a snare that’d catch a ronto, if he’s got the time – but he still likes his food cooked first.” 
Din snorted. “Lucky you,” he said. 
Paz was quiet again. That was odd too, these thoughtful silences. 
 He’s been through a lot too,  Din thought.  He’s getting older too. He has – he has grief and guilt, just like I do.  
Din sighed. “It’s not your job to protect me,” he said, gently. “Not anymore. Not even before – not even when I was still part of the covert. I’m a blooded warrior. I can look out for myself.” 
“Yeah,” Paz said. He had stopped Din’s arm from bleeding, and took his hand away. “Maybe. But still. It’s – hard, isn’t it. Being in the stars on your own.” 
Din shrugged with his left shoulder. It was – he hadn’t ever thought about it like that, not really. Din had been alone, but he’d been alone so that he could provide for the tribe. It hadn’t been – it hadn’t been something that he’d  resented.  He’d understood what he’d been getting himself into, when he’d fought to become  beroya.  
“Stubborn  di’kut,” Paz muttered, showing off another word he must’ve picked up from the  verd’ike. 
Din snorted. “Gar atin,” he said. He looked sideways at Paz. “It means ‘you’re stubborn.’ It’s not always a compliment.” 
“Gar atin,”  Paz repeated. “‘Course you pick up the  useful words. You’ve always had a head for tongues. I couldn’t ever get the hang of ‘em.” 
“That’s because you took too many blows to the head as a kid,” Din said. 
Paz swiped half-heartedly at Din’s shoulder. Din let him. Paz cuffed him, not quite hard enough to hurt, and then kept his hand there. His fingers curled around the edges of Din’s pauldron. Tightened. 
Din let him do that too. 
Paz could rip the pauldron off, if he wanted. A few weeks ago Din might have even let him keep it. Bring it back to the  alor to be melted down. Maybe it could have sponsored another foundling. Din wasn’t Mandalorian any more. He wasn’t supposed to wear beskar. 
 But now I need it, Din thought. Gorga the Hutt was going to come back. Paz couldn’t keep Din’s armor, not right now. 
Paz could take it, right now, peel it off Din’s kute, throw it away or tuck it close to his chest, but then Din would take it back. Paz had already admitted that he wouldn’t be able to win against Din in a fight. Din didn’t want to hurt Paz, to actually break his leg or worse, but –
 If he tries to take my armor, I will, Din thought. 
Paz’s fingers curled hard over the edge of Din’s pauldron. His glove brushed against the mudhorn’s snarling face. 
And then Paz let go. His hand dropped back into his lap. 
“You were my brother, Din,” said Paz. “I loved you. Sometimes I hated you, but I loved you.” 
Din took a careful breath. “I’m still – I’m still your brother, Paz,” he said. “I told you. I’m not – I don’t feel any different. I’m still  me.”  
“Gar atin,”  Paz repeated. His voice was thoughtful. He didn’t lift his hands again but he did lean in, brushing his pauldron against Din’s. The motion jostled Din’s wounded arm. Made their pauldrons clink and clatter, singing a high note. “Ner vod.” 
“Strill calls Boba  dar’vod,” Din said. His throat was tight. “Her ‘not-brother.’” 
That made Paz huff, shaking his head. “She adopts anything that holds still long enough in her line of sight,” he said. “That’s how she got me.” 
Din raised an eyebrow. “Is that how it is?” he asked. “I thought that you were stealing them. Not the other way around.” 
Paz lifted his left shoulder to mirror Din. “Kid’s persuasive,” he said. 
Din thought of the way Strill had yelled at Paz. Warmth filled his chest. “She is that,” he allowed. “I know a few like her.” 
“Your Boba Fett?” Paz asked, shrewdly. 
This time Din punched  him, whacking Paz solidly in the arm. “Don’t,” Din warned. 
Paz chuckled. “I’ve got eyes,  Din’ika,” he said. “You don’t tolerate anybody taking a shot at him, do you?” 
“No,” Din snapped. “So choose your next words carefully.” 
Paz held up his hands in mock surrender. “You’ve already kicked my teeth in once today,” he said. “Strill’s gonna be mad if she comes back to find that you did it again.” 
“She gave me a pass the first time,” Din muttered. “All I’ll have to do is tell her that you started it. She’ll take my side.” 
“Sure of that, are you?” 
Din shrugged. He was reasonably sure. 
Paz dropped his hands again. His shoulders slumped a little. Din saw and couldn’t help but brace himself for a blow. 
“And you’re – you’re sure you’re not – you don’t need someone to – you’re not suffering?” Paz asked. He stumbled over the words, which was unusual for him. “You’re not walking the way of the wurrek?” 
“No,” said Din, honestly. “I’m not.” 
“Then I guess – then it’s good that you’ve got someone looking out for you,” Paz decided. “Even if that someone  is Boba Fett.”
“What are you saying?” Din asked, suspicious. 
Paz blew out a crackly breath. “That you’re – that if you’re  sure you’re not walking the way of the wurrek,” he said. “If you’re – if you’re happy. Then I don’t – my honor is satisfied.” Paz held up his gloved hand. The leather was damp with Din’s blood. 
Din nodded. His eyes prickled. He couldn’t think of anything to say. 
“Still don’t like Fett, though,” Paz added. “Really,  Din’ika, you could’ve picked someone with less – ”
“Ne’johaa,” Din said, firmly, punching Paz in the shoulder again. “That means ‘shut your karking mouth before I hit you,’ by the way.” 
“Eloquent,” Paz muttered, rubbing his arm. He paused, then added, helpfully, “you ass.” 
Din couldn’t help but smile. He couldn’t see Paz’s face, only the familiar angles and planes of Paz’s helmet, but he thought that Paz might have been smiling too.



 





  
    Chapter End Notes
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    Din goes hunting.
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  beroya.
 
Ushib was not very happy to discover that Din and Paz had done their best to undo all of her hard work. 
Strill returned with Ushib at her back and an anxious Kieran bobbing along behind them both. Ushib took one look at Din and Paz, the pair of them slumped against each other on the floor, made the sort of deep, disgusted sound that only a Tusken grandmother could make and set about getting them both back on their feet, though she swore at Din with her fingertips while she did it. 
Din took Ushib’s irritated insults in stride. She wasn’t  wrong, even when she implied that Din and Paz together had less intelligence than one sunstruck scurrier. 
 She’s seen this kind of thing before, Din thought wryly. There had probably been another way to get through to Paz. To get Din's point across. One that didn’t involve bleeding everywhere or kicking Paz in his bad leg. 

   He did start it, though.  

Strill supervised. If she was bothered by the sight of Din sitting there in the courtyard with his helmet on the floor beside his knee, she did her best not to show it. Ushib, for her part, had seen Din bare-faced before and made no comment. Paz looked at the helmet a few times, his own scuffed helmet reflected in its impassive visor, but he didn’t try to take it from Din. 
Paz tolerated Ushib’s care well enough, with only a little grumbling when she made him peel back his kute and show him the livid, awful color of his wounded thigh. Ushib was clearly used to pushing him around, at least – back in the covert, Paz had never liked being the one who needed patching up. He’d always tried to get out of it, squirming away from Din when he’d been hurt in a spar, ducking out from under Annika’s hands when she’d come at him with bacta. 
Ushib didn’t let Paz get away with any of that. 
When Ushib had finished with Paz, she turned to Din. Din needed stitches, which she provided. Her hands were steady and sure. She offered to take a look at the rest of him, able to tell that Din had more hurts than just a slashed arm, but Din declined. He planned to tend to the rest of his injuries in private. 
 The last thing I need,  he thought, as Ushib grumbled at him and smeared pungent  jurab  paste over his freshly-stitched arm,  is for Ushib to get an idea of what Boba and I get up to together. 
Ushib was – she wasn’t Boba’s mother. Din knew that. Boba had declined formal adoption by the Spotted Anooba. He hadn’t taken the blood rites. Din had never asked Boba how he felt about Ushib, either. Boba was certainly  fond of the old woman, cared for her, trusted her and her advice, was grateful for her help. Content to keep her close at hand, in his kitchens, his makeshift medbay. 
None of that meant that Boba thought of Ushib as his mother. 
 But Ushib thinks of Boba as her son,  Din thought. Ushib had  told him that. And that meant that Din didn’t need her to see the evidence of what he and Boba did together. The livid bites on Din’s thighs, the thumbprint bruises on his hips. 
He didn’t need her smearing bacta onto his sore balls, either. Some things a man needed to take care of by himself. 
Din tolerated the rest of her poking and prodding, though. It was useless to argue with a jida. By the time Ushib declared, with a twist of her fingers, that Din and Paz both were probably going to survive their brush with stupidity, the last of Din’s adrenaline had drained away. The ache in his gut had intensified. His right arm burned. His left shoulder throbbed. 
But Paz didn’t lunge for Din’s throat again, once Ushib let him up, so Din supposed that a handful of aches, pains and stitches was worth it. His fight with Paz had gone – really, it had gone better than Din had hoped. 
 He’s – he said he doesn’t hate me, Din kept thinking. The thought was so bright and strong that it banished most of Din’s sharper hurts into dull aches. It flooded his chest. Danced on the back of his tongue. 

   He doesn’t hate me. And Strill doesn’t hate me. And Jaig –  

Well, Din hadn’t spent enough time with Jaig to judge whether or not the young warrior hated Din for being  dar’manda, but Jaig had seemed willing enough to let Din and Paz sort out their disagreement on their own, and he’d gone along when Strill had told him that Din wasn’t their enemy. 

   That’s… more that I thought I could hope for.  

Din had expected – well. 
He’d expected Paz to react like he had. Honestly, Din had expected worse – Paz had gone after Din with a  verd knife, but if he’d been serious about killing Din, he wouldn’t have bothered with hand-to-hand. He would have hit Din with the plasma cannon. Cooked Din inside his armor. A brawl – even a brawl with a knife – was still just that. A brawl. It was more to make a point than anything else. 
 Point made, Din thought, still wry, shaking his left arm out. He was still in the courtyard, sitting slumped against Paz. Climbing to his feet seemed like something that Din was going to have to work himself up to. 
Paz made no move to get up either, sitting back on his  shebs with his legs kicked out, propped up on one elbow. Ushib left the pair of them and went off down the hallway to take a look at Took’s healing arm. Jaig was still with the kids. Strill was leaning against the courtyard wall, watching Din and Paz. 
“Well?” said Strill, tone sour, once Ushib had left. “Me’bana?” 
“Naas,”  Paz muttered. 
Din watched the exchange, interested. 
“Your covert – they taught you  mando’a,” Din said, tilting his head back to look up at Strill. 
She eyed him for a moment, posture stiff and unsure, but nodded. “Not the covert,” she said. “But my mother – she taught me some. What she could remember. Tamsin didn’t like it, but my mother wanted to – she wanted to make sure me and my brothers knew at least a little. She’s from Concordia. My mother, I mean. It was important to her for us to learn a bit about where she came from. Paz told me that your covert – you didn’t learn much.” 
“No,” Din said, turning that new piece of information over in his head. “Not much. We picked up a few words here and there, mostly from the training ring, but no one sat down to teach us.” 

   Pallas was from Concordia.  

Din studied Paz. He supposed that it was possible that Pallas had taught Paz some  mando’a, since Pallas had apparently taught Paz a few other things that he hadn’t shared with the rest of the foundlings, but Din doubted it. 
 Paz would’ve taught it to the rest of us,  Din thought.  By accident, if not on purpose. Paz would’ve held it over the rest of them, that he knew something they didn’t, and he would’ve let the words slip during an argument or through a taunt. 
“She asked me what happened,” Paz translated. “When we were fighting.  Me’bana.” 
Din nodded, committing the word to memory to try out later. He wasn’t sure that Strill would like it if he repeated the word back to Paz, the way he did when he learned a new word or turn of phrase from Boba.
“Naas – that means ‘nothing,’ right?” Din asked. He’d heard Boba say something similar before. 
Paz nodded. 
Din snorted. “We’re fine,” he told Strill, piecing the conversation together. “Ushib said we’ll be alright.” 
“She said a bit more than that,” Strill observed. She picked herself up off the wall and padded over to Din, wiggling her fingers. “She seemed very talkative.” 
“You know any Tusken sign?” 
She shook her head. “Paz knows a little.” 
Din looked at Paz, surprised. Paz shrugged. 
“I remember a bit,” he said, gruffly. “From when you came back from Tatooine the first time. Annika remembers more, I think. ‘S a good thing to teach the kids. Gives ‘em a way to communicate quietly without needing a comms array.” Paz rapped the side of his helmet. 
That made sense, Din supposed. Foundlings’ helmets weren’t as advanced as a full warrior’s. Din’s helmet could do all sorts of things that a foundling’s couldn’t. 
A kernel of warmth kindled in Din’s chest. 
 Paz remembers what I taught him, he thought. 
“Ushib was mostly just calling us names,” Din said. “She’s not very – she had some things to say about our argument.” Din settled on the mildest term he could think of for what had happened between him and Paz. 
Strill caught him at it and snorted. “Argument,” she muttered. 
Din and Paz both shrugged with one shoulder each, which made Strill snort again. 
“You’re worse than the kids,” she said. 
Din winced, but Paz coughed a little, a rough, chuckling sort of sound. 
“We’ve heard that before,” Paz admitted. That was an understatement. Din and Paz had been squabbling like hyenax cubs since they were kids. 
Strill eyed them both again. “But you’re… you’re fine now?” she asked. “You’re not gonna try and kill  ori’vod in his sleep, Paz?” 
Din settled back onto his own elbows, letting Paz answer that question. Din had made his own stance clear. He was  not Paz’s enemy. He wasn’t a threat to Paz’s foundlings. Paz’s people. 
Paz was quiet for a minute. Then he said, still rough, “Yeah, we’re – it’s fine. Not  fine,” he tacked on, fingers curling against the sandstone floor, “because you’re well.” He stopped, shook his head. “You’re  you,” he said, looking at Din. 
Din nodded. He understood what Paz was trying to say. 
“And that means you’re not walking the way of the wurrek, so – ”
“So,”  Strill cut in, firm, “you’re not gonna try and kill  ori’vod  in his sleep,  right?” 
Paz sighed. “Right,” he confirmed. 
Din smiled at him. He couldn’t help it. The kernel of warmth in his chest was expanding, glowing like a forge-ember. Din could feel it behind his ribs, in his belly. 
“You’ve got nothing to worry about from me,” Paz muttered. He shrugged again, armor creaking. “You’re – you’re still looking out for us, so. You can’t be all that bad. For an  aruetii.” 
“Thanks,” said Din dryly. 
Paz just tilted his head. That was as good as Din was going to get. 
“So where’d  Ba’bu Ushib go?” Strill asked, looking between Din and Paz again. “What’s next?” 
“She said that she was going to go and take a look at Took’s arm,” Din said. “She’ll probably check over any other injuries she’s tended to while she’s here. Your leg, Kieran’s burn, anything like that. As for what’s next…” 
Din trailed off. He wasn’t sure if Paz wanted him to tell Strill and Jaig about the gathering of Mandalorians on Krownest, or if Paz wanted to talk it over with the  verd’ike in private. 
“It’s probably time to move you all,” Din said, settling on that instead of the complicated issue of Bo-Katan Kryze. 
 Strill’s mother was from Concordia,  Din thought. That wasn't Mandalore, but – it was a closer to Mandalore than I ever got. And Jaig knew who Boba was. Have they heard of Bo-Katan?  
Paz could tell the rest of them about the gathering. If he wanted to. Din had done what Bo-Katan had asked; he’d told a Mandalorian of the tribe. It was up to Paz to decide if he wanted to share that information with the rest. Din  wanted him to, but – 
 But he has to choose for himself, Din thought. 
Paz’s attention sharpened. “To that – that village you were talking about?” 
Din nodded. “Mos Pelgo,” he said. 
“Why now?” Strill asked, a frown in her voice. “Is it because of the raid?” 
“It is,” said Din. “We’re – Fett,” he clarified, trying not to make his position in Boba’s court too obvious despite how quickly Paz had sniffed out Din’s new loyalties, “has been having some trouble with the Hutt Cartel.” 
Strill and Paz exchanged a quick glance. “Why?” Strill asked. 
Din hesitated. “What do – what do you know about Boba Fett?” he asked. He looked between Paz and Strill again. “You knew a little about him,” he said to Paz. “And Jaig – Jaig knew who Boba was on Arkanis.” 
“I don’t… know much,” Strill admitted. “Jaig’ll know more. He’s always chased stories of bounty hunters. He’s wanted to be  beroya since he was this high.” She held a hand out at her hip. “Boba Fett was – is? – one of the best. Right?” 
Din nodded. “He was,” he said. “Probably still is, though he doesn’t hunt much these days. He was… A few years ago, he was working for Jabba the Hutt.” Din decided not to mention Darth Vader and the work Boba had done for the Empire. He’d just convinced Paz to calm down – Din didn’t want to have to kick Paz in the bad leg  again just to get him to listen.
“Then Jabba was killed,” Din continued, once he was sure that neither Paz nor Strill would interrupt. “And his operation was taken over by a – by a Hutt ally, we think. Fett killed him a few months back and has been running things ever since.” 
“And he’s not an ally of the Hutts,” Strill said. 
“He isn’t,” Din confirmed. 
Strill whistled. “Dar’vod sure knows how to pick his enemies, then,” she said. 
Paz grumbled. “You shouldn’t call him that,” he said. 
“What,  dar’vod?” Strill sounded like she was grinning. “But it’s true, isn’t it? He’s not my brother.  Dar’vod fits.” 
“When you say it like that, you make it sound like he  is your brother,” Paz growled. “Boba Fett isn’t one of us.” 
Din bristled, ready to remind Paz that there  were  other Mandalorians out in the galaxy, other Ways and Creeds, no matter what Pallas and the  alor might have said, but Strill beat him to it. 
“He’s not one of us,” she agreed. “But he  is  with  ori’vod  here, and you’re okay with me,  ori’vod,  which means that Boba Fett’s okay with me too. He was good with the kids, anyway.  And  he helped drag your  chakaaryc shebs out of trouble, Paz. He can’t be all that bad.” 
Din had already been pretty fond of Strill. It was hard  not to be fond of her. She was a good Mandalorian. Forthright and honest. A little mischievous, but brave. She’d walked into Boba Fett’s palace alone. 
But her easy defense of Boba – and her easy acceptance of Din, even though he was  dar’manda – warmed him through his entire chest. 
“He isn’t all that bad,” Din broke in. “He’s – honorable. I don’t think he likes you much either, Paz, but he’s still – he’s not your enemy.” 
Paz made another rough, grumbling sound, but didn’t argue any further. 
“So it was the Hutts who attacked the palace?” Strill asked, bringing the three of them back to the matter at hand. 
Din nodded. “Gorga the Hutt, specifically,” he said. He chewed his cheek for a moment, not sure how much of Boba’s current precarious position he was allowed to share with the  Mandalorians, but decided that he’d rather have them fully informed, so they could make the best decision about what to do next. 
 Boba’s trusted my judgment in the field before, Din reminded himself. 
“We’re… pretty sure that Gorga is working alone, without the support of the rest of the Hutt Council,” Din said. “Gorga wants to take the outfit for himself. Bring it back under Hutt control.”  
“Better to have the Hutts as enemies than the Pykes,” Paz rumbled. At Din’s sideways glance, he elaborated. “Ran into them a few times, this past year. Took a job for ‘em right after we left Mygeeto. They’re relentless.” 
“They are,” Din said. “The Hutts are – they can be relentless too, but we’re pretty sure that Gorga’s not trying to glass the place. He wants the outfit for himself. He’s trying to get rid of Boba, but not destroy the outfit completely.” 
“And you’re sure this Mos Pelgo’s safe?” Strill cut in, sounding doubtful. “Safer than here? These walls’re pretty thick.” 
Din shrugged. “It’s pretty safe,” he said. “Boba is  here.  I’m here. Fennec Shand is here. Most of Fett’s fighters, and the seat of his power too. The throne. Mos Pelgo’s not much more than a speck of sand in the desert. And its people are survivors. The Marshal there, Cobb Vanth, he’s a friend of mine. He’s…” Din trailed off again, not sure how much he was supposed to share about Cobb Vanth. 
 As tough as a krayt dragon’s hide,  Din might have said.  As clever as an anooba. He and his people are as hard to get rid of as a swarm of kirik-flies. But Paz hadn't spent much time on Tatooine – he wouldn't understand what any of that meant. That Din was trying to say that Vanth was brave and sturdy and cunning. A survivor, who knew how to look after others for long enough for them to become survivors too.
“He knows what he’s doing, and he’s hidden beings from the Hutts before,” Din said. 
Strill cocked her head. “There a spot for the  Huntress there?” 
“Yes. And there are scouts, too. Tuskens. Even Gorga will think twice before tangling with a band of raiders.” 
“Your Tuskens?” Paz asked.
Din shook his head. “Not the White Bantha,” he said. “But a friendly-enough tribe, as far as Tuskens go. They’re called the Sun Rock. They’ve allied with the people of Mos Pelgo.” 
Paz and Strill traded another glance. 
“We’ll… talk about it,” Strill said, after a moment. “I dunno,  ori’vod,  I like having these  walls. That Hutt’d have to bring some pretty heavy ordnance down to make much of a dent. And there’s the tunnels, right? Mirda found some. I like having a few ways out.” 
“So do I,” Paz added. 
“There are ways out of Mos Pelgo,” Din assured them. He rolled his eyes a little. Of course the kids had found a few of the tunnels out of the palace. They had been exploring at night, after all, and that was something that foundlings were encouraged to look for. Tunnels, hiding spots, ways into and out of a covert. “It’s – ” he hesitated again, not sure that the  ahra and their network were Din’s secrets to give up. Boba knew about the network, but Paz – 
“Mos Pelgo,” Din said, settling on a handful of vague terms, “is not unfamiliar with moving beings around out of sight.” 
“What’re you – ah,” said Paz, catching on. “Freedom network?” 
“Something like that.” 
“Plenty of bolt-holes and hiding places, then,” Paz said. 
Din nodded. “It’s near some canyonland. There are routes in and out of the desert. You can make a break for Bestine, if you have to. Bestine’s big enough to get lost in.” 
“We’ll talk about it,” Paz said, echoing Strill. 
“Just – just let me know if you want to move,” Din said. “Or – tell Ushib, if you don’t want to talk to me.” His heart twisted. Strill seemed fine enough with Din now. She’d determined that he wasn’t a wurrek, that he wasn’t a danger to the tribe. That he was  helping. And Paz was – he’d stopped fighting. He’d said that he was through trying to kill Din. That his honor was satisfied. 
 But that doesn’t mean they’ll want me dropping in on them,  Din thought.  I’m not a wurrek, but I’m still an outsider.  
“Ushib’ll make sure that Fett or I hear about it,” Din finished.  
Paz leaned in again, knocked his shoulder against Din’s. “We’ll tell you,” he said. “Ushib scares me.” 
Din relaxed a little, tension easing. “Good,” he said “If you  want to stay here – it’s not really my place to offer you formal protection, but Boba can.” 
“Would he consider it?” Paz asked, tone cutting. 
Din shot him a glare. “He’d extend the offer to the  verd’ike  and the foundlings at least,” Din said. “You he might throw to the anooba.” 
“I don’t rate a rancor?” 
“He got rid of the rancor,” said Din. “But if you’re so eager to jump into another fight you can’t win, I’m sure we could dig something up in the desert.” A bladeback, maybe, to teach Paz a little bit about what it was like to get tackled off his feet. 
“Vode,” Strill cut in, sounding much older all of a sudden, long-suffering the way Annika’d get when Din and Paz pushed her past her patience. “Focus. We’ll talk about it, right, Paz? And decide what’s best from there. This Mos Pelgo – could be good to get out of the way. Spend a few weeks in a quiet little village, getting our strength back.” 
Paz grunted. “My strength back, you mean,” he muttered. He gestured down at his bad leg. “The rest of you’re fine. Could be halfway across the galaxy by now.” 
“Yeah, well, if you’d  rest  instead of getting into it with  ori’vod like a rut-mad gundark, you’d probably be halfway across the galaxy too,” Strill retorted. “But here we are.” 
Din raised his eyebrows, surprised. 
 Is she always like this? he asked, signing carefully at Paz. He wanted to see how much Tusken sign Paz still remembered. 
Paz watched Din’s hands, head cocked – Din imagined that Paz's brow was furrowed – then signed, fingers clumsy,  Yes. 
Din chuckled, which made Strill tilt her helmet down like she was scowling at him. 
“She’s got a point, though,” Din pointed out, mostly to keep Strill on his side. He liked having her at his back. “You’ll heal, Paz. You just have to rest.” 
Paz snorted deeply. “Like you’re so good at that,” he said. 
Din’s smile faded into a scowl. “Shut up,” he said. “I popped my stitches one – two times.” 
“And nearly bled to death in the mess hall, but sure,  Din’ika, you’re a great example of resting when you’re injured – ”
“Ka’ra bal ka’ra,” Strill muttered. 
Paz stopped and coughed a little. Din resisted the urge to rub the back of his neck. 
 She is a bit like Annika, he thought, wry. 
That wasn’t a bad thing. Annika had always been the most level-headed of the three of them, Din and Annika and Paz. The  alor must’ve thought so too, if she’d named Annika her heir. 
Paz needed someone like that around to keep him in check. Din didn’t know Jaig very well, but the boy was a teenaged Mandalorian. Keeping someone around with sense inside their bucket wasn’t going to  hurt Jaig’s chances of staying alive. 
Din cleared his throat, trying and failing not to feel chastened by a warrior nearly half his age. 
“I can – I can come check in, in a few days,” Din said. He looked between Paz and Strill again. “If you want to rest and talk it over. Make sure the kids are good to travel.”
“Sounds good to me,” Strill said, tilting her helmet at Paz. “Ruus’a?” The word was another that was unfamiliar to Din, but Paz seemed to understand it, because he heaved an enormous sigh and said, “Yeah, ‘s fine. Just – don’t come barging in here. The kids – they’ve never seen a – I dunno if they’ve seen somebody who’s  dar’manda.” 
Din nodded. “I can do that,” he said. He didn’t want to scare the foundlings. Knocking on the door wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, even though thinking of the foundlings made Din’s skin itch. 
 I want them somewhere safe  now, he thought. He didn’t know if Gorga was going to rally and strike again. His first raid had failed, so for a second attempt he might hire more competent mercs, or hire  more. Boba’s palace was well-defended, but even defensible places could be overrun. 

   The covert was proof of that.  

“Just… don’t take too long,” Din warned. “It’s – we don’t know when Gorga’s going to strike again, but we know that he  will. He won’t stop until he’s made to stop.” 
“We'll talk it over. And I’ll keep this one,” Strill said, jerking a thumb at Paz, “off his feet. Promise.” 
“I’m not a child,” Paz muttered, but didn’t argue any further. 
Conversation at an end and keen not to overstay his welcome – despite Paz’s assurances, Din wasn’t sure that it would be extended again – Din pushed up off his elbows and heaved himself, slowly, painfully, back to his feet. 
Standing hurt. Shifting to try and relieve the ache in his groin hurt worse. Din tried to hide his pain, hissing between his teeth, and carefully fit his helmet back over his head when he realized that he wasn’t going to be able to hide his expressions. 
 Paz kicks like a mudhorn, Din thought, sourly. 
Paz had just as much trouble climbing to his feet, though, so Din supposed that they were even.
 The day’s only just started, too, Din thought. He had promised to do a whole host of things for Boba and Fennec. 
Expression now safely hidden behind his helmet, Din let himself grimace. 

   That was before I got into it with Paz.  

There was nothing for it, though. Their fight had already happened. Din was just going to have to be sore for the rest of the day. 
That didn’t stop him from stopping in the training room on his way out of the palace, though. He said his goodbyes to Paz and Strill, wonder and relief still strong in his chest, and then Din swiped some fresh bacta and a few tabs of low-grade symoxin from the training room. He ducked into another empty room, locked the door and treated the worst of his hurts on his own. 
The bacta kicked in faster than the symoxin. Moving still hurt, but with his armor on, Din had some structure to protect himself from the worst effects of jostling around. 
 If I can find an armorer who will forge for me,  Din thought, smearing the last of his borrowed bacta over the swollen skin around his testicles, wincing at the cold sensation that soothed and shocked Din at the same time,  it might be time to invest in a codpiece.  
He didn’t want to throw up any more, though, which was good. 
Din snapped his armor back into place and got on with his day. This wouldn’t be the first time he’d have to work a job after taking a beating. By the time Din made his way back through the palace and was studying the selection of speeders in the back landing bay, the symoxin had started to work, too, and it took the sharpest edge off his pain. 
The symoxin did not, unfortunately, bring his battered old BARC back from where it had been wrecked on the sand road into Mos Eisley. 
Two months ago, when all of this had started, Boba’s collection of ships and speeders had been limited to his  Firespray and whatever pre-Imperial scrap Jabba and Bib Fortuna hadn’t bothered to trash or sell. Din’s choices had been the BARC or nothing at all. 
Now, speeders of every shape and size lined the landing pad. Some belonged to various palace guests and others to various palace employees, but Din knew that a fair few had either been gifts or had been bought by Fennec to make sure that the palace guards had something to patrol in. And Din, unofficially Boba’s left hand, had his pick of the lot. 
 I don’t want my pick of the lot, Din thought, grumpy. Fennec had acquired a brace of Imperial-grade 74-Zs, but Din didn’t trust Imperial tech as far as he could throw it. There was one 614-AvA at the end of the row that looked like it was old enough to have survived the occupation of Lothal, but Din wasn’t sure it would be any better than the 74-Zs. All of them were Imperial, and the Imperials had paid for fast and cheap manufacturing, not quality. 
 Kark it,  Din thought, ducking back inside.  I’ll fly myself out to the canyons.  
He returned to the landing pad a few minutes later armed with a spare fuel canister for his jetpack, and then Din took to the skies. 
The Jundland Wastes were about half a day from the palace by speeder. The flight by jetpack took a little over an hour. The wind whipped around Din as he flew. It was sweet and cold, at this height, which kept Din from cooking in his armor. 
The suns were high in the sky, bright and fierce. The desert below him shimmered in the heat. Not much down there was moving; not even banthas wanted to be out in the suns during this time of day. 
Din kept a sharp eye out for snipers or idiots with grenade launchers, just in case. He didn’t plan on getting hit the same way twice. 
He made it to the red edges of the Jundland Wastes without any trouble. The cliffs soared above the low desert. Their shadows were dark and deep. 
The suns were fierce against Din’s back as he made his descent. His beskar whined as its internal temperature controls struggled to keep up. He would’ve preferred to come out at dawn or dusk, to avoid the worst of the suns’ fierce glare, the confusing haze that shimmered over the sands, but at least in daylight any signs of Gorga the Hutt’s mercenaries should be easy to read. 
Din doubted that the mercs, if they  had staged their attack on the palace out of the canyons, had bothered to hide their tracks. They would’ve gone out expecting to either die or take the palace; they wouldn’t have thought of doubling back around to cover up their tracks. 
Din circled the canyons a few times by air, searching for any obvious clues on the high plateau that the canyons had been carved from. 
In a perfect galaxy, Din would’ve seen a few abandoned transport ships. No one had survived the attack on the palace to come back and man any ships they might’ve used to make planetfall. He could’ve confirmed his theory, checked the ships for any information that might help Din figure out what Gorga was going to do next and then gone back home. 
Unfortunately, there were no abandoned ships on the plateau. 
 That would’ve been too easy, Din thought, sourly. He made a tighter loop of the plateau, dropping to skim a hundred or so feet above the suns-baked rocks, adjusting his visor so that he could study them in detail. 
He found a few carbon burns scored here and there above the lip of one narrow, wending canyon, but it was hard to tell how old they were. After a few days out in the heat and the wind, all carbon burns tended to look the same. 
Din still dropped down to land and took a closer look. He kept his feet as he landed this time, wincing as the impact jarred his sore gut, and crouched to run the orange tips of his gloves over the long streaks of black char burned into the rock. 
 Someone was up here, Din thought. His glove had come away black. He could tell that the carbon burns had been made by a ship, not a speeder or a blaster, because they were as thick around as Din’s torso. Not even podracers or other heavily-modded speeders left scores that big. 
 If it  was  the mercs, they probably made planetfall in hunter-killers. Heavy freighters or troop transports would be too big, too noticeable, but smaller ships were almost invisible on a planet like Tatooine. 
 We get so many smugglers here, anything smaller than a  Barloz-class is so common no one looks twice at one,  Din thought. Tatooine’s business had never been exactly Republic-sanctioned, even during the days of the Old Republic. Even the Empire hadn’t been able to reign in Tatooine’s legions of smugglers and mercenaries. 

   Gorga’s people would’ve wanted to blend in.  

That was just good sense, when attacking a fortified location. The palace wasn’t going to be taken down by anything short of a full-scale invasion or a bombing from atmo. A band of twenty or so odd mercs would’ve wanted to try sneaking in, first, to maximize their chances of success. 
 They  did  manage to sneak in,  Din thought.  They caught us by surprise.  
If stealth had been the mercs’ game, they would’ve made planetfall in the kind of ship that was as common as a kirik-fly. G9 Riggers,  Omicron-class shuttles, maybe a Corellian light freighter or two. 
Din prowled from the caborn burns towards the lip of the canyon, balancing carefully on the edge and looking down. Vertigo twisted in his stomach for a moment, probably made worse by the number of times Paz had hit Din in the head, but Din locked his knees and managed to stay upright. 
 Not a bad spot to get into the canyons, he thought. 
 This particular canyon was narrower than some of the others that had been carved through the Jundland Wastes. Some canyons were wide enough to hold a herd of bantha walking side-by-side. Others were so narrow that only a child could slip through. 
This particular cut was somewhere in between the two. Not wide enough for a bantha, but wide enough for a speeder bike, maybe two if the bikes were narrow enough. Tuskens wouldn’t venture down a canyon like this unless there was water along its path or unless they were hunting something specific. 
Something on the rim of the canyon caught Din’s eye. 
He leaned in, bracing his knees so he didn’t tip forward and fall buc’ye over boots, and took a closer look. 

   A piton.

A small metal spike, maybe four or five inches long, was embedded into the rock face of the canyon and handspan down from the edge. The piton wasn’t made of beskar or bronzium or anything special. It looked like smuggler’s iron, if Din was being honest. Dark and roughly shaped and a little rusted. The sort of thing almost anyone could shape using a hunk of ore and a decently-hot flame. 

   But it didn’t end up here by accident. 

Tuskens entered the canyons on foot, following their bantha herds. Even hunting Tuskens wouldn’t deface the Jundland Canyons by carving out or bolting in their own handholds. If a canyon wall had to be climbed, it was climbed by hand. Any who fell were deemed unworthy of the canyons in the first place. 
 Most Tatooinians aren’t that stupid, either.  Most settlers stayed  out of the Jundland Wastes. There was a lot to fear here. Canyon krayts and raiding parties, mad old sorcerers hiding in caves. 
 Smugglers,  Din thought. He got down on his knees, making sure that most of his body was supported by the plateau, and reached down to tug at the piton experimentally. It didn’t budge. That could be because it had been anchored into the rock for a while, or it could be because this was an established route in and out of the canyons, and whoever had bolted it into the cliff had wanted to make sure that it would  stay bolted. 
 If there’s one… Din thought, leaning over farther. 
Sure enough, there was another piton bolted into the canyon wall about a foot below the first, and then another a foot below that, and another and another. 

   I wonder how far I am from where I found Zhalto.  

This could just be a smuggler’s track. Going through the Jundland Canyons was risky, but it cut out several days of travel through the Great Dune Sea. A particularly brave smuggler – or a particularly well-armed one – could make it through. 
 Or, Din thought, bracing himself on his elbows, this is where the mercs came down.   
 Only one way to find out, Din thought. He didn’t want to take his jetpack down into the bottom of the canyons, since the noise would echo and amplify off the walls, so Din fished his grappling hook out of its coil underneath his gauntlet, anchored one end to a sturdy-looking rock on top of the plateau, and began to pick his way down the wavering line of pitons towards the canyon floor. 
Din tested each one as they went. Most of them were pretty sturdy and only complained a little at his weight. A few wobbled, driven into natural faults in the wall or set in at odd angles, but most of them had been placed by someone who’d known what they were doing. 
Din made it down to the solid floor of the canyon and then looked up. The shadows were deeper down here, marking the shift from morning to afternoon. It would be dark soon. The suns set quickly in the canyonlands. 

   I’ll need to work fast, then.  

Din didn’t want to be down in the canyons after dark. 
Somebody  is using the canyons to move something, he thought. That much was obvious. 

   But is it ordinarly smugglers, or is it Gorga’s mercs?  

Either way, Din didn’t want to be surprised by anyone down here. He was reasonably sure he could talk his way out of trouble if he ran into a Tusken hunting band – A'Shek had first met Din in the canyons, after all, and had let Din go without any fuss – but smugglers were easily spooked and Gorga’s people had tried to kill Din twice already. 
Din looked left and right. The palace lay to the southeast of the Jundlands. If the pitons had been set by mercs, they wouldn’t have gone deeper into the canyons, wouldn't have ventured north and west. Din turned to his right and began to pad down the canyon’s winding path, searching for more signs and tracks. 
He was glad, now, that he’d brought his jetpack instead of a speeder or the  Fly.  The  Fly  was a sleek, light and fast ship, but she was still a  ship. Din would’ve had to leave her up on the plateau, and that might have drawn eyes. 
A speeder probably would’ve been fine, but Din’s jetpack was faster and quieter than a speeder. Safer, insomuch as Din could  be safe, poking around in the Jundland Wastes. He didn't want to use it unless he had to, since it would raise a racket, but if he needed to make a quick getaway, the jetback would let him. 
When Zhalto had come through the canyons, he’d left carbon scores on the walls to help himself navigate. Whoever had come this way hadn’t bothered. Din couldn’t pick out any signs on the walls, any arrows or notches or symbols that might show a path through the canyons. 
 So either whoever came this way knows the canyons well,  he thought, which was a point underneath the smuggler theory,  or they had some kind of navigational device.  
There were maps of the Jundland Canyons out there. Boba’d had one, when he’d sent Din after Zhalto. They weren’t common or even especially reliable, but they  did exist. 

   And everyone knows where the palace is.  

Din turned his auditory sensors up to their highest setting. He kept his visor on normal vision, since the heat coming in from the suns at the top of the canyons would mess up his thermal readings anyway, and kept going. 
Here and there a gnarled cedru tree clawed its way out of the canyon walls, reaching for the suns. Roots twisted over the canyon floor. Junda birds whistled overhead. 
The first sign Din found, half a klick away from the piton ladder leading up to the plateau, came from one of the cedru trees. One of its roots, thick around as a bantha’s leg and spanning the width of the canyon, had been cut. 
 No Tusken would cut a living cedru tree.  Tusken chieftains made their  gaderffii from the wood of cedru trees, but only after a tree had died. Cutting into a living tree was a crime punishable by a mirroring wound – cutting a root like this would cost a Tusken a leg. 
Din crouched down to get a closer look.
 Made with a vibroknife, Din thought. The root had been cut twice; once at the edge of the left wall and once again at the edge of the right. Four or five feet of root had been cut out and tossed aside. The edges of the cuts were dark and charred, sticky with fresh sap. 

   So definitely not Tuskens. And whoever did this did it recently.  

The section of root that had been cut away to clear the canyon floor didn’t give up any more clues. Din checked it over just to make sure, but couldn’t find anything. 
He chewed his cheek for a moment, straightening up to look down the canyon trail. 
 A smuggler might’ve done this to get some kind of cargo through,  he thought, trying to order his thoughts. He didn't want to jump to conclusions or to try and make moisture out of a mirage.  But… most smugglers do what they can to  avoid  offending the Tuskens. Maiming a cedru tree was serious. 

   But if it was Gorga’s mercs…  

Din didn’t have enough information to make a decision about who’d cut the root one way or another, so he filed the information away in his head and kept moving. He thought that mercenaries were more likely to cut or kill cedru trees, but even Tatooinian smugglers were known to make a stupid decision from time to time. 
The canyon widened as it went. By the time Din had gone a full klick from the pitons, the canyon had grown wide enough to accommodate two or three adult banthas walking side-by-side, and there were more signs that someone had been through within the last few days. 
More trees and roots had been cut and cleared. A young canyon krayt, just grown into its horns and its legs, had been killed and left to rot on the side of the path. It had only been dead for a few days; corpses rotted quickly in the desert, and this one still had meat on its bones. 
And Din had finally found more carbon. At some point whoever’d come through here – at least four separate beings, judging by the different boot patterns Din’d been able to read in trampled roots and piles of sand, but probably more – had found speeders. There was spilled fuel all over the canyon. 
Din picked up his pace. A krayt called from some other canyon, high and haunting. The path branched, opening up into narrow foot-tracks and wide canyon roads. A bantha had been killed, too. It had barely started to rot. Din found an empty canteen off to one side, following one of the wider roads. He checked the label; the canteen had been made on Nar Shaddaa. 
Din’s focus sharpened. His various aches and pains, starting to complain again after all of his climbing and flying, faded again. 
 A lot of things are made on Nar Shaddaa, Din reminded himself. Not everyone who passed through that moon was a Hutt merc or a Hutt smuggler. Din had made plenty of trips to Nar Shaddaa over the years, and he’d never been formally aligned with the Hutts. 

   But it is a coincidence.  

The Hutt Council was based on Nal Hutta. Nar Shaddaa was Nal Hutta’s moon – it would be much easier for someone like Gorga, both lazy and fending off infighting from the Council, to make a trip to Nar Shaddaa and hire some mercs than it would be to come all the way out to Tatooine. 
A clearer image of the beings who’d followed this canyon before Din was starting to resolve, like a holoprojection coming into focus. 
 Professional,  Din thought, because the pitons had been set by someone who’d known what they were doing.  Fast, because they didn’t stop to butcher the krayt or the bantha. Not locals, because locals know better than to cut down cedru trees. And not worried about conserving water – either whoever came this way has plenty of water to spare, meaning that they're rich, or they're not planning on staying long enough to need more water. 
Or, he thought, thinking of the pool underneath the palace, of the aquifer that Jabba had ruled over for generations, the same water Boba now ruled for all of Mos Eisley, they knew there'd be water waiting for them at the end of the road. 
Din kept following the canyon, moving at a brisk lope. He rounded a bend and found another abandoned canteen. A second bend and found an empty blaster charge pack. Another bend, and – 
Din stopped. Blinked. 

   I know that tree.  

Din was standing in front of the cedru tree that Zhalto the Zygerrian had hit with his speeder. Zhalto’s speeder was still  there. The front half of it was embedded into the trunk. Sap had congealed all around it. The tree was still alive, Din thought. It had lost a few of its lower boughs, but its needles were still green. 
Slowly, Din turned in a full circle, taking in everything he could see. 
The canyons branched off in half a dozen directions. One branch led to the Dune Sea and to the palace. Din had taken that path when he’d caught Zhalto. The others – 
Din switched his visor over to a finer setting, scanning the sand around the base of Zhalto’s tree. 
Din had been following four or five beings from where he’d found the pitons on the plateau; there were twenty or more distinct bootprints in the sand now. Din, instincts prickling, went twenty or thirty feet down one of the other branching canyons. 
Sure enough, he found five sets of bootprints down that path. He checked another branch just to confirm his hunch and found the same. All of the prints led to the cedru tree Zhalto’d crashed into. 
 This was a rallying point, Din realized. 
Twenty mercs  hadn’t landed up on the plateau where Din had found the carbon and the pitons. 
But five had. And five had landed somewhere else, and five more in a third spot. Din didn’t bother checking the other branching canyons; he knew what he’d find. 
 That was how Gorga’s people got in without any of our scouts seeing them,  he thought. The mercs had flown in in small groups, probably in battered freighters or hunter-killers, just like any other small-time smuggling operation, and while they’d almost certainly been seen by scouts or moisture farmers or even Tusken bands, traveling like that the mercs hadn't been  noticed. No one had reported in to the palace because no one had seen anything worth reporting. 

   They must know the canyons pretty well.  

If Gorga’d worked with Bib Fortuna, that made sense. Bib Fortuna was, by all accounts, an idiot, but he’d been on Tatooine for years. Long enough to either learn how to get through the Jundland Wastes on his own or pay someone to map it for him. 
 So the mercs gathered here,  Din thought.  They had speeders waiting for them. That means they’ve got a local connection somewhere. 
Boba had said that he and Fennec had chased all of Gorga’s people out of Mos Eisley, but the next-closest city was Mos Espa, and it was two or three days out by speeder. Mos Eisley was the only city close enough to get speeders out to the canyons. Anchorhead was hardly a city was at least a day's ride by speeder. Bestine was north, but even farther.  
 Someone in the city's still helping Gorga, Din thought, putting the pieces together quickly. He knew that this could, technically, still be the signs of a smuggling operation, but – 
 But it’s not half as likely,  he thought. Smugglers – the whole point of smuggling was to be as unobtrusive as possible. Bold smugglers didn’t tend to last very long. All of  this –making noise in the canyons, running the risk of angering the Tuskens, moving a large band of beings through the sands without bothering to cover their tracks – didn’t read like smuggler tactics. 
 But the mercs only had to surprise us. Only Boba and Fennec and Din, only the palace guards. Tuskens didn’t use comm links. Any raiders who’d seen the mercs come through the canyons might have wanted to warn the palace, and talking drums worked quickly enough, but not when racing against a band of mercs on speeder bikes. 
Din took another sweeping look over the canyon. There weren’t any other signs that jumped out to him, aside from the now months-old marks Zhalto had left in the canyon walls. 
A thought occurred to Din. He’d had it with Fennec in the infirmary, which was why he’d thought to check the Jundland Wastes in the first place. That thought was stronger now. 
 Zhalto was looking for one of these rally points, Din thought. Zhalto hadn’t been trying to get to Mos Espa, to a spaceport – he’d been trying to find a way up to the plateau. 

   Where Gorga’s people could pick him up.  

 We’ll have to get eyes out here,  Din thought.  The Spotted Anooba or one of the friendly tribes, maybe. If we know where Gorga puts his people on the ground –  
A sensor or six, at least. Some kind of warning system, so the palace didn’t get surprised again. 

   And I need to find out who in Mos Eisley is helping Gorga move his mercs around out here.  

If Din could find who was coordinating for Gorga on-planet, he could blind Gorga, at least for a little while, until Gorga found someone else to pay off or intimidate into helping. 
The thrill of the hunt began to thunder in Din’s blood. It was cold and clear and cool, like the moons of Tatooine over a sand dune, like the feeling of flying. 
 Mos Eisley, then, he thought. 
Din didn’t bother following the tracks out of the Jundland Wastes and into the Dune Sea. He knew where they were headed. 
He didn’t bother trying to climb up out of the canyons, either. Din just took two long steps and boosted himself up with his jetpack, rising swiftly past the banded rock and clearing the plateau in seconds. 
Din circled again, just to make sure there were no threats on the plateau that he could see, then swung south and made straight for Mos Eisley. 
The palace came and went. Din had to stop and refuel in the desert, tucking his empty canister against his belt, taking another symoxin tab to keep himself sharp and moving, and kept flying. A hunter’s cold focus burned in his veins. 
He made it to Mos Eisley just as the suns were beginning to set, the promise of evening hanging in the air above the city. He circled the city a few times too, broad, sweeping loops, dodging shuttles as they descended and ships as they rose towards the black. 
Mos Eisley didn’t have spaceport domes like Mos Entha did, so no one got on Din’s internal comm system to tell him to land. No one shot at him, either; everyone below knew that there was only one Mandalorian in silver armor around, and they knew what the price of shooting him out of the sky would be. 
Din didn’t see anyone in the streets below take one look at him and break for cover, so he figured that he was going to have to go about hunting down Gorga’s contact the old-fashioned way, and made to land. 
He touched down in the business district. 
Boba kept a few guards out here to keep an eye on Mos Eisley and its mood. Din found one, a lean human man named Kolburn, and checked in. He figured that somebody should probably know what Din was doing.
“Palace’s still standin’,” Kolburn reported, lazily. He was a cool, steady sort. He reminded Din of Vanth, a little. Kolburn had the same slow Tatooine drawl and the same sort of unflappable energy, steady as a cedru tree and just as weathered. “Shand’s havin’ us check in every quarter-hour. Last one was only a few minutes ago; nobody’s seen anythin’ odd movin’ around.” 
“Shand’s back to work?” Din asked, frowning. Fennec needed to rest. 
“From the infirmary, sounds like,” Kolburn offered, though he was smiling a little. “I’m not gonna tell her to take the day off.” 
Din snorted. That was fair. 
“How long are you on shift?” Din asked. 
Kolburn looked Din up and down, some of his lazy calm fading. “Long as you need, boss,” he said. “Me an’ the rest’ll keep our eyes peeled for ya. You huntin’ Hutts?” 
Din nodded. 
“Yeah,” said Kolburn. “‘S long as you need. You get into trouble, put a flare up or somethin’. Big boss’s doubled the patrol. There’s one of us every half-klick through the city.” 
“Good to know,” Din murmured. “Gorga’s contacts – if he has any – will probably be in the Gleaning.  Maybe the Quarter. Can you have some extra bodies sent that way, just in case?” 
Kolburn nodded. “Good luck,” he said. 
Din inclined his head, feeling a little better about his chances – it was  good to have backup, even if that backup was a handful of palace guards – of getting through the evening unscathed. He turned down Mos Eisley’s main road and started prowling. 
The streets of Mos Eisley were even quieter than the canyons of the Jundland Wastes. It set Din’s teeth on edge. 
 This is wrong,  all of his instincts murmured.  Something’s not right.  
Din scanned the streets quickly, searching for any threats. The city was as subdued as Din had ever seen it. It was even quieter than it had been when Din had come with Fennec and Boba and taken the Smuggler’s Walk. There were a handful of Jawas selling their wares on a few street corners, but they had no customers. Most of the cantina doors were closed. 

   The palace was attacked. They could probably see it from here.  

Mos Eisley’s people would’ve seen the ships attacking the palace, at least. The light cruiser up in the sky. 
 They probably think that they’re about to get invaded. Mos Eisley was so close to Jabba’s palace that anyone who took the palace took the city by default. 
Mos Eisley’s caution made sense. Boba’s guards were in the streets. Ships had attacked the palace. Din would be on edge too, if his life and livelihood depended on whoever ruled from the palace’s throne room. 
The city’s unnatural quiet still set his nerves on edge, though, as he made his way through the streets. The Jundland Wastes were  supposed to be quiet. No one lived there. The land was sacred. But Mos Eisley –
Din’s neck prickled. He felt eyes on him. None that were openly hostile – Din was pretty sure that he wasn’t about to get tackled or shot in the back – but the attention still made him grit his teeth. 
With the city paralyzed like this, there wasn’t even a way for Din to try and blend into a crowd. He was the only sentient moving in the streets, aside from the Jawas. A few others who were either brave enough or drunk enough to want to see what was going on stuck their heads out of the safety of their homes and cantinas, but none of them ventured into Din’s path. Din was visible. Exposed. 
Din lifted his chin, straightened his shoulders and made his way along the Smuggler’s Walk, starting in Mos Eisley’s business district. He didn’t falter. He’d done this before. 
 But then I had Fennec and Boba with me,  Din thought.  Now I’m on my own.  
Most of Mos Eisley’s people wouldn’t attack him. He knew that. Not out of any honest affection for Din, of course – Din doubted that there  was any affection for him in Mos Eisley, really, aside from Pelli Motto and maybe some of the beings living in the Quarter, who’d heard from Vanth that Din was a friend of the network – but at least out of fear of Boba. Mos Eisley knew who Din worked for. They know what would come down on them if they tried to take Din out. 
That sense of protection bolstered Din, some. He kept his head up, his pace smooth and prowling and unhurried, as he made his way through the business district. He sank as deeply as he could into the cold, clear mindset of the  beroya. He was on a job. The safety of his – not his tribe, but the people who he’d come to care for as he’d cared for his own people – was at stake. 
The Gleaning came up on him quickly. 
Boba’s presence was visible even here. The street corners were still piled with garbage and scrap, big, lazy kirik-flies buzzing in the heat, but most of the largest piles of refuse had been cleared away and the streets branching off Mos Eisley’s main road into the Gleaning had much clearer lines of sight. 
 Boba said something about that,  Din remembered.  He said that Jabba’d run most of the city’s municipal departments too, not just its criminal ones.  
That made Din smile under his helmet. He liked the idea of Boba cleaning Mos Eisley up a little bit. Making it a better – or at least a safer – place to live. It seemed like an odd thing for a crime lord to do, but it was something an  alor would be concerned with. 
Din followed the Smuggler’s Walk until he reached a street he recognized, then turned down it and into the Gleaning proper. Clearing away some of the heaps of garbage had also cleared Din’s lines of sight, which he appreciated. Din was still tense, every sense on high alert, his auditory sensors tuned up, but he wasn’t convinced he’d be shot from any scrap of cover. 
Bu Beesga and other Hutt operations – cantinas, brothels, chop shops, smugglers’ dens – had always thrived here. The business district had been quiet and still. The Gleaning was definitely more subdued than it would usually be at evening-time, but it wasn’t quite as paralyzed. 
Music thumped from behind cantina doors. Lights shone through gaps in windows. Beings were moving through the district, some dressed for a night of partying, some dressed for work. Most of them gave Din a long, assessing look and then pointedly looked away. 
Their message was clear. 
 We’ll stay out of your way. The Gleaning’s residents would leave Din alone, presumably as long as he didn’t make too much of a mess with his work. 
Din briefly entertained the thought of stopping a few of the beings walking around – some were smugglers or spacers, by their dress, and one tall Rodian woman was clearly some kind of cantina owner – but kept to himself, for now. 
 Bu Beesga first, he thought. Boba’d asked Din to check out Bu Beesga specifically. Din would start there. If he didn’t find anything – fresh tracks, some kind of clue – he could revisit the idea of interrogating passers-by. 
When Din found Bu Beesga, the cantina was in even worse shape than it had been when Din had found Boba here interrogating its owner. The walls were still mud-and-wattle, yellow with age, but the corrugated durasteel that had protected the windows was all gone, stripped away, and the darkness inside the cantina looked out into the street. Boba had not fixed the door when he’d left, and there was a heap of trash piled by the entrance. 
Din did finally switch his visor over to thermal imaging, scanning the building for any heat signatures. He saw a few womp rats lurking near the back of the cantina, but nothing else big enough to worry about.
Satisfied that he wasn’t about to get shot, Din drew his blaster and stepped inside. He switched back over to his normal viewfield and looked around. 
When they’d come here Hutt-hunting, Fennec and Boba had done a number on the place. Din was sure that Bu Beesga hadn’t ever been neat or tidy, but whatever Boba and Fennec had done had left most of the furniture in splinters. Broken glass littered the floor.  
The bodies had been dragged out, though, and it didn’t look like anything other than the womp rats had moved in. 
Din made a slow circuit of the cantina’s main room, searching for signs that someone, anyone, had been in Bu Beesga recently. 
The bar had been thoroughly raided. The mugs and glasses had all been broken and anything consumable carried off. There weren’t any signs that anyone was squatting here, though, or using the cantina as a drop spot or a fighting ring. 
Din prowled deeper into the building, his hand on his blaster. He hadn’t ventured through the back of the cantina the first time he’d been here. There were bloodstains on the floor, the walls. 
There was a small office, though it too had been looted, stripped of anything that might have had even a little value. Din stepped over a shattered datapad and studied the room for a second, then moved on. 
Unfortunately, the rest of Bu Beesga was just as empty as the front and the office. It wasn’t like the canyons, where Din had found more signs the farther he’d pushed. There was nothing in the cantina to indicate that anyone had been inside of it for more than a few minutes at a time since Boba and Fennec had trashed the place. 
Din did his due diligence anyway. He checked every room, nook and cranny. Unlike the Hutt cantina in Mos Entha, this one had no tunnel or secret room that Din could find. Its back door opened into a narrow alley. One end of the alley was made impassable by a heap of sand and refuse, so Din went the other way, switching his visor over to check for prints. 
There were more prints in the alley than there’d been in the cantina itself, but none of them were Hutt-trails, so Din couldn’t say who’d been in the alley because they’d been working for Gorga the Hutt and who’d just been passing through. 
“Kark,” he growled under his breath, frustrated. He felt like a massiff that had lost a scurrier’s scent. 
 Bounty  hunting was pretty straightforward. Usually Din had a fob, or at least a description, to work with. He had a name and sometimes, if he was lucky, he even had things like a last place of employment, a favorite cantina, the names of a target's family or friends. Hunting like  this – hunting shadows – was harder. Din didn’t know who he was looking for, not yet. Running down information was harder than running down a body. 
Din wasn’t ready to go back to the palace empty-handed quite yet, though. He came out of the alley and found himself on another street, this one smaller and running parallel to the main street that cut through the Gleaning. 
 I know what signs and symbols the Hutt Cartel uses, at least, Din thought. He knew how the Hutts marked safehouses and spice dens. There had to be more than just one Hutt-run operation in Mos Eisley, even if Boba and Fennec were pruning them away regularly. 
 Maybe I can find another Hutt cantina and make some noise, Din thought. 
He set off down the street, looking for the spiky symbol of the Cartel or any of the half-dozen signs they used; stylized curls of smoke for spice dens, rough constellations for smugglers’ hideouts, images of Twi’Lek dancing girls to mark brothels. 
As Din moved deeper into the Gleaning, dodging flies and scraps of metal, the noise of the city picked up. He passed two droid-fighting rings, a Rylish teahouse, a chop shop, a makeshift podracing track. He checked each establishment for any obvious ties to the Hutts, but couldn’t find any. 
He pushed on. 
The suns had fully set, now, and the light of Mos Eisley shifted to neon blue and green and orange. One street Din turned down was lined entirely by nightclubs; another had a different fighting ring in every building. 
 But none of them,  Din thought,  are Hutt operations.  
He didn’t know how many of the businesses going on down here were paying a tax to Boba for his protection, so Din didn’t want to stick his helmet in without being  sure that a place had ties to the Hutts. Boba needed Mos Eisley on his side. Starting unnecessary bar fights or harassing the pit fighters who’d already paid Boba protection money would only cause problems. Everyone knew who he was; Din felt their eyes on him, their attention. Everyone was watching him to see what he would do. 
 I’m being followed, too. Not followed so closely that Din was worried about ending up with a knife in his back, but he was being tailed. 
He let his follower stick close, for now. Din still had his jetpack – he could lose them, if he had to. 
There were plenty of things to catch Din’s attention, though nothing that seemed connected to the Hutts. The business district had been deathly quiet, but the Gleaning was raucous and loud. The night markets had cropped up, tents and stalls full of speeder parts and food and drinks and bits and baubles. Other, smaller gangs sold glitterstim on street corners, ran dice games, streetside sabacc. But none of them used Hutt signs. A few had even painted  mythosaurs on the walls behind them. 
 Boba’s sign? To mark that these small-time gangsters were – under Boba's protection, maybe? Or operating with his blessing? 
Din had gone over what felt like half the Gleaning by the time he found something he recognized. Painted on a wattle brick at the mouth of an alley were two crossed clubs, one upright, facing the sky, and the other pointed towards the earth. 
Din hadn’t been in Hutt territory for years, but in the old days, that had marked a pit fighting ring. Jabba had loved them and had been known to patronize many, especially the pit fights that ended in bloodshed. 
 Maybe Bib Fortuna loved them too, Din thought. He didn’t have any other leads. The paint on the wall was old enough to have been there since Jabba’s days, but maybe the ring was still around. Maybe there were clues to find. Names written down somewhere. Something Din could use. 
Hand still on his blaster, Din looked around, checking either side of the alley, then padded between the two mud-and-wattle buildings – a butcher shop and a tannery, judging by the smell – and made his way into the alley. 
It was a narrow fit. Din’s shoulders didn't quite brush the sides of it, but it was a close thing. 
It  had been used as a path to a pit fight, though – Din saw more graffiti. The names of individual pit fighters, rude commentary, more sketches of various inaccurate anatomies. 
There was a door near the opposite end of the alley. It looked like it hadn’t been opened in years, the durasteel half-rusted to the wattle wall, but there was a plate above the door that had a name written on it in Huttese. Din stepped over a pile of scrap metal, tilting his head back to try and read the name above the door, searching for other clues –
The hairs on the back of his neck lifted. His stomach dropped. Something behind him rustled. 
Din tried to turn, drawing his blaster, but someone was already there. A hand smacked his blaster aside and Din lost his grip on it; it clattered to the ground, and then his attacker was on him. 
Something thin but strong closed around Din’s throat, tight as a band of beskar, and  pulled. Din choked on a shout. 
He fought it instinctively, shoving a hand up, getting three fingers between his kute and whatever had snared him. It dug into his fingers. Bit his gloves. 
 Wire garrote, Din thought. Someone was behind him, pulling hard. They were strong. 
But Din had two hands. He kept the one he’d thrown up to catch the garrote where it was, pushing  away from his body with all his strength. The muscles in his arm and shoulder screamed. 
With his other hand, Din went for the darksaber. 
He didn’t need to draw it to use it. He just needed to reach the ignition switch and  aim –
The darksaber snapped to life, punched a hole in Din’s cloak and found something to sink into. Whoever had grabbed Din screamed. The smell of burning flesh and hair filled the alley. 
Right arm shrieking in protest, muscles so tight they felt like they were seizing, Din shoved out, tearing the garrote out of his attacker’s hands. 
Now free, Din leapt away, spun around and slashed downward with the darksaber in a cross-body blow he’d seen Master Dooku demonstrate in the holocron. His attacker – a Weequay, half a dozen golden piercings glittering in his cheek-spikes – hit the ground in two pieces. 
He was dead. Din’s first blow had caught him in the abdomen, burning a hole straight through him. The second strike had caught the Weequay high on one shoulder and cut diagonally to the bottom of his ribcage. 
Din rubbed his throat, pulse pounding. He could feel a faint divot cut into the material of his kute and his fingers throbbed, his entire right arm alight with pain, but –
“Mister… Mandalorian?” a familiar voice called. 
Din spun back around, the darksaber still lit in his hand. Gida flinched back. 
She’d come from the street. One of her hands had been outstretched and had fallen away when the darksaber’s harsh light fell over her. She was ashen underneath her orange skin, so pale that her curling lekku tattoos were almost invisible. 
A second Twi’Lek hung back at the edge of the alley, watching Din with wide eyes. 
The defensive curl of Gida’s shoulders made Din come back to himself a little, guilt gnawing through the sharp, immediate haze of survival. 

   I scared her.  

“Sorry,” said Din, gruffly, and deactivated the darksaber, hooking it back to his belt. He toed the  skug who’d tried to jump him and resisted the urge to rub at his throat again. His kute had held up. He was alive. 
Din flexed his bad hand instead, trying to move the pain around a little, to get it to something he could focus on instead of be distracted by. 
 Today,  he thought,  has just not been my day.  
At least the Weequay hadn’t kicked him in the balls. The galaxy was made up of small mercies. 
“No, it’s – it’s okay,” Gida said, straightening up. She shook her head a little, lekku swaying. Some of her normal color returned, as did her usual expression of cool disinterest. “You’re – are you okay? That was…” she trailed off. 
“I’m fine,” Din said. He nudged half of the dead Weequay again, harder. The corpse was smoking. Din bent and collected his blaster from where it had fallen, tucking it back into its holster, then turned his attention back to Gida. 
“What’re you – what are you doing down here?” Gida asked. She looked between Din and the body. “It’s not safe to be down here in the Gleaning at night.” 
“I’m fine,” Din repeated. He paused, looked harder at Gida and her companion. The other Twi’Lek was female, young, probably near Gida’s age. They could have been sisters, almost, except the second Twi’Lek was smaller and slimmer, her skin a rich, deep shade of purple instead of Gida's orange. The tattoos on her lekku were different, too; Gida’s tattoos were fashioned as a series of intricate stripes banding from the crown of her head to the narrow ends of her lekku. Each stripe was filled with smaller, curling patterns that reminded Din of flowers or vines. 
The other Twi’Lek’s tattoos were a series of starburst shapes, clustered thickly together at the crown of her head and spreading out as they marched down her lekku. She was wearing different clothes, too; Gida was wearing something that Noora would wear; loose, billowing pants, a simple but well-made shirt with sleeves that covered most of Gida’s arms but left part of her midriff bare, a gauzy scarf to keep off the worst of the wind and sand. She looked – comfortable. Not half as stiff as she was in the palace, even though Gida was all smiles when she was working behind the bar. 
The other Twi’Lek was dressed in a dancer’s outfit, which was to say that she was hardly wearing anything at all. She had the same starburst tattoos on her shoulders, too, down her arms, her flanks. She was shivering a little in the cooling evening air. Din resisted the urge to offer her his still-smoking cloak. It had so many holes in it now that it was hardly better than the girl's outfit. 
“What are  you  doing down here?” Din asked, looking between Gida and her companion. “I’ve got beskar. I’m safe enough. You’re – ” Din paused. He didn’t want to put Gida’s back up. She’d always been prickly and defensive around him. He didn't want to say,  You’re in more danger than I am.  Gida  knew that. 
Gida sighed. “I know it’s not safe,” she muttered. One of her lekku twitched towards the other Twi’Lek. “This is Ruli. I’m walking her home. She works at Sandscale’s.” 
Din looked the other Twi’Lek – Ruli – up and down. Sandscale’s was probably a cantina or a club, if he had to guess. If Ruli worked  here, in the Gleaning, it probably wasn’t one of the upscale ones. 
Din softened. Gida was walking her friend home, to make sure that nothing happened to her. “It’s still not safe,” he said. 
Gida touched her forehead, where a faint, deeper shade of orange marked a healing bruise.  The bombing,  Din thought. “It’s never  safe,” said Gida. “But it’s only a few blocks home from here, and it’s more dangerous to walk alone. Ruli,” she added, turning to the other girl, “this is the guy I was telling you about. The one who saved my life.” 
Gida  did look better than she had when Din had seen her last. The cut on her forehead was healing nicely and her bruises had faded to faint discoloration. Her eyes were clear. She was even speaking Basic again. 
 I can’t blame her for wanting to make sure that her friend gets home safe. Boba had banned slavery, but Twi’Lek dancing girls still fetched a high price along the sorrowlanes. Ruli was – pretty, Din supposed. Maybe even beautiful, when she didn’t look so afraid or so wary. Gida was the same. 
“You’re the Mandalorian?” Ruli asked. She still hadn’t stepped into the alley, though Din couldn’t blame her for that, either.
“I’m Din,” Din said. He saw Gida blink out of the corner of his eye. She’d probably never heard Din’s name before. 
“You’re the one who saved Gida’s life?” Ruli pressed. 
Din inclined his head. “Sort of,” he allowed. “Ush – Boba’s medic did the saving. I just… made sure that neither of us blew up.” 
Ruli’s eyes went as round as black melons. “Wow,” she said, her voice going a little breathy. Din eyed her, revising his opinion of her age. Gida was – if Gida and Ruli were nearly the same age, they were as different as the suns and the moons. Gida was reserved. Guarded. She’d warmed up to Din a little since she’d met him, but she was still uneasy in Din’s presence. 
Ruli heard that Din had saved Gida’s life and visibly relaxed. Her tense shoulders dropped and her lekku stopped quivering. 
 I’d rather her think of me as a friend than an enemy, though, Din reasoned. 
Gida just rolled her eyes. “C’mon, Ruli, you’ve seen a Mandalorian before. You’ve been to the palace.” 
“That’s Lord Fett, though,” Ruli said, shuddering. “He’s  different. This is the one who saved you!  And  he’s  batran – everybody says so.” 
“Helped,” Din repeated, then caught what Ruli had said,  batran, and startled. 
He took a closer look at the girl. 
 Is she still a slave?  If she was, Din could – well, he wasn’t sure what he could do, but Boba  had outlawed it in his territory, and Mos Eisley was his territory. Ruli could –
Gida rolled her eyes again, cutting off Din’s train of thought. “Word’s out about that,” she told Din. “Came in through one of the freedom runners in town. What’d you do to get named  batran?” 
“I – don’t think I can tell you,” said Din. He grimaced underneath his helmet.  Is Gida part of the network? He’d never thought to ask himself that before. If she was, it made him feel a little better about the idea of her wandering around Mos Eisley without someone from the palace with her. 
Gida nodded like she understood anyway. 
 A freedom runner in town,  Din thought.  Pirra Windrunner?  
“Whisperwork?” Gida said. 
“Something like that.” 
Gida studied Din speculatively. “That’s good,” she finally said. The tips of her lekku twitched again. She looked down at the dead Weequay. “Think there are more of him where he came from?” 
“That’s… what I’m in town figuring out,” Din admitted. 
“Oh,” said Gida. She exchanged a glance with Ruli, then nodded, apparently coming to a decision. “Tell me about it while you’re walking us home.” 
Din raised an eyebrow underneath his helmet. 
“Am I walking you home?” As soon as he’d seen Gida, and Ruli behind her, he’d known that he was going to make sure they got home alright, but –
 But Gida’s never liked having me around,  he thought. Din had supposed that he’d planned to follow Gida from a distance. He hadn’t expected her to ask – or to  tell him, really – to walk her home. 
Gida looked at Din. A faint smile was playing around the corners of her mouth, for once. Maybe almost getting blown up beside Din had convinced Gida that Din meant her no harm. 
 Maybe she was afraid of me, Din thought, thinking about how Ruli had shuddered when she’d said Boba’s name. How hard Gida had tried to keep Boba from finding out that Gida was being followed home. 
 She’s afraid of Boba, and… I look like Boba. So she’s been afraid of me, too. But now she knows I’m batran. 
Din could accept that. He sighed. “Fine,” he muttered. “I’ll take you home. I’m not making much headway here, either.” 
He did stop to check the Weequay’s body, searching for anything that might connect the Weequay to Gorga. 
Din came up empty. The Weequay had been carrying a few dented  peggats in his pockets, had a knife, but nothing else. No puck, no Hutt sigils or tattoos. For all Din knew, the Weequay’d seen Din go poking around in an alley and had just decided to go for him – Din was sure that Gorga’d put a bounty out on Din by now. 
“Rough night?” Gida asked. 
Din grunted. “I’ve had better,” he said. 
“What’re you looking for?” Gida ushered Ruli out of the way, then led Din back onto the street, setting off in the direction of the Quarter. Din followed. Ruli kept looking at him out of the corner of her eyes, eyes wide. 
Din hesitated, but the Hutts had nearly killed Gida, too. She was no more their friend than Fennec was. 
“Hutt contacts,” Din said. “We’re – you know the palace was attacked.” 
Gida shuddered. Din picked up his pace a little so he was walking beside her, and he saw her face twist in grief. “I know,” she said. “I went to – when I heard that the palace was attacked, I went to -– to help. To see who was hurt. Zero – ” She broke off, looking sharply away. Her voice was thick with grief. 
“Zero brought you home a few times,” Din murmured, remembering. Noora had put Kasyyk and Zero on the job first. She’d only pulled Din in when the others hadn’t been able to find evidence that Gida’d been followed. 
Gida nodded. “And he was – he used to look out for me,” she tried to explain. “During Master Fortuna’s days. He tried to make sure that nobody gave us dancing girls too hard of a time. He was – he was nice. Weird, but nice.” 
“I’m… sorry for your loss,” Din said. He wasn’t sure what else he  could say. He had never been a guest – or worse – of Bib Fortuna’s court. He didn’t know what Gida had gone through there. What she’d done to survive. 
Gida shrugged one shoulder, trying to appear cool, aloof, but her face was still twisted with grief. “This is Tatooine,” she said. “People – good people don’t make it long, here. But I still…” she trailed off again. Shook her head. 
“I didn’t think that Zero’d get hurt,” she said. She sounded very young. 
“He knew what he was doing,” Din pointed out, as gently as he could. “He was doing his job.” 
Gida nodded. “Doesn’t make it any better,” she muttered. 
That was fair. Ruli wrapped a comforting arm around Gida’s shoulders and Gida, to Din’s surprise, leaned into the comfort. 
 She really was afraid of me, he thought. 
He cleared his throat. “You holding up okay?” he asked her. “With – you know.” The shock of the attack on the palace. With losing friends. With nearly being killed on the sand road just a few weeks ago. 
Gida wiped her eyes and nodded. “I’m alive,” she said. “That’s better than I thought I’d be, when that first bomb went off. I’m – I’m fine. I shouldn’t be upset. I wasn’t – I wasn’t there. Nobody attacked  me.” 
“This time,” Din pointed out. “It’s – it’s okay to be upset.” 
“You’re not upset,” Gida said. 
“I’m angry,” Din corrected her. “I didn’t know Zero that well, so I’m not – he wasn’t my friend. I’m sorry he died, but not – but it doesn’t hurt me. But I’m still angry, Gida.” 
She looked at him for a minute. Ruli looked too. 
“Is that who you’re looking for?” Gida asked. “Someone who – who helped those thugs attack the palace?” 
Din nodded. “Anybody who’s still working with the Hutts,” he said. “I found – I think I know where they made planetfall,” he said, careful not to say anything specific in case he was overhead. He didn't want to put a target on Gida's back. Any more of one than she already had, anyway. “But to get from where they touched down to the palace, they needed help. Someone here, in Mos Eisley, helped them.” 
Gida’s expression hardened. “Someone helped them kill Zero,” she said. 
Din inclined his head. 
Gida chewed her lip. There was fear back in her eyes, her skin paling again, but she nodded, coming to another decision, and said, “Let me – tell Lord Fett that I’ll – that I’ll ask around,” she said. 
“You don’t have to,” Din said immediately. Concern flickered. Gida was – she was just a kid. Poking around in Hutt business was  dangerous. Din could still feel the garrote against his neck. That wave of force that had hit him when the grenade had gone off in the throne room. 

   She’s just a kid. She doesn’t know anything about whisperwork. Spycraft.  

 But,  Din realized,  maybe she  does.  If she’s part of the network –
Vanth’s people – they weren’t  spies. Assassins. They weren’t even hunters. But –
 They know how to look. How to listen. How to move unnoticed. They  have  to know. It’s how they survive. It’s –
“Gida,” said Ruli, her eyes dark with worry. 
Gida silenced the other girl with a look. “Don’t worry about me,  aola rha. Let’s not talk about it out here.” 
Ruli bit her lip, but nodded. Her lekku shivered. 
Din could take a hint. He didn’t like the idea of Gida in any danger, but –
 But I couldn’t find anything in Bu Beesga,  Din thought.  And I’m an outsider here. Everyone knows who I work for. Who I am. It’s – I can’t hide that. But Gida might be able to, if she’s willing.  
He could understand wanting to help get revenge for the death of a friend.  Gra’tua.  
Gida made them talk about nonsense things as they made their way through the Gleaning.  Sin’fenna, she’d mouthed at Din, which was Ryl – it meant “dark work.” Secrets. Smoke and shadows – Gida wanted to put on a show for anyone who might be watching. 
 Maybe she  does  know what she’s doing, Din thought, grudgingly impressed. He played along. 
Gida asked him, loudly, to tell her about where he’d come from. Din did, in vague terms. He’d lived a lot of places, so he had several memories to pull from. Gida and Ruli both laughed along like Din had told them jokes. Gida touched Din’s arm. His wrist. He had to keep himself from twitching away from the contact, actually – only Boba’d touched him like that, lately. 
But he knew what sort of hologram Gida was projecting. Here was Din, walking down the street with two beautiful young Twi’Leks. Din was – he had no formal position in Boba’s outfit. He wasn’t a lord. He didn’t even really like being called  Mister Mandalorian.  
But Din had power, or was near enough to power that it was the same thing. And everyone in Mos Eisley knew what powerful men liked to do with Twi’Lek dancing girls.
Din hated it, but he fortunately didn’t have to keep up the act for very long. Within a few blocks, they’d made it to the Quarter. Ruli’s house was small, but there was a Twi’Lek man with the same starburst tattoos waiting for her at the door, and when he saw her he called out, though he flicked a nervous glance at Din. 
Ruli bounded into the male Twi’Lek’s arms, waving goodbye to Din and Gida. 
“C’mon,” Gida said, hooking an arm though Din’s. Din startled, surprised again. Gida had never touched him before. 
Her lekku twitched. Her eyes were sharp. 
 We’re still acting, Din thought. 
“Take me home?” Gida asked, her voice a smoky purr. 
Din nodded, uncomfortable. He understood the need for subterfuge, but –
 But I’ve never been an assassin,  he thought. Din had never – this sort of thing wasn’t what he  did.  Skulking and hiding, trying to distract or misdirect. Din was a hunter. He  hunted. He didn’t do this. 
Gida was decently good at it, though. 
“You need to be careful, down here,” Gida murmured, as they walked. “Around Ruli especially. Her master’s the jealous type. He doesn’t care if  I walk Ruli home, but a big, strong man like you…” 
Din’s heart sank. “Ruli,” he said. “She’s a – ”
“A  shal?” Gida said quietly. The word didn’t sound Tusken or ahra or Hutt. It sounded Ryl. Din wracked his memory, but couldn’t say if he’d heard the word before or not. “Yes.” 
“A slave?” 
Gida nodded. “What,  batran?” she asked, her tone light and biting. “You thought all of Tatooine would roll over and take Lord Fett at his word?” 
“...Yes,” Din admitted. He’d – he hadn’t  really thought about it, beyond doing that freedom run with Pirra, beyond helping Mos Pelgo, but –
“Boba – he freed you, didn’t he?” 
Gida’s mother had come before Boba during one of Din’s first weeks in the outfit. She’d asked him for help getting Gida back, and Boba had. 
“He did,” Gida acknowledged. “And I’m grateful, Mister Mandalorian. But that was just me. You know how many girls like me there are in Mos Eisley?” 
Din’s heart sank. “Why doesn’t – you’re part of the network,” Din said. 
Gida shrugged a pretty shoulder. 
“Why doesn’t – why didn’t Ruli come to ask for help?” Din pressed. “If Boba got you out, surely she’d know that he’d do the same for her. He’s  serious. He doesn’t freight with slavers.” 
Gida looked at Din sideways. “Ruli’s master,” she said, “owns all three of her younger sisters, too.” 
Din straightened up, furious. “Who’s her master?” he could have Ruli freed by the end of the night. Din hadn’t wanted to cause trouble in Mos Eisley, but Boba wouldn’t be angry if Din had interfered with some slaver’s business. Kark, Boba would probably want to help. 
Gida’s hand tightened around Din’s arm. She was surprisingly strong, for as small as she was. She had a dancer’s strength. “You mean it, don’t you,” Gida said. She was looking at Din like she’d never really seen him before. “You’d help her.”
“Of course I would,” Din growled. “She’s just a kid.” 
“Da freetaa,” Gida said. More Ryl. 
“It’s not bravery,” Din said. “It’s what’s  right. Fett – he’s outlawed slavery in his territory. Everyone in Mos Eisley knows that. That there are people ignoring that – ”
“There are always going to be people who ignore it,” said Gida. “And Ruli – you think I haven’t offered her a way out before? When Kasyyk found me, he said he’d put me on a ship, if I wanted to leave Tatooine. I begged Ruli to come with me. But she won’t leave her sisters. Look around,  batran. Everybody in the Quarter has a brother or a sister still in chains. A mother, an aunt, a child.” 
“So I go and kill the  sleemo  who calls himself her master,” Din said, coldly. “And then she  and her sisters will be fine.” 
Gida snorted. “A different man owns her mother,” she said. “Two others own her father, her brothers, her aunts and uncles and cousins. All of them would hurt Ruli’s family, if word got out that Ruli’s master had mysteriously died, that Ruli herself vanished. That’s the way it  works. That's how they hold on to power. They use our families against us. Our people. No mother's going to slip her chain if it means she has to leave her child behind. No sister wants to abandon her siblings and make for freedom without them.” 
“It – ” Din started, but then he closed his mouth. 
Gida didn’t need to hear that that wasn’t how it  should  work. She had lived that life, not Din – Din had never been shipped down the sorrowlanes. He’d worried about his tribe getting picked up by the Haxion Brood or worse, but he’d never had to  live with it. 
Gida had. 
Din looked away. He didn’t like the old, knowing look in Gida’s eyes. He didn’t like that this had been happening in Mos Eisley, and Din hadn’t known about it. Hadn’t  thought about it, even. 
 I  like  Gida, he thought. Before, when Din had hunted on his own, before Grogu, he’d stayed away from slaves and slavers both. Had just – not thought about it. 
 But Vanth’s my friend,  Din thought.  Mos Pelgo – I want to protect its people. I want to protect  my  people, and Boba’s. And Gida’s one of Boba’s. Ruli wasn’t, but –
“Da freetaa,” Gida repeated, squeezing Din’s arm again. “But you’re just one man. Even Lord Fett’s just – well, he’s a little different, but still. He can’t take down every slaver on Tatooine overnight. Ruli.... she’s okay. Really,” Gida added. “She’s surviving. Her master doesn’t hit her. Her sisters are safe enough. She’ll get out.  Fi muna siba.” 
 That was ahra – Din could recognize the flickers of tuskra in the words. 
“At the right moment?” Din guessed. 
Gida smiled at him. 
“At the right moment,” she agreed. She guided Din down another street. The Quarter was quieter than the Gleaning, and much neater. Its homes were small but tidy. The smell of spiced meat hung heavy in the air. 
“It’d help, though,” Gida continued, her voice low, “if all the Hutts were gone from Mos Eisley. Right?” 
Din studied her for a moment. “It would,” he allowed. “Why? You know of any?” 
“I don’t,” said Gida. She grimaced. “Ever since – Mom doesn’t like me wandering around much,” she said. “She’s okay if I’m going to pick up Ruli, ‘cause Ruli has so many cousins around who can help if something – if something happens. And she’s okay when I’m at the palace. But – ”
“But she lost you once,” Din murmured. 
Gida shrugged a little. “I’m all she has left,” Gida said. “Everyone else is gone. So I don’t leave the Quarter much. But I know some who  do. I can ask them to look around, if you want?” 
Din hesitated. “I don’t want to put anyone in danger,” he said. “The Hutts – Gorga was either brave enough or desperate enough to attack Boba directly. He’s not someone to mess around with.” 
“I can promise you that Gorga the Hutt’s not  here,” Gida said, snorting. “He’s a big boss. They don’t  ever come down and slum it in Mos Eisley. But you think that maybe he’s still got some people in the city who’re working for him?”
Din nodded. 
“I can ask a few of Ruli’s cousins,” Gida suggested. “Kubo’s not around any more, he got some job out in the desert, but Siolo’s a bouncer in the Gleaning and Yuna makes junko deliveries all over the place.” 
“I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” Din repeated. But –
 But I’m not going to find the Hutts without help,  Din thought.  Without knowing where to look at or who to look for.  
If Gida could get the  ahra  to do a little looking on Din’s behalf – if she could find him a  direction –
“No one’ll get hurt,” Gida assured Din. She smiled up at him. “We’ve been doing this a long time,  batran.  And if it helps get rid of the Hutts…” 
“If Ruli’s cousins agree,” Din said, reluctantly, “then yes, I could use the help.”
“What’re you looking for?” 
“Anyone who still has contact with the Hutt cartel. Someone with access to speeders, specifically. Or blasters, ordnance. A gunrunner, maybe. Smugglers.” 
Gida nodded. “We can do that,” she said. “If we find anything, I’ll send Siolo up to you. He’s the oldest. He’s blue-skinned, and only has one lekku. He’s got tattoos like Ruli.” 
Din nodded. “I’ll keep an eye out, then,” he muttered. “And, uh. Thanks. For the help.” 
Gida smiled at him again. “You saved my life,” she said. “And you  do mean it, don’t you? You’d help Ruli and her family, if she asked?” 
“I would.”
“Then the boys’ll be glad to help,” she said. “And we’ll be careful. I promise.” 
“If you run into any trouble, find Noora,” Din instructed. “She’ll make sure that me or Fennec or Fett can come and help.” 
“I will,” Gida promised. She tugged Din to a stop, gently, and Din realized that he’d brought Gida home. Her front door opened and Imiri, Gida’s mother, cautiously stuck her head out. When she saw Din with Gida, her eyes widened. 
“Thanks for bringing me home,  ma nerra,” Gida said, loud enough for her mother to hear. At the endearment, Imiri relaxed. Gida let go of Din, patted his elbow. “I’ll see you at the palace, okay?” 
Din wasn’t sure when Boba’d open up the throne room to visitors again, but he nodded anyway. 
“Remember what I said,'' Din warned her, not wanting to scare Gida’s mother. Gida just winked. She looked younger, like that. With her guarded mask abandoned. 
Din inclined his head at Imiri, who wrapped an arm around Gida’s shoulders and drew the girl inside, nodding back at Din, and then made his way home. 
He stopped back off in the business district to tell Kolburn that he hadn’t found anything. Kolburn wished Din well, and Din leapt back into the sky. 
The journey back to the palace took only a matter of minutes. There was a faint light shining from Boba’s spire, but Din knew he wouldn’t be able to fly directly there. Din dropped to a more reasonable height, so he didn’t trigger Boba’s blast doors at this hour, and landed where he’d started, touching down at the landing bay. 
The Nuxan had been replaced with a pair of big, brawny Devaronians. There was a Tusken Raider perched up on the roof. 
 The palace is well-guarded, at least, Din thought. He nodded to the Devaronians, who waved him in, and made his way through the palace. 
Most of the place had been put back to rights. Din skirted the throne room, too tired to deal with looking over its shattered chairs, its char-marks, its bloodstains on the floor, but the rest of the palace looked the same as it always did. 
Fennec was still in the infirmary, asleep, so Din let her be. He took the lift up into Jabba’s old tower, crossed the hall, then took the second lift. For once he stopped in his own rooms first. Boba had likely seen Din coming in from Mos Eisley, but –
 But I’ve been running around all day,  Din thought.  And I want a sonic, before I report in. A change of clothes.  
He was going to have to do something about his kute. Over the course of two days Din had been impaled, slashed, strangled. His kute showed that wear and tear. If he wasn’t careful, the whole thing would be compromised. 
Din shed his armor, stacking it neatly on his bed – he knew where he wanted to spend the night – and peeled his kute off, hanging up over his ‘fresher door. He’d take a look at it in the morning, get it back into working order. 
He shed his weapons and stowed them into their various places among his kit, then peeled off his sweat-stained underclothes, tossed them aside and climbed into the sonic. The vibrations made his head hurt, a little. Made his left shoulder ache, his right wrist. He deliberately kept his back to the sonic so it couldn’t jostle anything more delicate. 
He still had a few tabs of symoxin left, but Din left them with his kit. It seemed – like cheating, almost, to dull any pain before he went up into Boba’s rooms. 
That was a thought to examine later. Din left the symoxin where it was and pulled on a change of clothes. He wasn’t sure who did the laundry in the palace, but the clothes hanging up in his tiny closet were all soft and freshly-washed. He tugged on a loose tunic, open at the collar, and a pair of pants, then padded, barefoot, back to the turbolift, which he took up to Boba’s rooms. 
 I was right,  he thought, stepping out of the lift into the familiar space.  Boba saw me coming in.  
Boba had, of course, brought dinner up. His worktable had been cleared of its usual heap of datapads and replaced by a cooked bantha haunch, glazed with something that smelled sweet and spicy, glass rice tossed with nuts and dried  tamur, a stack of fluffy, freshly-baked japoor bread. Boba was sitting down, a datapad in hand. When he saw the lift doors open, he lifted an eyebrow. 
“Safe trip?” Boba called. He’d shed his kute and his armor too. 
Din nodded, padding over to the empty chair opposite Boba and flopping down into it, looking over the food. 
“Productive?” Boba asked. 
Din grimaced. 
Boba  hmmed. “Fill me in,” he suggested, gesturing at the food. “And help yourself.” Lines were carved more deeply around Boba’s eyes than Din had seen before. He looked tired. 
Din paused. “I can come back later,” he said. “If you – if you want to rest.” 
Boba snorted at him like a bladeback about to charge. Din couldn’t help but smile at him. He reached for a plate of food. Boba let him. 
“If I wanted to rest,” said Boba, “I would’ve locked the karking door, Djarin. I want to hear about Mos Eisley. The canyons. Tell me about your day.” 
Din eyed him. “Only if you tell me about yours,” he said. That seemed like a fair trade to him. 
Boba rolled his eyes. “You first,” he said. Some of the lines around his eyes had eased, though. His mouth had softened with fondness. 
“Alright,” Din agreed, affection blooming behind his ribs, and started from the beginning. 
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Boba listened carefully as Din filled him in on what had happened since they’d gone their separate ways that morning. Din walked Boba through all he’d seen out in the desert and in Mos Eisley, breaking off now and then to take another bite of the bantha haunch, which turned out to be glazed with honey and peppers and had been roasted over a spit the traditional Tusken way. The food was  good, and Boba’s company was better. 
Boba, in turn, filled Din in on what had gone on in the palace while Din had been hunting. Boba’s day had been more productive. He’d made sure that the entire palace was secure, had set one team of guards to straightening up the place and another to patrolling the desert in widening loops around the palace. Someone had gone off to get in touch with A’Shek, to bring the Spotted Anooba closer to hand, and emissaries had also gone out to the other tribes that Boba was friendly with, the Shaking Mountain and the Banded Krayt and the rest. 
“Using the network to look for Hutt sympathizers isn’t a bad idea,” Boba observed, when Din got to the part about running into Gida. Din had carefully left out the bit about his struggle with the Weequay. The Weequay had surprised Din, but the entire fight had been over within seconds. It wasn’t something that Boba needed to worry about. 
“It isn’t,” Din agreed, using a piece of bread to mop up the last stray bits of spicy-sweet glaze on his plate. He and Boba had put an impressive dent in the bantha haunch. “But I’m still – I don’t know. I don’t like it.” 
Something about the idea of using Gida to hunt for Hutts bothered Din. It itched at him like a healing wound. It was – 
 She’s been under my protection, Din thought. Maybe that was what was bothering him. He’d been looking after Gida for weeks. She was – 

   She’s just a kid.  

Gida wasn’t like Din or Fennec or Boba. She wasn’t even like Kasyyk or Zero. She wasn’t a hunter or an assassin or a guard or a smuggler. She was a kid, and Din didn’t like the idea of sending an untrained kid out to hunt for enemies. 
 But she isn’t just a kid, is she?  Gida was part of the  ahra. She was in danger every day. 
“Gida did volunteer, sounds like,” Boba pointed out. “If she wants to help…” 
“Yeah, I know,” Din muttered. She had volunteered, and she wasn’t Din’s kid. If she wanted to help – 
 She deserves her vengeance too, Din thought. He hadn’t realized that Gida and Zero were close, but from the way Gida’d talked about him in the Quarter, they had been. Gorga the Hutt had killed – however indirectly – Gida’s friend. If she wanted to help bring Gorga down for revenge, Din wouldn’t – couldn’t, but the laws of the Creed he’d followed for most of his life – get in the way of that.

   But still.  

Boba sighed, pushing his own plate to the side. “I know,” he said. “I don’t like it either. Gida – she’s tough. A survivor. And the others you mentioned, Kubo and Siolo and Yuna – I  know Kubo. He already works for me.” 
Din’s eyebrows went up. “He does?” 
Boba nodded. “He’s out in Mos Pelgo,” he explained. “When I put out the word that I was looking for caravan guards, and guards for the town, Fennec and I looked in the Quarter first. Kubo Rha was one of the first to sign on.”
“Oh,” said Din, wracking his memory. He thought back to his trip to Mos Pelgo, when he’d asked for Vanth’s help looking for Paz and the others. Kirsha Littlemoon had been in the cantina, and she’d given Din the names of several of the town guards. 
“Kubo’s a crew leader,” Din remembered. Kirsha’d said that  her crew worked most of the night shifts, and Kubo’s crew worked during the day.
Boba inclined his head. “A good one, too. Always turns his report in on time. Gets along well with the locals. I dunno if these others, Siolo and Yuna, are his brothers or if they’re just all clan cousins, but if they’re anything like Kubo, they’ll be smart enough.” 
“That doesn’t mean they’re ready to go up against the Hutts,” Din pointed out. 
Boba grimaced, conceding that point. “No,” he said. “It doesn’t. But Gida – I dunno, Din. Kasyyk told me a bit about where he found her, after her mother came to us for help. If Gida could survive  that, she can survive asking a few questions or listening at a few doorways in Mos Eisley.” 
“Have Shand look after her, when she’d back up on her feet,” Boba added, when he saw that Din’s brow was still pinched together unhappily. “She’s got a head for whisperwork; she can at least keep Gida from wandering into something she won’t be able to get out of.” 
That wasn’t a bad idea. Fennec already managed most of Boba’s spies, from what Din understood. Running a few more in Mos Eisley probably wouldn’t impact her workload, much. 
“She looked better, when I came in,” Din offered. “She and I talked a little this morning.” 
Din had also left most of the details about the morning – including his fight with Paz – out of his report to Boba. He didn't need to give Boba any more reasons to kick Paz and the others out of the palace. Paz already strained Boba's patience just by being a Vizsla. 
Boba nodded. “I know,” he said. “I went to see her this afternoon. She’s madder than a mudhorn, but she should be back on her feet within the next few days or so.” 
Din tilted his head a little, surprised to hear Boba mention mudhorns. He’d left his armor downstairs, but his hand twitched towards his right shoulder anyway, where his mudhorn usually snarled. 
“You know what a mudhorn is?” Din asked curiously. “I’d never heard of them, until I – well. Until I ran into one.” 
Din hadn’t told Boba that story yet, about Arvala-7, about how Din had found Grogu. About how Din and Grogu together had earned their clan signet. Boba had not been particularly impressed to hear about Din’s run-in with a bladeback boar, so Din doubted he’d be happy about Din nearly getting trampled to death by a mudhorn, either. 
Boba cut Din a sharp look, but nodded. 
“I’ve seen a few,” Boba acknowledged. “They’re not half as common in pit fights as rancors or nydaks or jotaz, but I’ve seen them before.” 
“Back when you were a pit fighter?” 
“Part-time pit fighter,” Boba corrected, smiling crookedly. “But yeah. Never had to fight one, though.” 
“I don’t recommend it, unless you’ve got a kid who can lift things with his mind,” Din muttered. A lot of Din’s hunts had blurred together in his memory over the years, but  that  hunt stuck out as clear as crism. Din could still feel that wild edge of desperation, if he thought about it. The way his hands had shook as he’d leveled his  verd knife, ready to die. The confusion as the mudhorn had frozen mid-charge, as it had started to rise above Arvala-7’s red dirt. 
 That,  Din reflected, far enough past that day to be a little amused instead of pulse-pounding terrified,  was probably when things started to get weird.  
Boba’s eyebrows went up, but he didn’t push for more information. 
Din was grateful. If Boba started asking about  every dangerous situation Din had gotten himself into, they were going to be here until the suns rose, and Din had rather hoped that they’d spend their night a different way. 
“Grogu came in pretty handy, for a Jedi kid,” Din offered. 
Boba snorted. “If he can lift a mudhorn with his mind? Yeah,  Djar’ika,  I’d say he’s karking  pirimmuy.  Jedi kids are dangerous, my father said, because they don’t stop to think about what they can do. They just do it.  ”  
Din smiled. “The other Jedi have said something similar,” he said, mostly just to see Boba pull a disgusted face at being compared to a Jedi. “But I don’t know, I was pretty dangerous once I figured out how to use a paint grenade. Mandalorian kids are plenty dangerous too.” 
“That they are,” Boba grumbled. “You tell the  verd’ike that their kids’re sneaking around after dark?” 
“Strill knows about it,” Din said. “She’ll probably put a stop to it now that the palace has been attacked, but – ” Din had to break off into a jaw-cracking yawn, his long day and a good meal catching up with him all at once. 
Boba’s mouth turned up at the corners, which made Din’s ears burn a little. 
“But  I’m  a little too old to be creeping around the palace after dark,” Din admitted, a little wistful. As a kid he’d loved poking around while everyone else in the covert had been asleep. Din could still stay up for a few days at a time if he was working, but if he  wasn’t working, he preferred to get a few hours of sleep in where he could. 
Boba, still smiling a little, looked Din up and down. “Tired?” he asked. 
Din nodded. He  was.  “Not  too  tired,” he clarified. If Boba wanted to – Din didn’t know.  Do something, Din was – Din would probably be fine. 
Boba raised his eyebrows again, eyes glittering. “Not  too  tired,” he echoed. “What does that mean,  Djar’ika?” 
“I’m… probably not up for a spar,” Din admitted. Ushib had done a good job patching Din up from his scuffle with Paz, and bacta had done its work too, but he was still sore, and a spar would strain him further. 
“Noted,” said Boba. He looked Din up and down again. A faint frown pulled his mouth down out of its fond smile. “You get hurt on your hunt? In the desert?” 
“Not in the desert,” Din muttered. He carefully met Boba’s eyes. 
Boba’s expression darkened. “Here?” he pressed. “With Vizsla?” 
 Honesty, Din reminded himself. “A little. Not anything serious,” he added hastily, when Boba’s expression darkened like the sky before a sandstorm. “We had a – misunderstanding.” 
“A misunderstanding,” Boba growled. “That mean he try to kill you?” 
“No,” said Din, because Paz  hadn’t. He’d tried to hurt Din, to satisfy his own honor, the honor of the tribe, but he hadn’t tried to kill him. “But we had – we had a disagreement. It’s fine, now. He’s – we’re fine.” 
“A Vizsla,” Boba said, his voice dripping with doubt, “is  fine with you.” 
Din cleared his throat. He was losing control of the conversation. “I won,” Din said. “I – well, I kicked him in his bad leg, after – it doesn’t matter. He didn’t – we fought. It was stupid. Neither of us should’ve done it. But we  did, and I won, and – and Strill,” Din said, hoping to at least soften Boba’s opinion of the other Mandalorians some, “told Paz that he was being an idiot. Ushib did too. And Paz – he’s going to let it go.” 
“Let what go?” Boba growled. 
Din gestured at himself. “Me,” he said. “That I’m  dar’manda. He said – he said that his honor had been satisfied.” 
Boba made a wordless sound, low and angry. 
Din made himself look at Boba, really look at him, meeting those dark eyes. 
“He’s going to let it go,” Din repeated. “And I’m – he didn’t  really hurt me. We’ve had worse fights.” 
Not  many  worse fights, but the first time Din had come back from a hunt after being named  beroya, Paz had challenged him in front of the forge and had fought like a rancor. He’d broken three of Din’s ribs. 
But Din had won then, just like he’d won this morning, and ribs  healed. The gash on Din’s arm would heal. 
“You said that Ushib had to get involved.” 
“More on Paz’s behalf than mine,” Din said. 
Boba gave him a flat look. 
Din sighed. “I got stabbed,” he said. “But it’s fine, Boba, really.” 
Boba stared at Din for a long moment. Din couldn’t help but tense. 
It wasn’t – Din knew that Boba and Paz were never going to get along. That was – that was fine. Din and Paz hadn’t gotten along for most of their adult lives. Din didn’t  need Boba and Paz to understand each other. 

   But I don’t want them to be enemies.  

“Show me,” said Boba, flatly. 
Din obeyed. He tugged his shirt off artlessly, tossing it to the floor, and turned in his chair a little so that Boba could see the wound Paz had left in Din’s arm. 
Most of the  jurab Ushib’d applied had flaked off in the sonic. Din had smeared some fresh bacta over it before he’d come up into Boba’s rooms. The wound had started to heal some, but the skin around Ushib’s neat stitches was still red and swollen. Once the last of Din’s symoxin wore off, he’d be able to feel it. 
 It’s not that bad of an injury, Din thought. He’d had plenty worse. He would heal. He always did. 
He wasn’t expecting Boba to stand up and prowl around the side of the table, reaching out to take Din’s arm in hand and study the injury intently. 
Din, as always, shivered at the first brush of contact. Boba’s fingers were warm on his arm and Boba was gentle with the red, angry edges of Din’s wound, despite the expression clouding his face. 
“Ushib does good work,” Boba finally said, still looking at the gash. 
“I told you,” Din said. “It wasn’t  bad. Just – a disagreement.” 
That wasn’t the right word for it. It was – it was the Creed. The Creed declared that those who were  dar’manda were a threat to the covert. That Din was dishonorable, that he was suffering. It had been both an honor and a mercy that Paz had been trying to bestow, even though he’d been half-hearted about it. 
But Din didn’t have the words to describe that to Boba. Boba had never sworn the Creed. He hadn’t grown up with it. He wouldn’t understand. 
Boba snorted softly. “A disagreement,” he repeated. “Between Mandalorians.” 
Din resisted the urge to pull his shoulders up around his ears. “Between Paz and me,” he corrected. “It’s – we’ve always been like that. Since we were kids. A kick in the  shebs is the only way to make Paz listen.” 
“It’s the only way to make  you listen, sometimes,” Boba muttered. 
Din tensed. “Paz and I – we’ve always been too similar,” Din said. Boba ran a thumbnail under the swollen edge of Din’s cut. Din let him. “That’s the problem with us. Too stubborn. Too – what’ve you said before?  Ori’bucye, kih’kovid?” 
All helmet, no sense. Din and Paz were perfectly capable of rational thought on their own. Din wouldn’t have survived fifteen years of hunting if he hadn’t been able to think clearly, to set aside his anger, his frustrations, and  work.  
But whenever Din and Paz had gotten together, all of that fled to the back of Din’s mind like a womp rat hiding from the suns, replaced by the urge to – to – 
 To prove myself, Din thought, a little bitterly. 
Boba grunted. “I don’t like that he hurt you,” he said. 
Din could say several things to that.  You hurt me, too,  he could say. But that was different. Din thought he understood what Boba was getting at. Boba hurt Din, but Din  wanted  Boba to hurt him. And Din could stop Boba, if he wanted to. If it hurt too badly, or hurt in the wrong way. He could say  gev right now and Boba would pull away, would let Din go, would leave Din alone. 

   I can’t do that with Paz.  

“I’m alright,” Din said, gently. “Really.” 
Boba made another wordless sound, its edge sharp with frustration. 
“This is normal, for you,” he said. It wasn’t a question, but Din’s back bristled like it was. 
“It’s  fine,” Din repeated. 
Boba’s hand tightened, fractionally, around Din’s arm. “Is this what your Creed demands?” he asked. “Bloodshed? Scars? Punishment for – for making a mistake?” 
“I’ve already told you,” Din said, trying not to growl right back, “breaking the Creed – it wasn’t a  mistake.”  
“But what if it had been?” Boba returned. “What if you’d – what if you’d just been unlucky? Taken a hit? Been captured? What if you’d been knocked unconscious and one of your allies had taken your helmet off to give you medical treatment?” 
For a second Din was on Nevarro again. Ears ringing and blood in his eyes. 
He still didn’t know  how  he’d known, then, that the injury he’d taken after the web cannon had blown had been fatal, but he’d  known. He’d felt it. Din's death had been crouched outside of that cantina door like a panting vornskr, waiting for Din to stop fighting. 
Din swallowed. 
“What if you’d broken your Creed by mistake?” Boba repeated. He ran a thumb over Din’s cut, less gentle this time. Din hissed. Pain flickered. “Would this still have been the price?” 
Din  did wrench his arm away, then. Boba let him. His mouth was set into a grim line. 
“I don’t – I don’t know,” Din said. “I don’t – ”
He shook his head. If Din had broken the Creed by  mistake – 
It was one thing, he thought, to take his helmet off to save Grogu’s life. Din had done that  intentionally. He had chosen it. He’d broken the Creed, but he’d done it of his own free will. 
If someone else had removed his helmet – 
Din swallowed again. He saw what Boba was getting at. 

   If someone else had removed my helmet, I might have – I might have let Paz kill me.  

“It’s not like that,” Din said, hoarsely. 
Boba kept looking at him. Din could feel the heat of his gaze on his cheekbone. 
“Like what?” Boba rumbled. 
“Like – like  this,” Din said, gesturing between himself and Boba. “The Creed wasn’t – Paz isn’t – he’s not  punishing me. He’s not absolving me. It’s not a karking contract.” 
“Killing you – or trying to kill you,” Boba corrected, when he saw Din open his mouth furiously to argue, “isn’t a punishment?” 
“No,” said Din. He knew that he’d told Boba before that what Din let Boba do to him – the floggings, the clamps, all of it – wasn’t a punishment for breaking the Creed, because only Paz or another Mandalorian from the covert could do that. But he hadn’t meant that – 
 That there  is  a punishment, for breaking the Creed,  he thought. The punishment was becoming  dar’manda. Aruetii. Paz had only been trying to put Din out of his imagined misery. Paz had been trying to spare Din any more dishonor. 
 Imagined misery,  Din thought, startled by it.  Is it – ?  
He thought about it for a moment, jaw working. Boba saw that he was thinking and let him do it, which Din appreciated. He wanted to follow that thought for a minute, without being interrupted. Without having to defend himself. 

   Imagined misery?  

When Din had woken up in the bacta tank on the light cruiser, he had been miserable. Tired and in pain and grieving and alone, surrounded by Mandalorians who didn’t – couldn’t – understand him. He’d wanted Grogu. He’d wanted to be left alone. He'd wanted his covert. 
But  now –  
 Now I’m too karking busy to be miserable, Din thought wryly. 
And more than that – Din was so far removed from who he’d been, how he’d felt, on the light cruiser that it was startling. He had allies. Friends. Grogu was alive and well and happy. Din had  work. Not a covert to feed, but – 
I have people like Gida to look after, Din thought. Boba to guard. Fennec to spar with. It wasn’t quite the same as having a tribe, because the tribe had all been bound to the same Creed, had understood each other in a way that went deeper than bone, but still. 

   It’s not that much different either.  

If Din had died – if he’d killed himself, if he’d thrown himself onto a blaster bolt or a knife, Zhalto’s claws, into the sands from the top of Boba’s tower – 
If he had died, Din wouldn’t have ever found  this.  This – he didn’t know what to call it. He was Boba’s  tal’vod. Fennec’s friend. A bounty hunter, even if he did it for a crime boss instead of his covert. 
 I’m not miserable, Din thought. He had lost his Creed, but – 
 But, he thought. 
The thought struck Din between the eyes. It was blasphemy. It was  wrong.  Everything he’d been taught as a child in the covert said that what Din was thinking – the string of words that had come together in his head like pearls in a krayt dragon’s belly – was wrong.  Ori’dush.  
Din felt like he was standing at the edge of a very high cliff, balanced precariously on a sharp, thin edge. Looking out over the sands. Swaying in the wind. He felt like there were stars at his back, watching him, their eyes cold and bright and fierce. He felt like he would die if he fell. He felt like he’d die if he stayed where he was. 
Din looked up at Boba. He took a deep breath. He stepped off that ledge in his heart and said, “I lost my Creed. But there’s more to live for. In the galaxy. It’s not just – it’s not just the Creed.” Din stumbled a little. “It’s not just being Mandalorian.” 
Din didn’t have to be Mandalorian to be happy. To – to have a life that  mattered. To live at all. 
He knew that now. The Creed said that thinking that way was wrong, that Din should be driven out for even thinking it, that he should never touch beskar again, but Din didn’t understand how it could be wrong. 
“I don’t think that Paz understands that, yet,” Din said, softly. “I didn’t understand it. Not until I’d – not until I’d lived with my choices for a while. Paz is – he’s already different. Than he was in the covert, I mean. He just has to… live in the galaxy, for a while.” 
Din suspected that Strill – and maybe Jaig, though Din had spent more time with Strill – was already starting to draw her own conclusions about the Creed. About the difference between doctrine and survival.  She’d been willing to accept Din, after all. She had called him her brother, even though she’d said  dar’vod  instead of  ori’vod.  She’d said both words the same way. 
“So I guess – I guess I don’t know,” Din continued. He met Boba’s eyes. Boba’s expression had softened. The fierce sandstorm clouds had broken up and faded away. “I don’t know if this – blood, a fight, whatever you’re talking about still would’ve been the price, if I’d broken the Creed by mistake, instead of intentionally. I don’t know. But it’s – ”
 Something I have to live with, Din wanted to say. He bit his tongue. 
“Yeah,” said Boba, his voice just as quiet as Din’s. “I get it. Kind of, I think.” 
Din nodded. He heard the name hovering unsaid in the air.  Jango Fett.  
“We don’t have to keep talking about it,” Din said. He didn’t want to talk about it any more, and he could tell that Boba didn’t want to dig any deeper either. This sort of thing, this grief, it was – 

   It’s private.  

Din loved Boba. He had cradled that love to his chest like a coal still warm from the forge. But just as Din couldn’t understand what it was like to live his entire life in his father’s shadow, because Din’s father had never cast a shadow over him at all, Boba couldn’t understand what it was to live a life under the same handful of words, and then throw those words away. 
 But he can get pretty close, Din thought. 
“We  really don’t have to keep talking about it,” Din added. “I’m – things between me and Paz aren’t ever going to be like they were, but he’s not going to try to kill me. He’s going to let me go. His honor is satisfied.” 
Boba rolled his eyes a little, but swayed backwards half a step. “I don’t see what  his honor’s got to do with any of it,” he grumbled.
“Our survival is our strength,” Din said, reaching back for the  alor’s particular cadence. She'd always made the words sound like half a song. “And our strength is our tribe. My honor – my honor was the tribe’s honor. Paz’s honor is the tribe’s honor.” 
Boba studied Din intently. “That’s – an interesting way of looking at life,” he finally said. 
Din raised an eyebrow. “What does that mean?” 
Boba grimaced. “It means that – I don’t know what it karking means, actually.” Despite the profanity, Boba said that calmly enough. He shrugged. “It’s not how I grew up, I guess. I don’t even think it was how my  father  grew up. From what I know of the True Mandalorians, they weren’t – there were  clans, but none who were… so singular. So clan-focused. If my father karked up on a hunt, it didn’t shame Jaster Mereel.” 
Din blinked. “Really?” 
“My father was his own man,” Boba pointed out. “Sure, Jaster probably was  disappointed in my dad, a time or two, but it wasn’t – it wasn’t how you describe your tribe.” 
“Oh.” Din wasn’t really sure what to do with that information. He tucked it away for later. “Boba,” he said, for a third time. “We don’t have to – we can talk about something else.  Do something else.” 
Boba snorted, though his eyes were brightening again. “What did you have in mind?” he said. “Since you can’t spar.” 
“I didn’t say that I  couldn’t spar,” Din retorted. “Just that – just that it probably isn’t a good idea.” 
Boba sobered a little again. “Are you hurt anywhere else? Any other stab wounds?” 
“Not really,” Din assured him. “The one from the raid is healing. I’m – I am sore,” Din admitted. “But not dead, Boba. Really.” 
“Let me see?” 
Boba phrased it as a question, this time. 
Obligingly, Din spread his arms out. The motion jarred his stiff shoulders and he winced, but he could at least raise his arms some, so he could have been in worse shape, given how hard Paz had tackled him earlier. Given the Weequay in the alley, the general chaos of the last several days. 
Boba stepped in close again, reaching out to set a hand against Din’s side. He traced the healing wound just underneath Din’s ribs. The skin around it was dark with a bruise – probably from where Paz had checked Din to the floor – but the wound had healed enough that it hadn’t reopened. The scar was still new, shiny and dark, and Din didn’t have much feeling left in it. 
He let Boba roam. Boba slid his hand higher, palming Din’s ribs, feeling for any stiffness or soreness, then followed the front of Din’s left shoulder. His fingers found a sore spot – Din hissed when Boba pressed down. Boba frowned, fingers probing, then moved on. 
He skated across the front of Din’s chest, then followed the line of Din’s right arm. He found more soreness there; a bruise at the wrist, an ache in Din’s elbow, weakness in Din’s fingers. 
Boba finally pulled away with an irritated grunt. Din eyed him. 
“I’ve got an idea,” said Boba. As usual, the words sparked something – interest and apprehension both – in Din’s belly. 
“I’m listening,” said Din, warily. 
Boba grinned at him. It was good to see him smile, after how dark his expression had been only a few minutes ago, so Din made himself relax, a little. “You ever spend some time in a Rylish bathhouse?” Boba asked. 
Din stared at him. 
Boba chuckled. “I’m gonna take that as a ‘no,’” he said. 
“Of course it’s a ‘no,’” Din said. “When would I have spent time in a Rylish bathhouse?” 
Boba shrugged. “Even  beroya like you need to let off some tension every once and a while, yeah? ‘S not a bad place to relax.” 
Din hadn’t ever been in a Rylish bathhouse, so he couldn’t say for sure, but he’d thought that the appeal of an establishment like that was paying a stranger to touch one’s naked body. Maybe slather it with scented oils, give a shave if necessary. 
Din had no interest in letting strangers touch him without his armor on. He’d never even  considered visiting a Rylish bathhouse, or any place like it. 

   But Boba has?  

Boba had done a lot of things that Din had never considered. Din had never thought about making a little extra clink down in fighting pits. He’d never thought to find a bathhouse to relax in. 
“Well,” Boba continued, his voice deepening, “I’ve been in one a time or two, and I’ve picked up a few things. I could help you feel better. If you like.” 
 That sounded like a trap. Din eyed Boba again, suspicious. 
“When you say it like that, you make it sound like I’m going to regret agreeing,” Din said. 
Boba chuckled. “You won’t,” he promised. His eyes glittered. 
That gave Din some pause. Boba didn’t lie. If nothing else was constant, as Din had shifted from one life to another,  that was. Boba kept his word, If he said that Din wouldn’t regret agreeing to – to whatever it was that Boba had in mind, then Din probably wouldn’t. 
 Still, though, Din thought. The way Boba’d phrased it sounded like a trap. 
Boba’s teeth glinted when he smiled again. “C’mon,  Djar’ika,” Boba said, his voice gone sweet. He was coaxing and not ordering, which meant – something, Din was sure. He didn’t know  what it meant, but it had to mean something. 
 That this’ll be different than – than what we usually do, maybe? Din wondered. 
Whatever Boba had planned, it couldn’t be worse than continuing to argue about whether or not Din’s Creed was wrong. 
“Alright,” Din said, trying not to sound too wary. “What do – how do you want me?” Din asked. He had to pause to clear his throat in the middle, but he managed to get the words out without too much trepidation. 
Boba’s eyes flashed. “On the bed should be fine. Naked,” he added, tracking Din’s face. Din, predictably, flushed a little, but he did his best to keep from reddening all the way down his throat, his chest. 
“One of these days, that’s not going to work on me any more,” Din grumbled. Now that Din had agreed to whatever scheme Boba’d cooked up, Boba’s tone had shifted from coaxing to an order, albeit a gentle one.  
Din obeyed the order anyway, standing up and padding around the room to Boba’s bed, where he shucked off the rest of his clothes. This part was still new enough to trip Din up a little. He didn’t know entirely what to do with his body. 
Boba didn’t seem to mind, because he followed Din close as a beloved hound and, when Din turned around to ask how Boba wanted him on the bed, took Din by the hip, reeled him in, caught his mouth in a searing kiss. 
This was still a little new too, but growing more familiar each time Din and Boba did it. Din was learning the shape of Boba’s mouth. The way he liked to run his tongue over Din’s teeth. The pleased sounds he made when Din surrendered to the kiss, let Boba in. 
Boba’s hand curled over Din’s hip. Din swayed towards Boba instinctively, reaching out to catch Boba by the soft, worn fabric of his shirt. Boba made an approving sound against Din’s mouth. His thumb stroked Din’s hip and then his hand shifted, skimming across Din’s pelvis, waking all of the nerves there, the pads of his fingers catching on Din’s inner thigh.
When Boba’s hand brushed Din’s balls – his cock, which was stirring as the kiss woke pleasure and desire in Din’s belly, sent heat scattering down his spine – Din couldn’t quite manage to catch the sound he made. A hiss. A groan of pain. 
Boba pulled away. Din made a frustrated noise at the loss. He could handle it, the ache in his groin that still burned low in his belly.  
Boba pulled even farther back, putting enough space between himself and Din so that he could see what had happened, though he kept a steadying hand on Din’s hip. When he saw the bruising, the swelling, much darker than it had been when Din and Boba had dressed this morning and said their goodbyes, Boba’s eyebrows furrowed. Some of the open hunger in his expression dropped off. 
“Din,” he said, and Din groaned. The shift from  Djar’ika  to  Din meant that Boba wanted to talk again. 
“It’s fine,” Din said, quickly. 
“I didn’t do this,” Boba said. He looked Din in the eye. “Did I?” 
“...No,” Din said, reluctantly. “Not – not all of it.” 
Boba  had  left a mark on Din. Tenderness, the blue stain of broken capillaries. What  Paz had left was different. Din had applied bacta before he’d flown out to the Jundland Wastes, but even with that the thin skin of his sack was purple and blue, the veins broken, hot and swollen to the touch. 
 Flying around all day probably didn’t help anything, Din thought. He’d been able to put most of the pain out of his mind, because he’d had too much to do to be hobbled by how badly it had ached, but now, watching Boba’s expression darken again, Din almost wished he’d – done something else. Reapplied bacta, maybe, or taken another tab of symoxin. 
“Vizsla did this,” Boba said. It wasn't a question. 
“He did.” There was no point in pretending otherwise. Boba had been in plenty of fights himself – he was just as capable of fighting dirty as Paz was. “That's why I kicked him in the leg.” 
“He hurt you,” Boba repeated. 
“We were fighting,” Din said. “It  happens, Boba. It wasn’t – ” 
Boba made a sound like a krayt dragon beginning to puff up and warn off a rival, a deep, guttural noise that jolted through Din’s body like a bolt of lightning. 
“You’re – are you  jealous?” Din asked, incredulous. 
That gave Boba a bit of pause. 
“Not… jealous,” Boba said. He was clearly skirting the edges of their honesty rule, which made Din roll his eyes. He felt like Strill. 

   Mandalorians.  

“Really?”  
“It’s – I liked seeing my mark on you,” Boba said. He skimmed a hand over Din’s balls again, thumb brushing his cock, and it made arousal spark in Din’s gut even though their current topic of conversation was ridiculous. 
“He didn’t kick me in the balls to mark his territory, Boba,” Din said, teeth gritted. “He did it to be – ”
Din stopped himself, because that wasn’t fair. Paz hadn’t – it wasn’t some  contest, between Boba and Paz. Paz had kicked Din in the balls because Paz had been trying to win their fight. That was all. There was no deeper meaning to it. 
But Boba was looking at Din, pensive, and Din had  just  gotten Boba to stop talking about Paz, about Din being  dar’manda, and Din didn’t want to drag this up again. 
“If it really bothers you,” Din muttered, still convinced that this was ridiculous, “you can mark me up again, Boba.” 
Boba’s eyes  did glitter at that. The feeling of stepping into a cave with a krayt dragon intensified. 
“A tempting offer. But I am not,” said Boba, pressing closer, “going to hurt you tonight,  Djar’ika.  You said it yourself. You’re tired.  I’m tired.” 
“Doesn’t it help you?” Din pressed. “Hurting me?” 
That was what Boba had always gotten out of all of this, wasn’t it? Din got pain, Boba got to  give pain. 
 But no,  Din thought, catching himself.  That’s not  all  Boba gets out of this. He also gets – he gets control.  
Din turned that thought over in his head for a moment, then nodded to himself, coming to a decision. 
“Or,” Din said, watching Boba watch him, “is there – is there something else you had in mind? This – this Rylish thing?” 
Boba’s expression sharpened. “This Rylish thing,” he agreed. 
Din swallowed. He was apprehensive and didn’t know why, but he had been apprehensive before and everything had turned out well, so he was willing to give whatever this was a try. 
“Will it – do you want that?” Din asked. “Will it – I dunno, will it help you?” 
“Help me what?” Boba asked, though he didn’t sound accusing. He sounded mostly curious, like he was willing to let Din work to figure this out. 
“Help you – will it help you with what happened today?” Din gestured at himself, at the marks Paz had left on his body. “Or with what happened in the palace?” 
Din didn’t know that Boba had taken much time to try and  rest, since the palace had been attacked. He and Boba had bumped beskar, but aside from that, Din doubted that the other man had taken any time to try and center himself. 
Din thought of that quiet place he’d managed to reach in his own head under Boba’s hands or his flogger or even those clamps. The wyyyschokk silk. Boba’s cock. 

   Is it like that for Boba, too?  

Din squared his shoulders. “Do you – do you want to do this?” he asked. 
Boba studied him for another minute, then nodded. “I do,” he said. “And I think that you’ll like it, too. It might be strange, what I’ve got in mind, but it’ll be – good. Different, I think, but good.” 
Din’s apprehension mounted, but he nodded anyway. 
“You’re sure?” Boba said. “We don’t have to. There’s other ways to relax.” 

   This will help Boba. He wants to do this.  

“I’m – I trust you,” said Din. As always, his admission of trust made Boba soften, a pleased look crossing his face. 
“Alright, then,” Boba said. “Usual rules apply,  Djar’ika.  If you have a question, ask it. If you need to stop, use  gev. Okay?” 
Din nodded again. “Okay,” he said. 
“Good,” said Boba, stepping closer. There wasn’t anywhere for Din to go except back against the bed, so Din went, letting Boba tip him gently backwards. Din shuffled back, first sitting down and then using his arms and legs – all protesting faintly – to inch backwards until he was in the middle of Boba’s bed with Boba following after, crawling over Din’s body like a hungry predator. 
Boba kissed Din again, deep and slow, and then pulled back a little. His eyes were dark and hungry. 
“Turn over,” Boba murmured. His hands skimmed up Din’s flanks again, light and teasing. 
Din eyed him, but obliged. He wriggled a little to get some room between the bed and Boba’s body, then rolled over onto his stomach, shifting to try and find a position that didn’t crush his balls or scrape against any of his recent injuries. 
Boba, of course, was no help at all. He shifted a little to give Din the room to turn over but didn’t move any further than that, which meant that Din knocked against Boba’s shoulder as he turned, that he bumped Boba’s hips, that Boba fitted himself flush against Din’s back when Din had finished, his skin warm and his weight reassuring. 
Din was dizzy with it, if he was being honest with himself. It was – it was  good, to have Boba like this. Touching Din everywhere. The sheets on Boba’s bed no longer smelled just like Boba, his cedru-and-incense scent; Din could smell himself there too, the both of them together, cedru and leather and beskar polish, sweat and skin. 
It was confusing. Din didn’t know what to expect. His shoulders pulled tight almost reflexively, a note of tension jangling harsh and discordant in the rising song of arousal and comfort and safety. 
Boba pressed a gentle kiss to the back of Din’s neck, just below the last stray curls of his hair. He set his hands on Din’s hips again, then wandered lower when Din’s back tightened, muscles flexing.
“Relax,” Boba said, instead of his usual rough curl of  mando’a.  “You worry too much.” Boba’s voice vibrated warmly against the base of Din’s spine. “Just relax,  Djar’ika.” 
“Easy for you to say,” Din muttered. His own voice was mostly muffled by the pillow. He flexed his fingers, trying to focus on the texture of the sheets. He wanted something to hold onto. He missed the wyyyschokk silk, as frightening as it had been to have all his limbs tied like that. The cool breeze across the back of his neck. The still-present ache low in his gut. Anything but Boba’s mouth against his skin. Boba’s fingers gently kneading the tense muscles of Din’s upper thighs. 
Boba chuckled. “It is easy for me to say, this time,” he allowed. “You miss the silk, don’t you?” 
There was no point in pretending otherwise. Boba was, apparently, a karking mindreader. Din nodded. At least his face was hidden, like this; at least Boba couldn’t see how  much Din missed the wyyyschokk silk. How much he wanted something to hold on to, to resist against. 
“Maybe next time,” Boba said. His tone was soothing. 
Din dug his fingers into the sheets and held on. It wasn’t the same as the wyyyschokk silk, but if Din hung on as hard as he could, an ache building in his bad hand, up his wrist, it was  something to hang on to. To pull against. 
“Maybe next time,” Boba repeated, against the meat of Din’s left shoulder. He pushed down with his thumbs, digging into Din’s tense thighs, and another hiss pulled itself out of Din. Already Din’s skin felt too warm, a heat blooming in his belly that he couldn’t control. It wasn’t even the pain. Boba’s massaging hands weren’t  comfortable, exactly, but they didn’t hurt, either. 
 It’s just that it’s Boba, Din thought. Din’s body had learned what to expect when he was in Boba’s bed. 
Din tried to will himself not to get aroused. He was  sore, still. His cock was trapped against his hip and his balls pressed gently to the bed. All the same tension tangled his belly along with that heat. Din felt his heartbeat echoing in his stomach. In the thin skin of his inner thighs. 
Boba made another low, wordless noise. He pressed another light, teasing kiss to the top of Din’s spine, and started to work at the muscles of Din’s thighs in earnest, seeking out tension and kneading it away. He worked Din’s thighs until Din had melted against him, then moved up to Din’s back, then down to Din’s calves when Din had hissed as Boba’d tried to work over his sore shoulder. 
 It’s really not about pain, tonight, Din thought, still dazed. Boba had left Din’s shoulder alone, judging it too sore to work with, and had gone down to work out Din’s legs instead. He hadn’t pushed. 
Boba left boneless warmth in his wake. Before long Din couldn’t tense his legs or his lower back if he tried. All of his muscles there felt liquid and shapeless. He could still pull tension high in his shoulders, back bunching, but – 
 But there’s no reason to, Din thought. He slumped deeper into Boba’s mattress and expressed his appreciation with a soft groan. 
Boba chuckled and shifted his weight. He’d started balanced on his knees, kneeling between Din’s own knees while Din sprawled deeper into the mattress. Boba’s hands drifted upwards, tracing the very tops of Din’s thighs, just under the swell of his ass, then tracing higher. His thumbs dug into the meat of Din’s ass for a moment. Din couldn’t help but try to tense instinctively, even though there was no dislodging Boba. Even though he didn’t  want to dislodge Boba. 
Boba’s massage had done its work, though, and now Din’s whole body was loose and sleepy. He wasn’t fast enough to stop Boba from taking hold of Din’s ass, one cheek in each hand, thumbs pushing towards the middle, spreading Din open, and even though he was loose and sleepy Din still blushed furiously anyway. 
Boba made a deep, appreciative sound. It wasn’t  praise, exactly, but it was close enough that Din couldn’t help but tangle his fingers harder into the sheets. His flanks twitched. He didn’t resist any further than that. He didn’t try to crane his head around to see what was happening, either. What Boba looked like. 
Boba chuckled, leaning down again to press a sharp kiss to the small of Din’s back. That – his mouth soft and gentle and sweet, his hands like vices – made anticipation flutter in Din’s stomach. 
He swallowed. 
“Udesii,”  Boba rumbled, and  there  was the reassurance Din had expected. It made his heartbeat even out a little. “How’re you feeling,  Djar’ika? You want to keep going?” 
Din hesitated, but nodded. “I – yeah,” he said. “I’m fine. We can keep going.” 
Boba, thankfully, didn’t ask Din again. It wasn’t that Din was  afraid, it was just – 
 I don’t know what Boba wants, Din thought. With a flogging, Din knew what Boba wanted. He wanted to hit Din. He wanted to see marks bloom across Din’s back. Hear the sounds that Din made. With this – 
“Udesii,” Boba repeated, and leaned in again. 
He started in familiar-enough territory. Din had had Boba’s mouth on him before. Boba’s hands on his ass. This was – it hadn’t happened often enough to be  routine, but it was familiar, at least. 
Boba kept Din spread open, tracing the seam of Din’s ass with his thumbs. Pushing at the soft skin of Din’s inner thighs. Stroking, feather-light, over the tender skin around his balls. Over Din’s hole. 
Din’s heart began to beat faster. 
Boba felt it pick up and chuckled, his voice vibrating against Din’s skin like struck beskar. He pressed another kiss to the small of Din’s back and then began to work his way down. He licked over the jut of one of Din’s hips. Pressed a kiss to the swell of Din’s ass. Boba’s nose followed the path of his thumbs. Pressed in closer. 
Din’s heart leapt up into his throat. He’d never – this was – 
“Boba,” said Din, unsteady. 
Boba  hmmed and the sound of it vibrated against Din’s ass. Boba’s breath ghosted over his hole. 
Din couldn’t help but react on instinct, then. He tried to jerk away, feet scrambling for purchase, tried to close his legs, to – 
Din didn’t know what he was trying to do. He didn’t, in his head, want Boba to  stop.  But it was – he had never done something like this before. Even when Boba had fucked Din – even when he’d taken Din into his mouth – he hadn’t done anything like  this.  Bumping beskar was – Din knew that it  happened.  That beings enjoyed it. He’d been familiar enough with what went where, had had hands on his cock before, had had someone inside him. He’d never had anyone suck him off like Boba had, but Din had known that beings enjoyed that too.   This – Din had never heard of anyone enjoying this. 
 Is this what Boba learned in a Rylish bathhouse? Din wondered, nerves mounting. 
“You don’t need to be so shy,  cyare,” Boba said, his voice deep and dark, as warm as an embrace. “Relax. Let me take care of you, hm?” 
 This is what he wants,  Din reminded himself. He’d asked Boba what he’d wanted – what would help  Boba – and this was what Boba had chosen. 
“Sorry,” Din muttered, trying to force himself to relax again. Boba’d worked so hard to ease the tension out of Din’s body. “Sorry, it’s – ”
“New?” Boba suggested. He hadn’t moved any farther away, his breath still warm and wet and hot against Din’s asshole, a promise, a threat, but he hadn’t pressed in closer either. “It’s alright,  Djar’ika. Just breathe for me. Settle down.” His last words carried the weight of an order.
Din nodded into the bed. He could – he could do that. He took a shuddering breath, trying to reign in his confusion, his fear. 
It didn’t help that Din still wanted this to happen. His cock had started to plump up again, blood and heat pooling low in his belly. Arousal was sparkling bright in his stomach. His body knew what it wanted. It was Din’s head that was confused. 
Din swallowed, took another breath. He focused all of his attention on deliberately tensing and then relaxing his body. His back, his shoulders, his legs. It ached, but then the ache faded when Din made himself relax. 
Boba made an approving sound against the seam of Din’s ass and this time Din managed to melt into it instead of pulling tighter. 
 I’ve liked – I’ve liked most things that Boba’s done to me,  Din reminded himself.  This is  new,  but – but it’s not bad.  
“Very good,” Boba murmured, the praise warm. “Just hold onto the sheets,  Djar’ika. You’ll like this. I promise.” 
Din nodded again, jerky. Boba, permission finally granted, pressed closer. He spread Din’s asscheeks wider. Din couldn’t help but catch his breath. 
Boba  hmmed, pleased by Din’s obedience, and licked a broad, wet stripe up Din’s ass. 
Din  moaned,  shocked. It was – he’d had Boba’s mouth on him before, but never  there. It was – 
Boba seemed to like the noise that Din had made, because he did it again. Din’s whole body shook. This time Boba’s tongue caught just a little on Din’s hole, the texture strange, and Din had to strangle a shout. Boba chuckled again, amused, and kept doing it, lapping at the swollen skin behind Din’s balls, at the edges of his hole. 
Din knew what was coming next. He fought down the urge to tense, to curl up, knowing that the only way to stop Boba now was to say  gev, and moaned again, helplessly, when Boba circled his tongue around Din’s hole and then pressed in. 
Din jerked, breath stuttering in his throat. His hands were curled so tightly in the sheets that Din thought for sure that he was going to tear them. Then Boba  moved, his tongue working deeper into Din’s ass, and Din couldn’t stop the thin cry that clawed its way out of his throat, high and needy. 
It was  strange.  Boba’s fingers hadn’t felt like this. Wet and warm and  agile, laving over Din’s rim, stretching him open in a new and strange way. It wasn’t like Boba’s cock, either. Boba’s tongue couldn’t get as deeply inside of Din as his big hands or his cock, but knowing that it was Boba’s mouth, that Boba was exploring Din like this, made Din’s stomach clench. Pleasure danced up his spine. 
It even  hurt, a little. Not Boba’s mouth or his tongue, but Boba’s hands were firm as they held Din open, unyielding, and Din’s cock ached as it swelled. Boba’s stubble, thin as it was, burned a little against Din’s skin. He wasn’t used to any texture here. Din’s hands ached where they clung to the sheets. 
By the time Boba finally pulled away, Din was shivering all over. His flanks heaved. Tiny sounds kept catching behind his teeth.He felt wet and open and bare, the breeze that drifted through the room uniquely cold as it brushed over the sensitive, flushed skin of his asshole. 
Boba pulled back, still spreading Din’s cheeks wide, and made a deep, satisfied sound. 
“Jatisyc,” Boba declared.
Din didn’t have to understand the word to understand the sentiment. The  praise. He made a high sound, voice breaking, and blushed hot and red all the way down his chest. 
Boba shifted, crowding closer, leaning up to press an open-mouthed kiss to one of Din’s shoulder blades. His chin was wet and he finally let go of Din’s ass, moving his hands up to stroke at Din’s sides, at his ribcage. His touch was so achingly gentle that Din almost didn’t know what to do with it. He gulped in another breath, more affected than he’d thought he’d be. 
“Jatisyc,” Boba repeated, low and sweet. He nosed at the back of Din’s neck. Boba was breathing hard too, which made Din feel a little better – he wasn’t the only one who was affected. 
The change in position let Din feel just how affected Boba really was; his cock was hard and hot against Din’s thighs, warm as it slid easily through the slick skin between Din’s cheeks. If Boba rolled his hips just a little, his cock would drag against Din’s wet hole. Din was open already – he could probably take Boba, like this. It would  ache – Boba’s cock was bigger than his tongue, thicker, longer – but Din could take it. 
 I want to take it, Din thought. He shuddered again, hot all over. Boba palmed his flanks and mouthed at Din’s shoulder blade again. 
“You know what  jatisyc  means,  cyar’ika? ” Boba rumbled. He said the word honey-sweet and slow, dragging each syllable out like a decadent treat on his tongue. 
“No,” Din rasped, honestly. He tried to get his voice, his breathing, back under control, but it was hard with Boba pressed against him like this. With the head of Boba’s cock teasing Din’s hole, catching just a little on the rim of it, like his tongue had. 
“It means,” Boba said, mouth hot as a brand against Din’s back, “‘delicious.’” 
Din moaned again, shocked. He couldn’t help it. He didn’t – no one  said things like that. Not to Din. Not with such sincerity. 
 Boba promised not to lie,  Din thought, dazed, grasping for the rules he and Boba had agreed to. Boba had promised not to lie and that meant that he was telling the  truth, that he thought that the taste of Din on his tongue was – 
Jatisyc, Din thought. 
Din didn’t know what to do with that except moan again, the sound breaking in his throat, and rock his own hips a little. He was hard too, cock trapped and leaking against his belly, and moving like that  was  shockingly good. Not only did it give Din friction on his own cock, it brought him into sweet, electric contact with Boba’s. Dragged the hot, thick length of it across his asshole, the head just a fraction too blunt, too wide, to slip in on its own. 
 If Boba just  makes  me take it,  Din thought, half-mad with the sudden and bone-deep need to have Boba inside of him, to be  full, Boba all around him, catching him like the sideways, glancing blow of a knife. 
He wanted it. 
Boba had left Din enough freedom to move around a little, this time. Din wasn’t tied down or totally pinned underneath Boba’s weight. 
Din wanted Boba, and he thought he might know how to get it. 
Slowly, carefully, face burning with embarrassment even as the strength of his desire made his cock twitch and leak, Din shifted. He kept his shoulders and chest pressed against the bed – he couldn’t imagine looking Boba in the eye while he did this – but pushed himself up on his knees, just a little. Flexed his hips. Let go of the bed, finally, untangled his fingers from the sheets, and brought his hands around to replace Boba’s. Din’s fingers shook a little, but his nerve held, and he spread his own cheeks for Boba. Held himself open. Bared. 
His fingers slipped in the cooling mess of saliva and sweat Boba’s left behind. Din’s heart stuttered. He  burned  with embarrassment. This was – he felt like an anooba in heat. Crouching in front of anything with a cock, lifting his tail, begging to be mounted. He felt like a stranger in his own body. He felt like  Boba’s.  
“Please,” Din said, voice cracking, and Boba surged forward with a growl that Din felt in his bones, taking Din by the hips and rolling his own in a filthy, slow slide that had Din’s voice cracking again when Boba’s cock dragged him from the back of his balls to the rim of his hole. 
“Good boy,” Boba growled, his voice wrecked and ragged. Din took some courage from that. Boba wanted this too. Din could feel it. Boba – 
 Boba wants me like this,  Din thought.  Half out of my mind.  But half out of his mind from Boba’s touch. From the promise of Boba’s cock. From – from letting Boba  do this to Din. Letting Boba take Din apart. Trusting Boba with this. Din saw the shape of Boba’s desire so clearly it was like he’d slipped into Boba’s thoughts. Like they were one, even though Boba hadn’t fucked him yet tonight. 
“Good boy,  ori’jate. Bid cyaryc, gar ori’ner.” 
The  mando’a  was just nonsense to Din, at this point, because Boba was punctuating every word with another slow drag of his hips and Din was spreading himself wider and wider, digging his fingers into his cheeks, trying to open himself wide enough for Boba’s cock to catch, but it was all  praise, all adoration, and it sparkled up Din’s spine like Boba’s light, closed-mouth kisses. 
Din’s cock twitched again. He couldn’t believe that he was so close, just from this. From – from a little rutting, a little kissing. A little of whatever Boba had done to him with his mouth. 
 Is it just because it’s Boba? Because Boba knew him? Because Boba knew how to wring pleasure and pain from him like no one else? 
“Bid cyaryc,”  Boba repeated. “You want me to fuck you,  Djar’ika? ” 
“Please,” Din said, his voice just as ragged and wrecked as Boba’s. It felt like the only thing he could say, the only word he could form. Most of his apprehension had disappeared when he’d realized that Boba wanted this just as much as Din did. “Please, Boba, I – ”
“Udesii,” Boba murmured. His voice was strained, but he slowed his rolling hips, managed to stop himself, though his grip on Din was still bruising. “Udesii, let me – let me get something. Okay?”
Din groaned in displeasure, this time, unwilling to lose the warmth of Boba’s body even for a handful of seconds. 
Boba managed a chuckle at that. He loosened his grip on Din’s hips. 
“I don’t want to hurt you,” Boba said. “Not tonight. Give me a second?” 
“Fine,” Din grumbled, wilting a little. 
Boba patted Din’s hip affectionately. “Sweet,” he repeated. 
Din craned his neck around a little to try and catch Boba’s eye. He was still blushing, glowing with it, and his heart was kicking against his ribs.
Boba looked just as hungry as Din felt. His pupils were blown. His lips parted. His chin shining with saliva, his chest beaded with sweat.  
“Hmm,” said Boba, his eyes glittering. “Not used to hearing that, are you?” 
“It’s not something people usually say to me, no,” said Din, hoarsely. Lust and confusion tangled up together in his chest. 
“A pity,” Boba murmured, and his voice was so honest it cut Din to the bone. “Gar cyar, Djar’ika.  You’re sweet.  Mesh’la.” 
Din’s breath hitched. “Even… even like this?” he asked. Even – even sore and battered, a fresh wound stitched up on one arm. Even with his hair all over the place, with several days’ worth of patchy beard grown in, with exhaustion and stress lining his eyes. With his ass spread open, his fingers digging bruises into his skin. 
Boba  did roll his hips then, dragging his cock from the bottom of Din’s balls, pushing at those bruises, up to his asshole again. Din was still open enough that the head of Boba’s cock caught again, dragged hard over Din’s stretched rim, and Din couldn’t stop the moan that rattled through him, the desire that roared like a krayt dragon in his belly. 
“Yes,  cyare,” Boba said. “Even like this.” 
Din shivered again, caught between half a dozen sensations, and Boba indulged him, rolled his hips again. It was almost bafflingly good, despite the fact that now Din  had  been fucked by Boba, that he knew how much better this could get. This, this closeness, this affection and light teasing, the naked desire in Boba’s eyes, was just as good as it had been when he’d sat Din on his cock for the first time. This was different, but – indulgent. Lazy.  Good. Every time Boba rolled his hips he jostled Din enough that an ache thrummed behind his eyes, built like a bruise in his groin. Even that was good. 
Then Boba pulled away, patting Din’s hip again. 
“Hold yourself open for me,” said Boba. It was, undoubtedly, an order. “I’ll be back.”
Din panted against the bed for a moment. He was – he wasn’t on the verge of coming, but he could get there easily. Pleasure had built in the base of his spine. Drawn tight across his belly. 
 I just need Boba to touch me again, Din thought. 
“Yes,” Din said, once he’d found his voice again. “Yes, okay.”
“Ori’jate,” Boba murmured. “Hold still, then. Open for me, just like that.” 
Din nodded, trying to still his own hips, which had started to twitch to mirror Boba’s lazy rolls. His fingers as they trembled against his own skin. His toes as they curled. 
Boba left the bed, then, climbing out from between Din’s spread legs. The loss of his warmth was as shocking as always, the breeze suddenly almost too cool to stand, but Boba didn’t leave Din alone for long. He was back within moments, rumbling with wordless praise at how well Din had listened, and he settled between Din’s legs again. 
Din gritted his teeth. Embarrassment was hot in his belly. Boba hadn’t told him to – to stop doing this, to stop holding himself open. To wait for it. But Din’s nerve was failing. This wasn’t like charging into a fight or stepping into a seedy cantina, looking for a bounty. This was – 
There was a familiar noise behind Din, and then a familiar smell. His body reacted to it with another kick of arousal. 
 The oil, Din thought. 
Boba took his time. Din heard oil dripping, hitting the sheets. Spattering gently against Din’s legs. 
When Boba’s hands came back, his fingers were slick. Din couldn’t help but shift a little then, pushing his knees out wider, making more room for Boba. 
Boba hadn’t technically  told Din that he could move, but he still chuckled and asked, tone indulgent, “Eager, are we?” 
Din didn’t answer. He  couldn’t. His tongue was heavy in his mouth. Boba didn’t ask him again, though. Instead he put one hand on Din’s hip, holding him gently in place, and with his other he started to work a finger into Din’s hole, working him open. 
He’d already made good progress with his tongue. Within a minute Boba had worked two fingers into Din’s body and was pressing them in, stretching Din further as Din held himself open. 
This part of it was still strange. In the past, Din had never taken this much  time  to get ready. Preparation for bumping beskar had lasted only long enough to make sure that no one got hurt. This was slow and languid and thorough. Like Boba enjoyed  this part of it as much as he enjoyed everything else. 
He was moving so carefully, so gently, that Din didn’t know what to do in response except follow Boba’s last order, which had been to hold himself as still as he could. It was strange, and the strangeness was starting to overcome the hot edge of Din’s arousal. 
Din shifted a little, wanting Boba to – to – 
The hand on Din’s hip tightened. Not enough to hurt, because Boba was apparently firm about being gentle, this time, but enough that Din could feel it. 
Din hissed, but got the hint and made himself hold still again. 
“Good boy,” Boba praised, continuing to fuck Din with his fingers, pressing in up to the base of his second knuckles and sliding out again. 
“You’re just – ” Din panted, reaching for something familiar, for the odd rhythm of teasing and taunting he and Boba had settled into, to overcome how strange all of this felt, “you’re just saying that because you – because you like it when I blush.” 
“I do,” Boba admitted, shamelessly. He sounded like he was grinning. “Cyare,” he tacked on. Sweet. His fingers hit a spot inside of Din that lit up the entire world behind his eyelids. Made stars bloom there in the dark. Din moaned again. 
Boba’s answering chuckle was half a growl. “That’s it,” he said, coaxingly. “Open up for me,  Djar’ika.” 
He  was  just saying it to make Din blush, now. Din fell for it anyway, reddening, groaning, hiding his face in Boba’s sheets. His shoulders shook. His cock was so hard that it  burned, almost. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do when Boba actually started to fuck Din in earnest. 
Din didn’t have to wait much longer to find out. Either Boba’s patience had finally run out or Boba had realized that Din was teetering on the edge of losing his self-control, because Boba pulled his fingers free, made a deep, guttural sound, the krayt dragon again, and tightened his grip on Din’s hip. 
“You can take your hands away, now,” Boba said. “Brace yourself against the bed for me,  cyare.”  
 Finally, Din thought.  He eagerly obeyed, letting go of himself and dropping his forearms down against the bed so he could support his own weight. His movements were clumsier than usual, but he managed it. He managed it. 
Boba rewarded him by tightening that grip on Din’s hip, his fingers digging their reassuring bruises. Din couldn’t see what Boba was doing with his other hand, but he knew what he hoped. And then – 
The head of Boba’s cock pressed against Din’s wet, open hole, and slid in with hardly any resistance at all. 
Din’s whole body came to life. He’d thought that he was aroused before, that he was close to the edge of orgasm, but when Boba guided himself into the warmth of Din’s body, inch by slow inch, the burst of pleasure and  relief made those stars behind Din’s eyes flare like supernovas. 
Din shouted. 
Boba didn’t shout but he  did groan, bowing to fold himself over Din’s back, covering every inch of skin he could reach. He pressed in, and in, and in, until he was fully seated in Din’s body. They both were panting. Din’s heart threatened to beat out of his ribs. His own cock jumped against his belly. 
“That’s it,” Boba panted, voice warm against Din’s ear. “That’s it,  cyar’ika,  just take it.  Ori’jate. Ori’jate.” 
Din couldn’t form the words to say anything back. His arms trembled. He felt  full, finally full, Boba everywhere and all around him. His belly was tight with pleasure. 
Boba held still for a long moment, just breathing against Din’s neck, gathering back up some semblance of control, and then he moved again. 
He didn’t pull back or thrust any deeper. He just circled his hips, tiny little motions that made sparks of sensation fizzle up and down Din’s spine. Din shifted with him, trying to chase that feeling. 
“Settle down,” Boba said, firmly. “You’ll take what I give you,  Djar’ika.” 
To emphasize his point, Boba eased himself nearly all the way out of Din’s body, just as slowly and carefully as he’d pressed in, then rolled his hips in that same slow, lazy way, filling Din back up. The motion dragged nearly the whole length of his cock against that spot inside of Din that made him groan, and the pool of pleasure in his gut deepened. Widened. 
Boba repeated the motion. It rocked Din’s entire body. He slipped a little on his elbows. The sheets began to ruck and pool all around them. Din dropped his head down, letting it hang between his shoulders, nearly boneless, as Boba thrust slowly in and out again and again. 
From this angle, Din could see down the line of his body. Could see where Boba was settled between his legs, thighs flexing as he fucked Din smoothly, unhurried. Could see his own cock leaking precome, beads of fluid welling up and dripping to the sheets below them. Din’s cock was nearly purple, hard, straining. The muscles in his abdomen were shaking. Despite the fact that his balls were still swollen and bruised, Din could barely feel the ache in them any more. Pleasure had driven it right out. 
 I just need a little more, Din thought. A few tugs on his cock and he’d be finished. Falling off that ledge. Din swallowed. His breath came in short. He wanted it. 
Din shifted all his weight to his better arm, reaching down with his right to take himself in hand – 
And was stopped by a sharp, stinging slap across his ass. It was more loud than it was painful, but Din yelped anyway, taken by surprise, and nearly fell on his face. 
Boba didn’t stop fucking him, driving deep into Din’s body. When Din didn’t immediately regain his position, balanced on his elbows, Boba slapped his ass again. The second time it  did hurt, a bright, sparkling sort of pain, and Din made a sound that was half a moan and half a growl. 
“No,” said Boba, firmly. Din managed to get back up onto both elbows, bracing himself properly. 
“No what?” Din panted. 
“No touching yourself,” said Boba. “You’ll come on my cock or you won’t come at all,  Djar’ika.” 
The casual confidence in his voice – the surety that he’d be obeyed – made Din’s breath catch hard in his throat, like it always did. Made something inside Din want to drop to his belly. Arch his back. Let Boba do whatever he wanted. It flirted with the feeling of flying. With that space inside of Din’s own head that was quiet and peaceful and calm and still. 
All Din had to do was give in. Was let Boba take control of this. But – 
But Boba was fucking Din so  slowly.  So carefully, so gently, like he thought that Din was a precious thing, not a warrior who could  take  it, and Din wasn’t sure that he  could come like this. He needed – 
He needed – 
Boba leaned down again, nibbled at the bottom of Din’s ear. It was gentle and sweet and Din wanted Boba to bite down anyway. To dig his teeth in. To make it  hurt.  
“Problem,  Djar’ika?” Boba asked, as perceptive as always. He didn’t sound angry or even particularly firm. He sounded curious. 
“No,” Din said, reflexively. 
That earned him another slap on the ass. Like Din was a disobedient child. The sound of it rang through the room. The implied reprimand stung even more than the slap itself, made Din feel – feel quarrellous, feel like bucking Boba off, like twisting away, like  making Boba take Din in hand, make him fuck Din like he meant it. 
“Honesty, Din,” said Boba, sounding grave. 
Din winced. Kark. He had agreed to that. Boba had slowed his hips so much that now he was barely moving at all. 
“Honesty,” Din rasped. 
“I’ll ask again,” said Boba, magnanimous. “You got a problem?” 
“Not – not a problem,” Din said. “It’s just – gentle. That’s all. I’m not – I don’t know if I can – ” 
He stopped himself, frustrated. He didn’t know if he could get off like this. 
“Maybe I want to be gentle,” Boba murmured, rolling his hips again. “Gonna fight me on it,  Djar’ika?”  
Din almost said  yes.  He wanted – he wasn’t sure what he wanted, but at least when it was  fast,  when Boba was driving deep and steady into Din’s body, he didn’t have to  think about what he wanted. Boba got Din where Din wanted to be quickly, took all the worry out of Din’s head. 
 But – this is supposed to help Boba, Din thought. He’d agreed to all of this to help Boba relax. To give Boba a fraction of the peace Boba gave Din, if he could. 
Din swallowed. “You – you want to be gentle?” he asked. 
Boba  hmmed in answer, nipping Din’s ear again. “I do,” he said. He thrust in again. It was a bit faster than his previous thrusts, but not by much. Still good, but – 

   But I don’t think I can get off like this. Not unless – not unless Boba lets me.  

Din swallowed again. His breath caught, ragged. 

   Do I need to get off?  

If this helped Boba, Din wanted to do it. He could take a gentle fucking. It  was pleasurable. Good. 
If this helped Boba, Din didn’t  need to get off. He could just enjoy this. He had done that before, after all. Pleasured Boba or done what Boba had asked – taken a beating, sucked Boba’s cock – without coming himself. That was its own kind of pleasure, Din had found. In – in waiting. In serving. In helping Boba meet some want or need, even if it meant that Din's own want went unaddressed.
That was a thought that sparked and flickered and flared, before disappearing into the lazy waves of pleasure that were rolling up Din’s spine. 
It wasn’t like flying, not quite, but it was its own kind of calm. Like floating in the pool beneath the palace, surrounded by the scent of warm, growing things. 
Din could sink into it, if he let himself. If he gave in to what Boba wanted now. This gentle, indulgent thing. 
“Gentle,” Din managed to say. “And that’s what you want?” 
“It is,” Boba confirmed. He smiled into Din’s neck. “It’s not often I get to be gentle,  Djar’ika.” 
Din steeled himself, then dropped his head down between his shoulders again and nodded. “Okay,” he said. “Okay, Boba, I can – if you want – ”
“Ori’jate,” Boba murmured, and this time Din let himself sink into the praise. Let it close over his head like water and pull him under. He gave in. 
Din let thoughts of his own pleasure fade away. He focused on individual sensations instead. The feel of Boba moving inside of him. Boba’s fingers digging into his hips. The still-smarting skin of his ass, where Boba’d made his point. The sheets bunching underneath him, tangling against his knees, his elbows. And Boba. And Boba. And Boba. 
Boba’s pace never wavered. He fucked Din steadily, breath hot against Din’s neck. Din let himself disappear into it. His cock was hard, but it didn’t matter. His belly was tight, but it wasn’t a pressing concern. 
Din focused on keeping himself upright. On his arms, to still their shaking. On his knees, slipping them a little wider to accommodate Boba’s body. To make it easier for him to chase his pleasure. 
Through it all Din floated, bobbing along in Boba’s wake. Boba held him. It was  good.  
Finally – Din wasn’t sure how much time it took, because it didn’t matter any more how much time it took – Boba’s steady thrusts began to stutter. His pace wavered. He hit that starry spot inside of Din again, harder than before, and Din felt his cock jump.
“That’s it, now,” Boba said. He sounded as fucked out as Din felt. “Very good. On my cock,  Djar’ika. ” 
Boba’s thrusts were still gentle, but  deeper, somehow, and the pace had picked up. Din was – 
Something was approaching him as he floated there, held fast by Boba’s hands. It was bright and hot and roaring in the base of his spine. In his ears. 
“That’s it,” Boba repeated, his voice a growl Din felt in his bones. Boba’s thrusts picked up, erratic now. “C’mon, Din.” 
Din tried to obey, reaching for that bright pleasure, but he wasn’t sure that he  could get there, not without taking himself in hand, and Boba had told him not too – 
Boba must have sensed Din’s confusion, his frustration, because he leaned down and sank his teeth into the meat of Din’s shoulder. The burst of pain flared hot, a bolt down to the base of his spine, and Din tipped over the edge with a shout. He came without being touched, his vision going white and blind, his whole body shaking. 
Boba, his teeth still fastened in Din’s shoulder, made a pleased sound thrust again, a second time, a third, and came with a deep, satisfied groan right after Din. They stayed like that for a moment, locked together, trembling, and then Boba let go and mouthed a handful of kisses behind Din’s ear. 
His hips finally stilled. He didn’t pull out, though, even though his cock was starting to soften. Din let him do that too, deep enough in the feeling of floating that he didn’t mind. 
Boba loosened his grip on Din’s hips. His fingers danced over Din’s hitching sides, and he pressed another affectionate kiss to Din’s ear. 
“Good boy,” he murmured. Din shivered at the praise. That  was good. He’d – he’d done what Boba had wanted. 
Din wanted to ask if it had helped, the chance to be gentle, but words were out of his reach, right now, glimmering beyond his head like stars. He just made an open noise, low and soft, that was answered by a soothing croon from Boba. 
“Very good,” Boba said. “Perfect.” 
 That couldn’t possibly be true. But arguing against it seemed insurmountable, right now, so Din let it go, sending it bobbing away along with all of his other present worries. 
“Come on,  cyare,” Boba murmured. He laved his tongue over the bite he’d left in Din’s shoulder, and the touch was sweet enough – but edged with enough pain – that Din surfaced, a little, and began to sink back into his body. 
Din blinked rapidly, clearing his eyes, and let Boba tip them both onto their sides with a faint groan. His arms were shaking from the effort of keeping himself upright. The ache was back in his shoulders. His ass smarted. 
“With  me?” Boba asked. He finally slipped his softened cock out of Din’s hole, though for once he made no move to get up and clean them both off. 
Boba tucked himself quite contentedly against Din’s back, folding Din into his arms. Din let him, and Boba rewarded him with another kiss right over the bite. 
Din didn’t think that Boba had broken skin. It had  hurt, the bite, but not badly enough to have cut Din. 
 Am I disappointed by that?  Din wondered, sinking even further back into his own body.  Or relieved.  
He felt – 
Not worked over, exactly. Not like he had when Boba’d flogged him, or even like he had when Boba had tied him down. But – 
 Marked, Din thought, sleepily. He felt fucked open. He could feel Boba’s come starting to track down his thighs. Their sweat cooling around them. The bite mark on his shoulder throbbed. He was sore, but now he was sore like he’d fought a good spar, not sore like he’d taken a beating. 
“Yeah,” Din croaked. “I’m with you.” 
Boba made another of his thoughtful noises, nosing the back of Din’s neck. “How d’you feel?” he asked. “Alright?” 
“Alright,” Din assured him. He paused, then thought about it for a moment. “I think I undid your Rylish massage, though.” 
Boba chuckled. “That’s alright,” he said. “I can give you another one,  Djar’ika.” 
“Do all Rylish massages end like – like this?” Din asked. 
“No,” Boba said, smiling into Din’s neck. He was feeling sly again, Din could tell. That meant that Din had helped. A warm little kernel of pride flickered to life in Din’s chest. This entire evening had been – had been very strange, but if Din had helped Boba, then it was worth it. 
“No,” Boba said again. “That’s just the house special.” 
The laugh he startled out of Din was rusty and sore, pried loose from somewhere deep in his chest. 
“Mir’sheb,” Din said. 
“Mir’sheb,” Boba returned. 
“So what – what now?” Din asked. He’d left that floating place inside his head entirely, now, but he didn’t really mind. 
“Now,” said Boba, shifting a little, “you let me clean us both up, and then we go to sleep, and tomorrow we get up and do some Hutt hunting. Yeah?” 
Din settled deeper into Boba’s mattress.   That,  he thought,  doesn’t sound like a bad plan.  
“Yeah,” he agreed. 
Boba pressed another kiss into Din’s hair and then finally disentangled himself from the bed, leaving like he always did to get a damp rag to wipe them both down. Din heard the sound of the faucet in Boba’s ‘fresher sputtering. He felt the wind stir sweet and cool across his face. 
 Yeah,  Din thought, closing his eyes.  Not a bad plan at all.  
He was vaguely aware of Boba coming back and cleaning Din off. His hands were gentle as they worked between Din’s legs. Over the mark now imprinted into his shoulder. And then came the bacta, cool as it always was, though Din was warm everywhere else, and mostly asleep as Boba murmured things at him, sometimes in Basic and sometimes in  mando’a.  
Din had never liked being coddled, but this was – this was alright. He could put up with this. 
He let his breathing even out. His body start to drift off into sleep. Boba finished taking care of them both, then slid back into bed with Din, curling close. He was warm, and Din slipped further down.   
“Ni kar’tayli gar,” Boba said softly into Din’s hair, but Din didn’t hear him. Din was already asleep. 
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Din woke before Boba, for once, blinking a dream out of his eyes as thin grey light crept into Boba’s rooms with the breeze and Boba made a deep, rumbling sound, his face smashed against the back of Din’s neck. 
Din wasn’t sure what had woken him. The light or the dream or Boba. The dream was fading already – Din couldn’t even remember if it had been a good dream or a bad one. All of his bad dreams lately had ended up with Din jerking awake, a weapon in his hands, but right now his hands were empty. 
He’d been running, Din thought. In the dream. But that was all he remembered about it. 
 Weird, Din thought, lidding his eyes against the dawn. It wasn’t so bright, not really, not compared to how bright a Tatooine night could get when all three moons and the stars were out, but Din still half-wanted to turn his face back into the pillow and sleep until Boba made him get up. 
Boba’s arms were warm around his middle. Din’s body drank in the feeling of Boba’s skin. It would be easy, for once, to just close his eyes again and slip back into his dreams.  
But Din had never been one for lazing around in the morning. As much as he wanted to roll over, tuck his head under Boba’s chin and go back to sleep, Din knew that he wouldn’t be able to. 
In sleep, Din could ignore the state of his body. His pains and aches – most of them pleasant, but still aches – and the sticky feeling of cooled sweat down his back. The faint burn between his legs. The bite-bruise set against his shoulder blade, throbbing with every sleep-slow pulse of Din’s heart. 
All of these little hurts were still  little,  for now. Distant and dreamlike, almost, like Din was half-asleep on the  Razor Crest and soaring through hyperspace, watching the stars stream by with half-lidded eyes. 
 I’m going to feel them sooner or later, though, Din thought, hauling himself out of that sleepy, starry space inside his own head with some effort. 
Slowly, moving carefully so he didn’t wake Boba, Din stretched. His left shoulder was still sore where Paz had tossed him to the ground. His side ached. But the rest of him was loose and warm and comfortable; for once stretching just felt  good, instead of necessary. Din didn’t need to roll his shoulders out to make sure he had the full range of motion in his arms. Didn’t need to stretch out a stiff cramp in his legs to stand up without falling over. 
 If that was a Rylish massage,  Din thought to himself, remembering the way Boba had worked Din over,  then maybe the Twi’Leks are onto something.  
Despite what Boba had implied, Din was pretty sure that not  everything he’d done last night had been something he’d picked up in a bathhouse. Even here, in the quiet intimacy of the early morning, thinking about what they’d done – where Boba had put his mouth, what he’d done with his tongue – made Din blush faintly. 
He knew that Boba’d probably done it to – to shock Din, a little, and to hoard another one of those little moments that Boba seemed to like so much, those moments where Boba coaxed Din into something Din had never experienced before. 
 I don’t mind, not really.  Din certainly hadn’t minded last night. He could still feel the shadow of Boba’s cock moving inside of him, tortuously slow, deep enough to taste. Boba’s tongue pressed against the heat of Din’s body. The way Boba had said "jatisyc."
Din’s cock gave an interested twitch. 
 No,  Din told himself, firmly. He was  not going to get himself off like this, wrapped up in Boba’s arms, the sheets still a little chilled and damp from the mess they’d made last night. 

   And I don’t want to wake Boba up, either.  

Boba was like Din. He was a light sleeper. That he’d stayed sleeping through Din stirring awake, stretching out, shifting in Boba’s arms, meant that Boba was  tired. He slept even less than Din did, usually. His body needed the rest more than Din needed to get off again. 
 A few regular orgasms,  Din thought, wry,  and I get greedy.  He’d survived for years on his own without a partner, and he’d never had a partner like Boba. Din had treated  this  particular function of his body – arousal, orgasm – much like he’d treated his blaster or any of his other gear. Something that needed occasional attention to keep everything in working order, but no more important than that. Not – not  necessary. Not something to indulge in. 
 I’ll survive, Din told himself. 
Still moving as slowly and as carefully as possible, Din made himself leave the warmth of Boba’s arms, shifting over to the edge of the bed and quietly levering himself up to his feet. 
Once he was upright, Din glanced back at Boba. Boba’s expression, oddly peaceful in sleep – he looked years younger like this, his scars soft and smooth, his jaw dark with early morning stubble – creased for a moment. Boba’s fingers flexed. 
But then he just rolled over into the warm spot left by Din’s body, made a faint whuffling sound, and dropped back off into a deeper sleep. 
Din smiled. 
Boba was – Din didn’t know what the word in  mando’a  would be.  Mesh’la  wasn’t quite right. Boba was too – rugged, Din supposed, to be considered  pretty. There was really nothing pretty about him. Boba’s body was crossed with scars and bruises. His features were strong. 
 Handsome? Din wondered. Boba was certainly that. Din very rarely paid attention to what a being looked like, but it was hard not to with Boba. Here, with Boba asleep and Din wrapped up in the privacy of Boba’s rooms, he could admit to himself that Din was maybe a little biased, but he thought that Boba was very handsome. Arresting. Din never got tired of seeing Boba’s broad shoulders or his thick legs, the sheer muscle he carried, the strength that rippled underneath Boba’s padded belly. 
 Is there a word in  mando’a  for beautiful?  
Din would never ask, of course – it’d be more embarrassing than having Boba’s tongue in his ass. It would show Boba too much. More than Din wanted him to see. 
 Still, though,  Din thought, finally making himself tear his eyes away before Boba could wake up and catch him looking.  Maybe Strill knows a word.  
Din wanted to let Boba sleep for as long as possible, so he slipped into the lift – cursing as it chimed softly, like it was conspiring against him – and took it down to his own room, where he hopped into the sonic, dug out a fresh set of clothes and then set off to find something to eat. 
That feeling of flying through hyperspace didn’t really leave Din as he made his way down to the kitchens. The feeling of weightlessness, of being pulled along. Din was still –  aware, he supposed, of the palace around him, but it was almost like watching the palace go by from behind a thick sheet of Umbaran glass. Everything was muted and calm. 
It wasn’t quite like the muffled, tranquil space Din could find during a flogging, but it was different from the way Din usually felt as he moved through the palace. 
He was still aware of what was going on around him, though, still felt like he could fight in a heartbeat if he had to, so Din wasn’t bothered by the strange sensation. He let it buoy him up. Keep him moving. 
The palace was very still and very quiet. None of Boba’s guests had been invited back to stay. They were a few days past Gorga’s failed attack, now, but the palace’s halls and guest rooms, its dens and grottos and meeting places, were still mostly empty. The noise and the bustle that Din had gotten used to – the constant parade of smugglers and dancers and bounty hunters and more – had cut out entirely. 
There were still guards posted around, though, standing watch in the long hall between Boba’s tower and Jabba’s, more lining the path between the throne room and the kitchens. Din skirted most of them, avoiding what were usually the palace’s busiest wings and corridors, and made his way into the kitchens without any trouble. 
 As far as I know, nobody’s figured out yet how Gorga and his people got in, Din thought. He didn’t know if Fennec’s guards and spies had found whatever gap in the rotation had let Gorga’s mercs slip through. Din had done his part, even though he hadn’t yet been able to dig up the Hutt’s nexu-paw in Mos Eisley; he knew that Gorga’s little army had staged itself out of the Jundland Canyons. 
 But as to how they got from there to here… Din thought. 
Even if that particular gap in the palace’s armor hadn’t been patched over yet, the increased guard patrols had kept the palace secure overnight. Din didn’t see any sign that another raiding band had tried to mount an attack while Din and Boba had been sleeping. 
 Good,  Din thought as he stepped into the kitchens, immediately surrounded by their familiar warmth, by the smell of fresh bread and cooked spices.  Boba deserves the chance to rest.  
It was hard to hunt – or defend a stronghold, Din supposed – on little sleep. The more rest Boba got, the sharper he’d be when Gorga inevitably came back. 
Din caught sight of Ushib hard at work, stirring a large, dented  nuha  pot with a wooden spoon. The air, as Din stepped towards her, smelled sweet and warm, like  qur  and  habu and karkum roots. Din’s eyebrows went up. He put thoughts of guard rotations and Hutt attacks out of his head. 
 What are you making?  Din asked, once Ushib had caught sight of him.  Do you need help?  
Ushib waved him off with one hand, her other still stirring her pot. The scent of karkum root, a sort of biting,  mar’adaw plant that only grew in Tatooine’s mountainlands, grew stronger. 
 Easda kach,  Ushib replied.  For firstmeal.  
Din brightened. He liked regular  easda  – Tusken porridge, filling and sweet – just fine, but  easda kach was special. 
 What’s the occasion? Din asked, drifting even closer. He wanted to stick a finger in the pot and steal a scoop of the porridge, but was wary of getting within range of Ushib’s spoon. She was as dangerous with it as a Jedi was with a lightsaber. From this angle he could see the deep golden color of the porridge, could smell its sweetness, but wasn’t at risk of getting whacked across the nose. 
 No occasion,  Ushib told him.  But it will be good for the spirit. She touched her chest, indicating her second heart. 
 Good for strength, too,  she told Din.  We are all tired. This will help. Did the White Bantha make it for you, when you stayed with them? 
 A few times, Din said. Elhama had made it once, to celebrate the start of a new year after the moons had vanished together and then returned one by one, and T’Mirja, A’Ven’s wife, had made it to celebrate the birth of her first son. 
 That kid’s probably a blooded warrior himself by now,  Din thought, surprised. Ushib had said that A’Ven, the White Bantha’s chieftain from the old days, was still their chief, which was good; if a chief managed to hold onto his  gaderffii  for almost twenty years, it meant that his tribe was healthy and strong.  That kid’s probably hunting krayts and leading raids.  
 Is Boba awake yet? Ushib asked, her broad gestures drawing Din out of his thoughts. 
He shook his head.  Still sleeping,  Din reported.  I came to get something for us to eat.  
Ushib made an approving noise. 
 I made bread and tea,  she said.  This will be done in a moment. Start some caf, will you?  
Pleased to have something to do, Din nodded and did as Ushib asked. 
A simple task like this, starting caf, gathering food for a meal, let Din slip back easily into that tranquil space that felt like running a hyperlane, thoughts and sensations and observations flashing past him like blurred stars. 
Din was used to drinking caf from cantinas or the battered percolator he’d rigged up on the  Crest using spare engine parts. The gritty, instant kind of caf, a badly-ground powder that never fully dissolved no matter how hot Din managed to get the water. 
Proper Tusken caf, like proper Tusken tea, was a bit more involved. In the desert Din would’ve used hot sand to heat it, but Ushib had a hot stove top in the kitchens that worked just as well. Din prepared several small metal cups for Ushib to use later, then took one, added water and the finely-ground caf – also from the mountainlands – and heated it over the hot stovetop until the caf inside foamed, rich and dark. He poured that caf into a mug for Boba, helped himself to a cup of tea and then began to load a tray with japoor bread and fruit and honey, swinging back around for two bowls of  easda kach when Ushib made a satisfied little sound and beckoned beckoned him back over. 
 How is Boba?  Ushib asked, once she’d filled both of Din’s bowls.  Injured? I have hardly seen him since the raid.  
“No,” Din assured her out loud, since his hands were full of food. “He took a few bruises during the attack, but nothing else.” 
Ushib grumbled.  And you? she asked, fingers sharp. 
“I’m fine,” Din promised. He  was. Sore, yes. But his injuries were healing, even the gash on his arm that Ushib had stitched up, and with a few more days of bacta, Din would be fine. “You do good work.” 
Ushib snorted, which Din took to mean,  Of course I do.  
 And your other injuries?  Ushib asked, shrewd.  The ones you didn’t want to show me?  
Din flushed. “They’re – they’re fine too,” he said. He cleared his throat a little. “Healing,” he assured her. 
Ushib snorted again, but seemed satisfied enough.  Be off with you, then,  she said.  The night shift guardsmen are finishing soon, and eat like starving anooba.  
Din nodded, thanked Ushib for the meal and then made his escape before she could ask any further questions about his other injuries, or worse – ask to see them. 
 They  are  all healing,  he thought, balancing the tray in his hands carefully.  It’s just – personal. That’s all.  Those marks – the soreness between Din’s legs, the teeth imprinted into his shoulder – were for  Din. Maybe Boba too, if Boba asked to see them. 
They weren’t for anyone else. 
Ushib let Din go, though, and Din made it back up to Boba’s rooms without incident. Boba was even still in bed when the lift opened and Din stepped back into the room. He stirred a little when Din came around the edge of the central pillar and set their food down on the worktable, but his back was facing Din, and Boba didn’t roll over any further. 
Din set everything down, very quietly, then folded himself into one of the chairs at the table, helped himself to a few sips of tea and some food and let himself sink fully into that pleasant slipstream in his head. 

   Do I feel like this because of Boba? Because of – of what we did?  

Din had figured out from the first time Boba had laid a hand on him – in the kitchens after their first spar, when Boba had set his hand against Din’s throat and held him there – that what he and Boba did affected Din more than it affected Boba. The point of it all was  focus, Din was pretty sure. Boba had agreed to all of this because it – pain specifically – helped Din focus. Cleared his thoughts. Made him sharper. 
But  this – whatever this was, this blurred feeling – wasn’t quite the same. When Boba flogged Din, most of Din’s thoughts fell away. His concerns, his doubts, everything. He usually felt like he was floating or flying, drifting through space, and then Din would fall asleep and wake up – fine. Unchanged.  
 I’m not – I don’t feel like I’m floating, Din thought. He was still – aware, he supposed, of what was going on around him. He’d been able to hold a conversation with Ushib. If Din reached hard enough, he could pull himself out of his pleasant haze and reach for his pile of concerns. 
 But they’re not staring me down, Din thought. 
For most of Din’s life, the things he’d worried about had stared him in the face, like a krayt dragon coming out of its cave. Concerns had been immediate and pressing –  I need to protect the kid, I need to stay ahead of Moff Gideon, I need to bring some clink back to the covert  today  so none of the foundlings go hungry. I need fuel to get from this planet to that one.  
But right now, as the light in Boba’s rooms started to shift, Din was – removed, from all that. He still  had things to worry about, of course. Gorga had attacked the palace and almost certainly was going to do it again. Paz and the others needed to be brought somewhere safe. Din still hadn’t told Boba what Bo-Katan Kryze had wanted, up on the light cruiser. Din hadn’t seen his kid in weeks. 
If he reached for it, Din could bring all of that back up to the front of his thoughts. 
 But,  he thought, slow and wondering,  I don’t  have  to reach for it.  
Din could leave those worries where they were, for now. He could move past them. Above them. His thoughts were clear and bright even as they were wrapped up in that distance. 

   Did Boba do that?  

Din wasn’t sure how to ask. 
 What does – what does  Boba  feel like, after we do – this? What did Boba get out of it? Control, he’d said, but did that – taking control – give Boba this feeling of – 
 Peace?  Din wondered. That’s what it was. What was wrapped all around him, why he’d thought of being half-asleep on the  Razor Crest  watching the galaxy blur past in hyperspace. Din had been at  peace, then. He was at peace now. 

   Is that why Boba’s sleeping so well?  

If it  was, Din felt that he’d earned the little flicker of pride that curled warm in his chest, licked the bottom of his ribs. 
 I will have to ask,  he thought. He wanted to  know. He wasn’t sure how to ask, yet, but Din had the time to think about it. 
He had the time to use this calm focus to solve a few other problems, too, without staring them dead in the eye. 
 Gorga’s mercs knew enough about the Jundland Canyons to use them effectively,  Din thought, taking another sip of tea.  So have any of them been on Tatooine, before?  
Din hadn’t seen every merc that had joined in on the raid, but he’d seen a fair few. Had killed a fair few, too. There were millions of mercs out working in the galaxy, of course, but – 
 I do know someone,  Din thought, setting his mug down,  who keeps a file on just about everyone he’s ever met.  
Boba’s stack of datapads was just as untidy as ever, piled precariously near the edge of the worktable. Din helped himself to a handful of them, discarding any that were logistic records or maps of trade routes, and started looking for – 
 For something,  Din thought, in between bites of  easda. I’ll know what I’m looking for when I find it.  
The suns continued to rise over the desert. Dawn continued to break. The light in Boba’s rooms shifted from grey to pale blue, then to pink, then to gold. Din finished his bowl and kept scrolling through his heap of datapads. He’d discarded two, not recognizing any of the names and faces in it, and was in the middle of a third when Boba finally stirred and rolled over for good; Din looked up, saw Boba blinking at him, expression confused, soft with sleep, and smiled. 
“Su’cuy,” Din said, lifting his mug. 
Boba stared at him some more. Din raised an eyebrow. 
“Well?” he prodded, gently. “You gonna sleep all day?” 
That finally got through to Boba, pushed past whatever haze of sleep and confusion he was wrapped up in. Boba sat up, coming awake all at once like a proper soldier in the field, and dragged a hand down his face. Even from across the room Din could hear his hand rasping across his early-morning stubble. 
“Kark,” Boba finally said. His voice was rough and low. Faint arousal flickered in Din’s belly, which Din did his best to ignore. “How long’ve you been up?” 
“Not long,” Din assured him, smiling a little. Din got the feeling that Boba liked to be the first one up and about, usually, even though he’d never joined Din, Fennec and Noora for firstmeal in the throne room. 
Boba eyed Din for another moment, then heaved himself up out of bed. He hadn’t bothered to find clothes before collapsing into bed last night and pulling Din flush against his chest, so Din was treated to the pleasant view of Boba’s skin and his body and his scars, his broad shoulders, his powerful chest, his cock swinging low between his legs. 
More arousal, not quite so faint this time, twitched in Din’s belly. 
The view, unfortunately, didn’t last long. Boba stretched, rolling out his shoulders – the arousal in Din’s gut flared hot – and then padded into the ‘fresher, swiping a pair of pants off the floor as he went. 
Din gave his attention back to his tea and his datapad, trying not to be disappointed. He heard the familiar ratting sound of Boba’s sonic coming to life, and then Boba stuck his head back out of the ‘fresher door, one cheek creased with the pattern left by his sheets and his pillow, and said, “Well? Wanna join me?” 
Din had already been through a sonic this morning. His breakfast would get cold. His tea bitter. 
But Boba was looking at him with an eyebrow arched, expression patient and a little bit fond, and Din decided that he didn’t care about a bowl of cold porridge or a cup of bitter tea. 
He joined Boba in the ‘fresher. 
Boba was on Din immediately, sliding his hands up underneath Din’s shirt, pressing in for a sweet kiss. Din let him. It was  easy to let him. Boba broke the kiss to nose at the line of Din’s jaw, hands roaming greedy over Din’s ribs, and Boba herded them both clumsily into his tiny sonic. Din bumped his head on the wall and Boba whacked his elbow, muttering a curse into Din’s throat, but neither of them cared. Boba pushed until he’d crowded Din against the back of his sonic, the vibrations rattling Din’s teeth – Boba’s teeth against the column of Din’s throat – and then Boba kissed Din again, wet and filthy, and Din opened into it with a moan, opening his legs to let Boba press in close. 
 This,  Din thought, dazed and starving, suddenly, his whole body sparking to wakefulness,  is a nice change.  
He’d liked what Boba had done to him last night. He wasn’t ashamed to admit it, now. It had been strange, Boba’s mouth, Boba’s tongue, the slow, inexorable pace Boba had set with his fingers and his cock, but this was even better. Din felt like Boba was going to eat him alive. 
Boba broke their kiss again to pant against Din’s neck. His breath made Din shiver, his body flushing cold, then hot. Boba was hard against Din’s thighs, now, rolling his hips a little, and Din’s cock was rising to meet it even as Boba’s shallow thrusts jarred Din’s bruises. Pleasure and pain sparked together, twined up the base of Din’s spine. 
“Mm,  cyaryc,” Boba murmured, nipping the offered skin at Din’s throat. 
 Sweet, he said. Din’s whole body flushed. Boba wasn’t wearing anything for Din to hang onto so Din made do with clutching at Boba’s shoulders, digging his fingers into the bunched muscle there and hanging on. 
“How do you want it?” Boba asked, his voice vibrating against Din’s neck. Din shuddered again, the sensation almost ticklish. Boba’s hands kept roaming Din’s flanks, his ribs. He tweaked one of Din’s nipples and then leaned up to catch the groan that fell out of Din’s mouth. 
“Like last night?” Boba pressed. He was leaning so far into Din’s space, crowding him so closely up against the sonic wall, that Din was on his toes. The strain in the back of Din’s calves was  good. Like bracing himself for a flogging. A strain he would feel every time he shifted for days after. 
Boba seemed content to wait for Din to answer, worrying a spot of thin skin underneath Din’s jaw. Din took a shallow breath. 
“Last night was – was good,” he managed to say. 
Boba chuckled lowly, darkly. “Just ‘good?’” he said, though his tone was teasing. “Sounds like I need to work harder, then. You want it harder,  Djar’ika?” 
Din just wanted Boba. He liked the sound of  harder,  though. Last night had been  good, but – 
 But I don’t need Boba to be gentle. Not every time. Not if he doesn't need to be gentle.
“Harder’s fine,” Din managed to pant, his heartbeat throbbing where Boba’d worried another bruise into his throat. “Harder’s good.” 
Boba made a deep, pleased sound and pressed closer. “Hold on, then,” he said. He tweaked one of Din’s nipples again, hard enough that tears sprang to Din’s eyes even as his cock twitched, pleasure and pain well and truly braided together, now paired inextricably in his head like a pair of suns following each other across the sky. 
Then Boba took his hands off Din’s chest, his flanks, and set them on Din’s hips instead. Din helped, kicking his pants off as Boba tugged them down. Something strained and pulled – Din thought it was maybe his pants tearing a little – but neither he nor Boba cared enough to stop and investigate. Din’s cock sprang free and bobbed against his belly, hard and flushed already. Boba made another wordless sound of approval and kicked Din’s pants aside. The sonic washed over them both. 
“Alright,” Boba said, fingers curling hard over Din’s hips. “Since you asked so nicely.” 
He fucked Din just like that against the wall of his sonic, hard and fast and  good, Din’s shoulders sliding higher and higher up the wall with every thrust. 
Last night Boba had taken his time. Had stretched Din out slowly, carefully, and filled him just as slowly, just as carefully. 
He had none of the same concern this morning, stretching Din quickly with two spit-slick fingers, pushing in with two quick, gut-wrenching snaps of his hips. 
Din made a high, thin sound, pleasure sparkling hot behind his eyes, and clung tightly to Boba’s shoulders. 
Boba set a punishing pace. The stretch of him burned. Din reached the peak of his pleasure soon, almost too soon, and tipped over the edge when Boba took a hand off Din’s hip and wrapped it around Din’s cock instead. 
“Boba,” Din managed to pant, the word broken and bitten-off as Boba kept fucking into him, his mouth pressed against Din’s collarbone. “Boba,  please – ”
Boba groaned too, sounding just as destroyed as Din, and tipped over the edge of his own pleasure. His hips stuttered. Din’s calves burned with the strain. Boba did stop moving, though, just breathed heavy and warm against Din’s chest. The hand still on Din’s hip curled. Boba’s thumb brushed the trembling skin of Din’s belly. 
“Djar’ika,” Boba rasped. He sounded fond, sounded – 
“Good morning to you too,” Din said. 
That made Boba chuckle, hoarsely, and flick Din’s hip bone. “Mir’sheb, ” Boba told Din’s collarbone. 
He got the hint, though, and pulled out, settling Din gently back on his feet. Din swayed, buffeted by the sonic, but of course Boba didn’t let him fall. Boba kept a hand on his hip and managed to get them both properly clean, pressing little kisses to Din’s jaw, to the corners of Din’s mouth, when Din didn’t protest and let Boba take care of him without a fuss. 
Boba used Din’s pliancy to check over Din’s numerous healing injuries. The gash on his arm, all of Ushib’s  jurab paste and bacta now flaked away, the pink scar underneath Din’s ribs, his many and varied bruises. 
Din let Boba do that too, too warm and content to put up any fight. He didn’t quite sink back into that stillness in his own head, didn’t sink even deeper, but Din knew that he could if he wanted to. It was safe to let his guard down, around Boba. 
Finally, Boba switched off the sonic and they stumbled out together, knocking their elbows and stubbing their toes again as neither of them wanted to break the contact between them. 
 Not,  Din thought, as Boba stopped by the sink to turn the water to rinse out his mouth, a hand still skimming Din’s hip, across his belly, the swell of his ass,  the worst way to spend the morning.  
He let Boba work a little bit of water into Din’s hair and his beard, then drank from the tap when Boba made some space between them. Boba finally let go of Din’s hip to tug on a pair of pants. Din shivered at the loss of contact, tried not to sway too obviously in Boba’s direction and cast around for his own pants, then frowned. 
In his haste to get at Din, Boba  had actually ripped the pants Din’d been wearing. Din held up the torn fabric and eyed Boba, who grimaced. 
“Sorry,” said Boba. He didn’t sound sorry at all. “Not too attached to that particular pair, wear you?”
Din rolled his eyes. “No,” he said. “But they were the only pair I had up here.” 
He knew that only three people – Boba, Fennec and Din himself – had access to the lift up into Boba’s rooms, but that didn’t mean that Din wanted to climb into it without any karking pants on. 
 Fennec has the lift code too,  Din thought, blood running cold.  If I ran into her like this –  
“Ripped the shirt too, looks like,” Boba continued. He sounded  pleased  this time. Din rolled his eyes again, harder. Boba  had ripped the shirt too, now that Din looked at it. Not quite as badly as the pants, but still. 
“I also only had this shirt up here,” Din said. He looked at himself in the mirror above Boba’s sink. He looked a little like he’d been attacked by a wild animal. Hair mussed, red bite-bruises forming on his neck, shirt torn at the collar. 
“We can find you something,” said Boba, entirely unrepentant. He was looking at Din with an expression in his eyes that made a pang of lust bolt through Din’s belly. The depth of the feeling surprised Din. 
 I didn't know it was possible to – to want someone this much, he thought. Din had just had Boba inside him. On him. The ‘fresher still smelled faintly of sweat and sex. 
But if Boba asked, Din would take him again. He  would. He felt like every cell in his body was bent towards Boba. 
“C’mere,” Boba said. He held a hand out. Din took it. 
They left the ‘fresher together, both wincing at the bright light of true day, and Boba started to look around for a spare set of clothes. Din tugged his ripped shirt off and left it on the ‘fresher floor with his torn pants. 
 I have never,  he thought again,  had this problem before.  
“Here, this one’s clean,” said Boba, tossing a black fabric shirt at Din’s head. Din caught it and tugged it on. It was long enough to fall to the tops of his thighs, made in the usual Tatooine style, loose and flowing, but Din still wanted  pants. He said as much and Boba laughed at him. 
“Hold on,” Boba said. “I’ll find you something… where’s your kute?” 
“What?” Din asked, turning around. Boba looked over at him, one scarred eyebrow raised.  
“Your kute,” Boba repeated. “Your flight suit?” 
“I know what a kute is, Boba,” Din said. “What do you mean, ‘where is it,’ it’s – ”
Din stopped. 
His kute was two floors down, thrown across the bed he hadn’t slept in. So was Din’s armor. Din had gone past them earlier this morning, when he’d hopped into the sonic for the first time and then left to find something to eat. He’d left his kute behind. His armor. 

   I walked through the palace without my armor on.  

Din stared at Boba, shocked. Any residual pleasure, any comfort, the happy calm he’d borrowed from Boba and wrapped around himself when he’d gone down to raid the kitchens, vanished entirely. 
“My kute,” Din heard himself say, his voice roaring in his ears like the wind, “is in my room. With my armor.” 
Boba frowned. “What?” 
Din raised a hand and pressed his fingers to his cheek. His skin was cool, but not as cool as beskar. The ridge of his cheek wasn’t as straight as the helmet’s unforgiving planes. 
Boba’s frown deepened. “What?” he repeated, abandoning his search, coming back over to Din. “What’s wrong?” 
Din swallowed. “It – I – it’s not  wrong,” he made himself say. “Nothing’s wrong. But I – I didn’t realize. That I hadn’t put my armor on. I didn’t – I didn’t even  think about putting it on.” 
Din had had the chance. He’d gone back to his own room to hop in the sonic, because he hadn’t wanted to wake Boba by using his. Din’d had the chance to tug his kute on, to snap his armor into place over it. 
 But I didn’t even think about it. He’d climbed out of the sonic. He’d gotten dressed. And then he’d – he had just walked through the palace, gone to see Ushib, walked back, all without his armor on. His helmet. Without even noticing that he didn’t have it on. 
The only place Din had ever been comfortable enough to leave his armor off had been the  Razor Crest,  before Din had found Grogu. He’d taken his armor off to sleep in hyperspace or to fly alone between the stars. He’d never gone without it when he’d had another being onboard. Not even when he’d had a bounty or six frozen in carbonite. Only when he’d been truly alone. That he’d done it  here, without even realizing, was – 
“Hey,” Boba said, reaching out. Din let him, unsure of what else he could – or even  should – do. 
 I am  dar’manda.  I shouldn’t wear my armor at all any more. But –  
“Hey,” Boba repeated, quietly. He caught Din by the wrist again, gentle, and held on. His touch grounded Din even though Din didn’t want it to. “It’s alright.” 
Din curled his lip. “I know it’s alright,” close to spitting the words out. “It’s the way it’s supposed to be.” 
Boba frowned. “Because you’re  dar’manda?” 
Din nodded. 
“Hmm,” said Boba. The sound was considering. Din supposed that he should be grateful for it – Boba had always made his feelings on Din’s Creed very clear. 
 He thinks that it’s wrong. The thought caught underneath Din’s skin, snagged like a thorn. 
But wrong or not, the Creed had  rules. And one of them was that a warrior should wear his armor. 
“You said you didn’t think about putting your armor on?” Boba pressed. He’d fit his thumb and forefinger together over Din’s wrist, over his pulse. He could probably feel how hard Din’s heart was kicking. 
Din shook his head. 
“Why? What were you thinking about instead?” 
That made Din draw up a little, blinking. 
“I – I wasn’t thinking,” Din said. “I was – ” he shook his head. He’d been in that hyperspace-like state. Calm and content. Soaring through the stars. 
Boba’s expression cleared a little, even though Din hadn’t said anything at all. 
“You were still under,” Boba said. 
That made Din look at him, made him unwillingly meet Boba’s eyes. “Under?” he asked. He didn’t understand. 
Boba had said that before. After a flogging, usually. When he gentled Din after, made his nonsense noises, traced his nonsense patterns into Din’s skin. He’d asked that a few times.  Still under? 
“Yeah, you know.” Boba used his free hand to reach out and tap Din between the eyes, over the ridge of his old scar. “In your head. Still under. It – it happens,” Boba explained. “It happens. I’ve heard that it makes you feel like you’re underwater.” 
 It happens to beings like me, he’s saying,  Din realized. That was what Boba was getting at. It happened to beings like Din, who gave up control to someone else. Who – who liked being hurt. Who drew something – focus or strength or purpose,  something – from pain.
Din swallowed again. 
“Did it feel like that?” Boba pressed, though his tone was still gentle. “Like being underwater?” 
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “It was like – it wasn’t even like it usually is,” he tried to explain. 
Boba’s frown deepened. “What’s it usually like?” 
Din didn’t want to answer. It was hard to describe, and moreover it was  private. It was Din’s. The way he felt after he’d been flogged and the way he felt after he’d been fucked. 
But Boba was just watching, expression – concerned, Din thought. He was concerned. 
 I don’t want to worry him, Din thought. 
“Flying,” Din said, honestly. “Like using a jetpack. Everything’s – weightless, I guess. Like you’ve turned off gravity.” 
“And that’s not how you felt this morning?” 
Din shook his head again. “No, it – I almost didn’t notice it,” he admitted. “I just thought that I was relaxed. It was like – like being asleep, or mostly asleep, in hyperspace.” 
Boba cocked his head a little. 
Din grimaced. He wasn’t good at this. He didn’t have the right words. 
“I felt – hyperspace is safe,” Din tried again. “It’s – it’s the only place I ever  am safe, usually. Even in the covert we knew that we could be attacked at any time. But hyperspace – no one can get to you in hyperspace.” Din had been as safe as he could be. There’d always been the risk that his ship would explode, he supposed, but he’d at least been safe from enemies. 
Din had always used his time at lightspeed to  rest.  To fix up his armor, to clean his kit, to make repairs on the  Crest  or to make  tiingilar for Grogu. 
Boba’s expression cleared, which made Din sag a little in relief. 

   He understands.  

“And you felt safe here,” Boba said, quietly. “When you woke up this morning.” 
Din shrugged with one shoulder. Hearing Boba say it out loud like that made it sound – stupid. Trite. Like a mistake. 
“I  know  we’re not – not totally safe here,” Din said. He didn’t pull his wrist out of Boba’s gentle grip, but he did use his other hand to rub his forehead. “I  know that. We could – Gorga could come back at any time. I just felt – I don’t know. Peaceful.” 
 Safe. Din had woken up in Boba’s arms and had felt safe. 
He swallowed again, a knot catching in his throat. Boba’s expression was terribly open and terribly gentle. Din couldn’t stand to look at it. 
“Hey,” said Boba for the third time that morning, tightening his grip just a little. Din could feel Boba’s heartbeat echoing against Din’s own, Boba’s fingertips pressed to Din’s wrist. 
“It’s alright,” Boba said. “Whatever your Creed said,  Djar’ika, it’s – I am honored.” 
Din looked at Boba then. He didn’t understand. 
“By your trust,” Boba continued. He sounded so sincere that it made Din’s skin itch, made his shoulders pull tight. “That you felt – that you trust me that much. I don’t – what we do,” Boba said, gesturing between himself and Din with his free hand, “doesn’t take me out of my head the same way it does for you.” 
“It doesn’t?” 
Boba shook his head. “It’s different, on the other end of the flogger,” he said. “For me it’s – I dunno. Hard to describe. It’s not about finding peace, it’s about – clarity. Focus.” 
That didn’t sound too much different from what Din found under Boba’s guidance – under Boba’s control – but he nodded anyway, trying to understand. 
 I am glad that he gets something out of this, Din thought. He was glad that he wasn’t the only one who benefited from their odd little arrangement. That it gave Boba something too, even if Boba wanted something different out of the arrangement. 
“It’s – I’m not supposed to put the armor on at all,” Din said. “It shouldn’t – ”
He stopped again.  It shouldn’t upset me. Finding out that I left your rooms without thinking about putting my armor on at all.  
“It’s different,” Boba said. “Right?” 
Din nodded, miserable. It was different. Din still needed his armor. Not to be a Mandalorian, but to – to do his duty. To help him keep his word. 
“You’ve put your armor on every morning since you were a child,” Boba guessed. 
Din nodded again. He’d put it on every day, and that was if he’d even taken it off at all. Din had slept in his armor more often than not. 
Boba made a rough sound. “Ni suvari,” he said. “I understand.” 
“Do you?” Din muttered, looking away again. He was hurt somewhere deep in his chest and not quite sure why. 
Boba just raised a tired eyebrow. Guilt pricked at Din again – Boba had been well-rested, for once. 
“My armor,” Boba said, his tone deliberately flat and even, “was taken from me. For years.” 
Din froze.  I forgot, he thought, a little guiltily. He’d forgotten that Boba had lost his armor after he’d fallen into the sarlacc pit. 
“I kept looking for it, Ushib tells me,” Boba said. His grip on Din’s wrist had tightened incrementally. Din let it. Boba’s eyes were farther away than usual, his normal sharp, present gaze distant. “She said I’d wake up in the depth of fever, asking her where my armor was. I had to learn to use a  gaderffii  without its weight. So yes,  Djar’ika, I understand.” 
Din winced at the bite in Boba’s tone. 
 Just because he’s not  dar’manda  doesn’t mean that he hasn’t – that he doesn’t understand what this feels like, Din thought. Boba had been orphaned. He’d lost his father, his family, his – 

   His history.  

That was what  beskar’gam  was, wasn’t it? It was a record of the past. Din didn't know anything about where most of his beskar had come from, but the Imperials had collected it during the purge. It had belonged to  someone, once. To a Mandalorian. And Din had carried that with him every time he’d strapped his cuirass on. He’d carried that dead Mandalorian’s history and his own history too – the mudhorn he’d killed with Grogu’s help. Pallas Vizsla’s kindness, when he’d donated some of his own armor to sponsor the foundlings. 
 And I just – forgot about it all, Din thought. 
The knot in his throat grew thorns and caught there, aching. 
“It’s not a bad thing, Din,” Boba said quietly. 
Din looked up at the ceiling instead of at Boba’s face. He didn’t know yet what he was feeling. It was all caught up together in his chest. Grief and loss and shame, yes, but  relief,  too. Din had forgotten to put his armor on, but he’d still been – himself. He hadn’t  needed his armor. 
It frightened him. 
“It’s not a bad thing,” Boba repeated. “It’s just –  evaar’la.” 
“New,” Din said. He knew that word. 
Boba nodded. “New,” he agreed. “And I meant it. I  am honored by your trust. It’s good that you feel safe here. It’s – good. I’ve never kept you around ‘cause of your armor, you know.” 
Din managed a thin smile at that. His thoughts were still churning. “I know,” he said. 
“Wear it, don’t wear it, doesn’t matter to me,” said Boba, his tone firm. “And if it matters to anyone else – you send ‘em my way, Djarin. Or Fennec’s. We’ll set it right.” 
“I can fight my own battles, you know,” Din said, trying to pull himself together. He’d been – surprised. That was all. Din had never handled surprises very well. That easy peace had long since vanished, but – 
 But that doesn’t mean I need to be unhappy, Din told himself. He needed – 
Well. Din didn’t know what he needed, exactly, except that he didn’t have time to sit up here panicking about something that had already happened. Din had gone out without his armor on. He’d shown his face to half of Tatooine, by now. There was nothing he could do to change it, and sitting up here tormenting himself meant that nothing would get  done.  
 I can – I can worry about it all later, Din told himself. He took a steadying breath. Tried to get his heart back under control where it thumped irregularly against Boba’s fingertips. 
Boba’s eyes crinkled up a little at the corners. “I know,” he said. “But you don’t have to.  Traat’aliit gar besbe’trayc.  Me and Fennec, we’re in your corner. 'S alright to need help every once and a while, yeah?” 
Din  did  meet Boba’s eyes then, raising an eyebrow in disbelief. He knew what Boba was doing. Boba was trying to get Din’s mind off the Creed. What it meant or didn’t mean. It worked, a little, because what Boba’d said was  ridiculous, coming from Boba. 
Boba chuckled. He ran his thumb over Din’s pulse point, soothing. “Don’t look at me like that,  mir’sheb,” he said. “I can ask for help just fine. 'S why you’re here, isn’t it?” 
“I’m here,” Din muttered, though his resolve was crumbling and he was letting Boba pull him along into a better mood, like he always did, “because you’ve got a planet’s ransom in beskar and you’re trying to get rid of it.” 
“Been succeeding, too,” Boba said. “Or at least I was, until that honor of yours got in the way.” 
Din shrugged with one shoulder, uncomfortable, but Boba did’t seem interested in letting Din retreat. 
“Djar’ika,” Boba said, serious again. “I meant what I said. Wear your armor or don’t wear your armor. I don’t care. I’ll have you either way.”
He had said something like that before. That he had never cared whether or not Din was Mandalorian. And he  meant it. Boba had promised to be honest, which meant that he was being honest now. 
For some reason, the way Boba was looking at Din made Din’s ears redden. Made Din’s heart kick helplessly in his chest. 
 He’s telling the truth,  Din thought.  He doesn’t – he doesn’t care. 
Din didn’t know what to do with that, so he just nodded, dazed, and let Boba tug him gently back over to the worktable, where Boba installed him in front of his now-very cold breakfast. 
“Did it get easier for you?” Din finally asked after a moment, watching Boba take his own seat across the table. 
Boba looked at him. 
“Not – not having your armor, I mean,” Din said. “With the Spotted Anooba. Did you – did you get used to it?” 
Boba studied Din for a moment, and then he sighed. “No,” he said. “I didn’t.” 
Din dipped his head and tucked, wordlessly, back into his  easda kach. He and Boba finished their breakfast in prickly quiet. It wasn’t prickly on Boba’s end, Din didn’t think. Boba kept casting Din concerned little glances, his brows drawn together in thought, but it was Din who was prickly. Defensive. 
 On the back foot again, Din thought, sourly. He almost wished that Boba hadn’t said anything. Din would’ve figured out that he’d left his armor behind eventually, but he could’ve – he could’ve figured it out alone. Somewhere where Boba couldn’t see him, couldn’t read his face. 
Guilt gnawed at Din’s ribs. They’d been – things had been so  easy between him and Boba, the last few weeks. They’d had their arguments, their talks and negotiations, and had found something easy and peaceful and genuine between them. 
That ease had burned up with the suns. Din couldn’t find his way back to his little hyperrun of peace now if he tried. His head was full of noise. 
Din drained the last of his now-bitter tea with a grimace, then looked past Boba into the morning desert beyond the palace. The sky was bright and blue and cloudless. Heat had fallen over the sands like an armored fist. 
“Din,” Boba began, his eyes still dark with concern, but Din shook his head. 
“It’s fine,” Din said. “It’s – I don’t want to talk about it.” 
Something flickered across Boba’s face, but he nodded. “We can drop it, then,” he said. His eyes were thoughtful. A muscle jumped in Din’s jaw, but he bit back the urge to bridle like a territorial tach. 
 This isn’t Boba’s fault,  Din thought to himself. Boba had been trying to  help  Din. He had helped – he had always helped, even if it was still hard for Din to  let Boba help. 

   This is my fault. I’m the one who – who keeps getting tangled up in all of this.  

Din was  dar’manda.  It shouldn’t  matter any more, what he did or didn’t do. 

   But it does.  

Din swallowed that bit of bitterness too. He wished that he’d told Boba that he was  dar’manda from the moment he’d stepped into the palace. If Din had just gotten all of this out of the way, then – 
 Then maybe I wouldn’t keep tripping over it, he thought. He shook his head irritably, trying to clear that away. It was too late for that.  
 Focus, Manda – Focus, Din,  he told himself. If he couldn’t find that peaceful place inside of himself, Din could at least find the cool, professional calm of a bounty hunter. He could still  work, and maybe lose himself in the work, a little. There was still plenty to be done. 
“I’m going back to Mos Eisley today,” Din told Boba. “To keep looking for Gorga’s accomplice. Are you going to hold court?” 
Boba’s expression was still shadowed, thoughtful, but he held true to his word and didn’t push Din about forgetting his armor again. Boba rubbed a hand over his chin, stubble rasping, and nodded. 
“This evening, yeah,” Boba said. “That Rodian you stunned, during the raid – I’m gonna pay him another visit this morning. He wasn’t feeling particularly talkative yesterday, but that was before he’d spent the night with a couple of hungry womp-rats. He hasn’t had anything to eat since the raid, and neither have they. Should be a little more willing to talk to me today, I think. 
“Once I’ve paid him a visit, yeah, I was gonna open the court back up. Fennec’ll want to get information flowing through the palace again, and I want to show the city that we’re still here.” 
 That business is going on as usual, Din thought. He nodded. He understood that. 
“I  would prefer it if you at least took your besk into Mos Eisley,” Boba admitted. He grimaced. “Not gonna make you, but – ”
“No,” Din said, thinking of the eyes on him the last time he’d gone into town. The stares. The Weequay and his garrote, the wire biting into Din’s kute. “I’ll take it into the city.”  Today, at least, he thought. 
Boba had given Din an idea. 
Everyone in Mos Eisley – most of the planet, honestly – knew who Din was. The Mandalorian in silver beskar was Boba Fett’s left hand. His favorite akk dog. But Din Djarin – 
 No one – not many people know what I really look like, Din thought. More beings now knew who he was – what he looked like under his beskar – than ever before, but most of them were firmly entrenched in Boba’s outfit or were several star systems away. 
He’d thought about that before. If Din went into Mos Eisley in his armor, everyone knew who he was and who he worked for and what his business was about. A Hutt spy would see Din coming from miles away. Din had already tried to play the  beroya. He hadn’t found anything, except Gida’s help. 
 But me – 
Din himself, without his  beskar’gam, was just a man. Tatooine was full of men. Without his helmet on Din could pass himself off as anyone. A moisture farmer in from the sands, a smuggler looking for a place to lie low, a spacer, a slaver, anything. 
That thought frightened him too. Going into Mos Eisley exposed, unarmored, bare for everyone to see. 
 But it might work,  he thought, under the fear. As long as Din didn’t draw too much attention to himself – and he shouldn’t, without his armor – he could blend in  anywhere on Tatooine. 
Din’s heartbeat picked up again. 
Boba watched Din with those keen, dark eyes, probably seeing more, as always, than Din wanted him to see. But he didn’t push and he didn’t call Din out on the idea he’d just had. 
 It might work, Din thought again. 
He’d have to talk to Gida. He didn’t want to go into Mos Eisley unarmored and blind. But this – 
 This is something that I can do to help, Din thought. 
“Djarin,” Boba said, tone serious. “Whatever you’re thinking about – whatever you’re feeling – just be careful, alright?” 
Din pushed his plate aside and stood. The breeze licked at him. He really did need to find a pair of pants. His pulse hammered against the backs of his teeth. 
“I will be,” he promised. 
“Ni gaa’tayl,”  Boba muttered. “You better mean that,  Djar’ika.” 
 
Din kept his word over the course of the next week. He made himself repair his kute, put his armor on, and for the next several days Din presented himself to Tatooine as Tatooine expected to see him; the Mandalorian, always at Boba’s side or out on Boba’s business, silver beskar shining in the suns. 
Din’s next few trips to Mos Eisley proved just as fruitless as his first had been, right after Gorga’s raid. Din was careful not to spend too much time in the Quarter, so that his presence didn’t make trouble for the  ahra, for Gida and Ruli and the others who lived there, but when he took Gida home after a shift behind the bar one night, she helped him arrange a meeting place inside the Gleaning, where she could meet up with Din again and introduce him to Ruli’s cousins, both of whom had agreed to help Din and Gida look for Gorga’s spy. 
Ruli had more cousins than Tatooine had grains of sand, Gida’d explained. Gida’s mother had been brought to Tatooine as a girl, so Gida didn’t have much family on-planet, but Ruli’s clan had been in Mos Eisley for generations. 
The two who’d agreed to help, Siolo and Yuna, seemed dependable enough. Gida said that more of Ruli’s cousins had volunteered, but Gida hadn’t wanted to turn them all loose in Mos Eisley. Slaves were everywhere, but a whole brace of them showing up sniffing around cantina doors and smugglers’ dens was a good way to tip any Hutt sympathizers off. 
Siolo was big, a blue-skinned Twi’Lek with the same starburst tattoos tracing down his lekku that Ruli had, and he was as tough as a desert weed. He’d bought his freedom a few years back and made most of his clink running deliveries around Mos Eisley and occasionally looming in the doorways of the Gleaning’s numerous clubs and cantinas. 
Din couldn’t help but like Siolo, a little. Siolo was quiet, but he had a sharp intelligence behind his eyes that Din liked. Siolo had agreed to ask around among his friends at the cantinas and clubs he worked for, keeping an ear out for anyone who might be bragging about working for the Hutts. 
“None of us,” he’d said gravely, when Din had asked Siolo why he was willing to help, “like Hutts.”
(“His sister Oola was a dancer for Jabba,” Gida’d explained, dispassionately, when Din had asked her if Siolo could be trusted. “Until she got tired of dancing, one day, and ended up in Pateesa’s cage.”) 
Ruli’s other cousin, Yuna, made Din a little more nervous. It wasn’t that he wasn’t dependable. He was younger and smaller and thinner than Siolo, his skin red instead of blue, untattooed and more talkative than Siolo. 
 It’s that he’s young, Din thought, when Gida introduced him. Siolo was young too, but had lived hard. It had made him careful. Yuna wasn’t quite as careful. 
He wasn’t quite as able to eavesdrop on potential Hutts, though, which made Din feel better about using Yuna to gather information. Yuna didn’t have the build to get work as a bouncer, but he was quick on his feet and handy with a spanner, so he’d found work as a delivery driver and a mechanic, carting bottles of freshly-brewed  tatooni junko around the city. He’d even been to the palace a few times – Noora, herself apparently a distant cousin of Ruli’s, used Yuna for her deliveries. 
“Hutts’re bad for business,” Yuna had said cheerfully, when Din had asked him the same question he’d asked Siolo. “Well, for  my  business. Under Fortuna I had to pay protection money every week. Lord Fett doesn’t charge me any ‘tection tax at all, and if anybody messes with me, I can report them to  him and he’ll take care of it.” 
Din had been pleased to hear that Boba’s policies – lax, by most syndicate standards – had won him the good will of at least a few of Mos Eisley’s people, and had said as much to Boba at court later that night. 
Yuna’s cheerful loyalty had put Boba in such a good mood that he hadn’t even shot a smuggler who’d been caught skimming more than his fair share off the top of his shipments than he should’ve been. Instead of killing the smuggler like he’d killed Cheem and Chud, Boba’d just had one of the palace guards lop off one of the smuggler’s four hands with a vibro-pike and sent the smuggler on his way. 
Court had resumed without too much trouble. The first few days Boba held it, the crowds were thin and nervous, only the bravest or most desperate coming to Boba for help or to cut a deal, but by the end of the week, Boba’s throne room was just as packed as it had ever been, and business had more or less gotten back on track. 
Din himself was still – off–balance. Restless. He was busy, though, which helped. Running a criminal empire, he learned, was  hard. There were a hundred things to think about at any given time. 
 And I’m not even doing this alone, Din thought one night, watching protectively over the evening court as it wound down towards its close. He still guarded the stairs half the time, usually in the evenings. The rest of Din’s time was split between either taking Gida home at night, on the nights that she worked – Noora, half-convinced that her friends and coworkers would be killed if the palace was attacked again, was only giving up the bar a few times a week – and working with Gida’s friends. 
Din didn’t have to worry about managing guard rotations or taking reports in from Fennec’s spies, didn’t have to worry about whether or not the hyperspace runs Boba had chosen were still secret or if Bestine was still a usable port. 
 I just have to hunt, Din thought, but even that was proving more difficult than usual. 
Siolo and Yuna had turned up a few leads. Siolo’d overheard a Rodian at a cantina in the Gleaning mutter about wanting a Hutt presence back on Tatooine. Yuna had found a tunnel under Mos Eisley that was still marked as a Hutt hideout. 
Din had checked in on the Rodian and he’d gone under the city into the tunnels, but neither had turned up anything that he could  use.  
The Rodian wanted the Hutts back because he’d been a slaver, and slaving under Jabba – or even under Bib Fortuna – had been reliable, easy clink. The tunnels  had been used before – Din had found a few crates of expired glitterstim and one body that had decayed down to nothing but womp-chewed bones – but they hadn’t been used recently. 
Din had put up a motion trigger in the tunnel anyway, just to make sure he’d know if someone  did use it, and he’d turned the Rodian slaver over to a Wookiee family the Rodian had once bought and sold, and then he’d sent Siolo and Yuna back out to search again, but the lack of progress was starting to chafe. 
 I am not a spy,  he thought unhappily, pushing his back against the wall.  This isn’t the kind of hunting that I’m good at.  
Fennec, back on her feet now and once again in charge of Boba’s guards and his spies, wasn’t having any luck, either. She’d said as much over firstmeal that morning. She’d even gone down to the dungeons with Boba a few times to try and get their captive merc to talk, but when he  had  cracked, he hadn’t known anything useful. Just that there  was somebody in Mos Eisley who’d been in charge of dropping speeders off in the Jundland Wastes, and that Gorga had at least ten more mercs on his payroll. 
 We’re missing something,  Din thought. If he and Fennec were both hunting in their own ways, and were both still coming back every day empty-handed, it meant that they  had to be missing something. 
Din just didn’t know what that was. It itched at him, prickled, was a feeling he worried at like a sore tooth. 
That frustration made Din short-tempered and withdrawn. Everyone noticed. Fennec. Noora. Strill and Jaig, the two times he’d seen the  verd’ike since the raid. Even Boba.
 Especially Boba, Din thought. 
Boba had been watching Din all week. He’d been watching Din quietly, contemplatively, with none of the usual heat or expectation. Din still caught Boba studying him all the time, but not studying Din like he was worried about Din, not like he wanted to eat Din alive. 
They were still spending almost every night together. They’d even bumped beskar a few more times, fast and slow and a few more paces in between. Din was getting used to waking up with one of Boba’s arms thrown proprietorially over his chest. One of Boba’s legs slotted between his own. It was becoming familiar. 
That was itching at Din too. The familiarity.  Yaim’la,  Boba had called it.  Like home.  
 Should it feel like home? Din couldn’t help but wonder. He tried not to think about this sort of thing when he was on the job, but court this evening had been slow. Boba’d resolved most of his petitioners’ problems early on in the night and was now embroiled in what looked like a very boring discussion about a fuel tax with a bristling Whiphid and a wiry human woman. Fennec had started collecting blasters at the doors, so neither were armed. 

   Should I be as comfortable here as I am?  

Din hadn’t gone around without his armor on since the first time. It was too dangerous. 
But he’d thought about it. Every morning when he levered himself out of Boba’s bed, Din thought about it. Thought about pulling on a shirt and pants like a spacer or Katarn like one of Fennec’s guards. Leaving his beskar behind. 
He hadn’t been able to do it, not yet. Doing it accidentally was one thing, but doing it  intentionally –  
Din and Boba hadn’t done anything together that would put Din back into that state of ease, so forgetting his armor accidentally was out of the question. 
 Maybe that’s why I’m so unsettled, Din thought. For the first time in what felt like weeks, Din didn’t have any bruises. He was healed. Whole. Or at least as whole as he ever was, these days. Even his more serious wounds, the gash Paz had left in his upper arm, the wound Din had taken defending the throne room, were scarred over. The last of his bruises had faded days ago, and Boba hadn’t given Din any new ones. 
That was part of the problem too, Din thought. That Boba was handling Din so – not  gently, exactly, because Din had made his feelings about being coddled very clear, but so – 
 Deliberately, Din thought. 
Every time Boba touched Din these days, he did it with intent. Not intent to hurt Din, no matter how much Din wanted a few bruises to help him narrow his focus, but intent to – 
 Well, I’m not sure what he intends, Din thought. He felt Boba’s eyes on him again and looked back, his helmet impassive even as he scowled into his visor. 

   I don’t know what Boba wants.  

Something had changed, when Din’d told Boba that he’d forgotten to put his armor on. Didn’t know  what had changed, but it had. For Boba, at least. That was why Boba spent so much time looking at Din thoughtfully, these days. Like Din was a puzzle he was trying to solve. Why his every touch was so careful. 
It didn’t help that Boba’s own temper had grown shorter as the week had gone by, either. Din’s search in Mos Eisley didn’t turn up anything, and neither did Fennec’s spies or the Tuskens watching the desert. 
The frustration was gnawing away at Boba, too. Boba’s tolerance for greedy smugglers and haggling shopkeepers grew thinner and thinner each time Din or Fennec or one of the Tuskens reported in empty-handed. 
The entire palace was on edge. 
Everyone put on a good show. Played normal, so that none of Gorga’s spies would be able to tell the worm that he’d rattled Boba Fett and his crew. 
 But we’re angry,  Din thought. He didn’t have any trouble lumping himself in with the rest of Boba’s outfit. He  was angry. They all were. Noora and Fennec and Din and the guards. Kasyyk and Theran. What was left of Ay-Two. Boba. 
 We’re angry. Gorga’d attacked them over a week ago and so far, they were no closer to finding out how, finding out who’d helped him carry out the attack, than they were when they’d been rubbing smoke out of their noses and blood out of their eyes. 

   We’re angry, and some of us are afraid.  

Din had grown up expecting his home to be raided without much warning. He was used to living this way, to checking doors and windows whenever he walked into a room. Scanning every crowd for unfamiliar faces, for drawn blasters, for knives. 

   But not everyone grew up like I did.  

Fennec and Boba both handled the increased stress, the building anticipation that Gorga was going to kick their front door in, well enough. Others were fraying under the pressure. 
Gida had been given the bar tonight because Noora had been, very firmly, sent home by Fennec. Boba’d sent Kasyyk to Mos Pelgo on a scouting mission because Kasyyk had torn the arm off a petitioner who’d gotten a little too close to Boba for Kasyyk’s comfort. 
 If I’m being honest,  Din thought, letting his eyes drift over the throne room, determinedly not looking at Boba,  we’re all starting to feel the pressure.  
Boba’s patience was thinner than ever. Fennec was, as far as Din could tell, taking a fistful of caf pills every hour instead of sleeping, and Din himself was – 
 Fraying too, Din thought. He could admit that to himself. 
His skin and his armor were starting to feel too tight, if he was alone with his thoughts for too long. He was restless. He’d found himself pacing around the room instead of leaning up against the wall a few times, swinging his head from side to side like an anooba trying to pick up a scent. 
 I’m not sleeping much either.  When Din did sleep, even if it was in Boba’s bed, his arms, Din had strange dreams. Din wouldn’t call them  nightmares, exactly, and he never remembered them when he woke up, but he knew he had them. 
Boba was having dreams too. He’d twitch and kick in his sleep, growl, mutter in  mando’a. None of what he said ever made any sense to Din, but it happened almost every night. It was wearing on them both, the restlessness. The dreams. 
 We need to find Gorga’s accomplice,  Din thought. They needed to figure out what Gorga  wanted. All of this, this waiting for something to happen, was pumping pressure into the whole palace. 
 Maybe that's what Gorga wants,  Din thought darkly.  For us all to be on edge. At each other’s throats.  
Din certainly felt like he’d like to punch Boba, every time he caught Boba looking at him with that sad, contemplative tilt to his head. 
While Din watched, Boba’s head came up from the little huddle he’d made with the human woman and the Whiphid and his visor turned towards Din again. 
Din scowled harder and abandoned his post, turning his face away. 
 I don’t need to be watched,  Din thought.  I’m not –  
Well. Din hardly knew what he was or wasn’t anymore. He was  dar’manda,  but he didn’t – feel  dar’manda. Not really. 
 I am not a wurrek.  He kept coming back to that. Paz had said it. Strill had said it. Din wasn’t anything that someone who had become  dar’manda was supposed to be. He wasn’t cruel, he wasn’t mad, he wasn’t – he wasn’t soulless. 

   But I’m not Mandalorian any more, either.  

Din couldn’t be Mandalorian any more. He had broken the Creed. By that law he was – nothing. No one. 
 Worse,  Din thought, padding over to the bar, where Gida flashed him a tired smile – she had warmed up to Din considerably over the last few days, and was not almost as friendly towards him as Noora was – and poured him a small measure of  tihaar without needing to take Din’s order. She even put a straw in it, which Din appreciated. 
 Worse,  Din thought again, taking a sip of  tihaar. As always it burned a little going down. Made his eyes water behind his helmet. 

   Worse, I think –  


   I think that maybe – maybe the Creed was wrong in the first place.  

It didn’t make  sense. Din wasn’t stupid and he wasn’t a coward. He didn’t want to think about this, but he couldn’t hide from it any more, either. He’d been holding all of the pieces for weeks now. The scraps he’d scraped together from what he’d heard from Boba, from Kryze, from Fennec. What he’d learned about Death Watch and the True Mandalorians, the wars, the in-fighting, the feuds. The fall of Mandalore. 
 My  alor  kept the truth from me,  Din thought. It was cold and stark and unyielding. But it was  true.  
The armorer had known  some of Mandalore’s history, at least. She’d told it to Annika, who’d told it to Paz. And if she knew it, that meant – 
 That she deliberately kept it from us. That the armorer had, for some reason, decided that the foundlings of her tribe didn’t need to learn about their own history. About other Mandalorians. Other Creeds. Other Ways. 

   That’s not right.  

It took  faith to follow the Creed. Conviction. Strength. Din had thought for most of his life that he’d been strong enough to follow the Creed. He’d done his best to follow it. Denied himself comfort, and pleasure, and clan. 
 And I didn’t need to do that.  There were other Ways of the Mandalore. As many Ways as there had been clans  on Mandalore, Boba’d said. And if that was true, then – 

   Then the way I lived my life was wrong.  

Guilt flickered in Din’s belly, but it was dimmer now than it had been before, when he’d first come to the palace, and it was getting dimmer every day. In its place, Din was  angry.  
Angry that he’d been lied to. That the  alor  had kept all of this from him. From Paz and the rest of the foundlings Din had grown up with. And angry that any of it mattered at all – according to the Creed,  none of it should matter. All that mattered were the words Din had sworn and the words that he’d broken. The rest of it was just – noise. 
Din closed his eyes and resisted the urge to push his helmet back into his face. 
 I need – something,  Din thought. He needed to  focus. Worrying about whether he was or wasn’t Mandalorian, if he’d ever been Mandalorian in the first place, wasn’t going to help him find Gorga’s spy. It wasn’t going to help him to protect Boba, which was just about all Din had to live for these days. 
Din grimaced. 
 No,  he said to himself.  That’s not true.  Din had Kryze’s Quest, which he still hadn’t told Boba about. Din had Grogu. He had Paz and the  verd’ike to see to safety. That was – that was plenty. It wasn’t the tribe, the covert that Din had fed for fifteen years, but it wasn’t nothing. 
 Maybe,  Din thought, gulping down his glass of  tihaar  and wincing at the taste,  I can convince Boba to flog me tonight. Maybe he could get Boba riled up enough, and convince Boba to take his frustration out on Din. That sounded like a win for everyone – Boba’d get to burn of some of his mounting frustration and Din would get new bruises to help him focus. 
“Need another?” Gida asked, drifting past Din on her way from one end of the bar to another. 
Din was tempted to nod, but he didn’t. “No,” he muttered, gruff. “I’m fine. When’re you done tonight?” 
Gida checked a chrono on the wall. “Half an hour?” she said. Boba had enacted a curfew, after the attack. He closed the palace down just before midnight Tatooine time and sent all of his guests back to their homes or their camps in the desert. No one had argued against it, at least not yet. 
Din hated the thought of spending another half-hour pacing around the throne room, feeling like a trapped animal with the walls of its cage pressing in closer, but there was nothing Din could do to speed up the chrono, so he just nodded, rapped the bar and let Gida get back to work. 
He did his best to put all of his thoughts out of his head, too. He repeated that old, familiar manta to himself. 

   Focus, Mandalorian.  

It wasn’t true. It wasn’t true. But it still  helped,  so Din leaned into it and ignored the voice in his head that sounded like his  alor, telling him he couldn’t call himself a warrior of the tribe, and tried to focus on work. 
Din made a slow circuit of the throne room, counting down fifty in Huttese. He reached again for the  beroya. If Din was nothing else, he was still a hunter. 
 Not all bounty hunters are Mandalorian,  he reminded himself. Din had been a hunter for years. He could still  be a hunter, even if he did eventually work up the nerve to get rid of his beskar entirely. 

   I am still a hunter. That’s what Boba needs, right now. A hunter to track down his enemies.  

Repeating that a few times helped settle Din some. Helped him slide again into the professional calm of the  beroya Din had lived in for so many years. Distant and watchful and cool. 
He made another circuit of the throne room, feeling steadier. Boba’d wrapped up negotiations with the human and the Whiphid and had returned to his throne, where he sprawled with one leg cocked off the edge. The band was playing in their usual corner. Gida worked the bar with confidence. Fennec propped herself up against Boba’s right side, keeping him safe. 
Finally, the throne room began to empty out. The band stopped playing. Din made his way back over to Gida, who closed the bar up and was ready to leave in just a few minutes, locking up the  tihaar cabinet and raising an eyebrow at Din expectantly. 
That did make him smile, a little. Gida’s trust was not easily won. That she smiled at Din now, after so many weeks of scowling at him or pretending he didn’t exist, felt like a little victory. 
Din was learning a lot about the denizens of Mos Eisley, through Gida. The people of the Quarter, specifically. Cobb Vanth had told Din once that his  babs, his eyes and ears across Tatooine, were like kirik-flies. Always buzzing around Tatooine, but hardly ever noticed, and numbering in the thousands, the hundreds of thousands. 
 Tatooine was a slaving planet for a long time, Din reflected, falling in at his usual spot just off Gida’s hip as they made their way through the throne room together. Din lifted a hand at Boba and Fennec, so that they’d know where he was going. Boba didn’t react, but Fennec tilted her chin back. 

   It’s still a slaving planet, honestly.  

Boba’d outlawed slavery in his immediate sphere of influence, but that didn’t mean that it had vanished overnight. Gida was free. Noora was free. Cobb Vanth, Pirra Windrunner, Kirsha Littlemoon and a dozen more guards in Mos Pelgo. 

   But not everyone on the planet’s gotten the hint.  

Din hadn’t understood that, not really, until Gida’d explained it to him. And now that she had – and now that she saw that Din understood – she’d warmed up to Din considerably. She hadn’t gone as far as calling him  ma nerra,  like Noora did, but she called him  batran more often than not. 
More and more beings in the Quarter were coming to trust Din, too. It wasn’t all Twi’Leks, though Mos Pelgo’s Twi’Lek community had figured out that Din spoke Ryl and had been delighted. There were plenty of humans, almost all of them with Cobb Vanth’s vornskr eyes, and plenty of other species, too. Rodians and Wookiees and Devaronians. A few tough, leathery-faced Ugnaughts who reminded Din of Kuiil. 
Din was doing his best to honor that trust. He hadn’t gotten desperate enough yet to ask any one else in Mos Eisley to spy for him, but it was – good, he supposed, to know that if he asked, some of his new acquaintances in the Quarter might step in to help. 
 Something to think about, anyway,  Din thought. He’d been on long jobs before. A week was – it was  frustrating, but it was only a week. He didn’t need to put anyone else in danger. Not yet. 
Din and Gida went against the flow of the throne room’s general traffic, leaving by a side door instead of the stairway up to the sand road. Gorga’s attack on the palace had made Fennec even more paranoid than usual. She was making all of the palace staff leave the palace through the tunnels, instead of the main doors. 
Din didn’t mind, exactly, since it kept him and Gida from getting bombed on the side of the sand road again. 
Once they’d made it into the tunnels and were more or less alone, Gida turned her head back to look at Din. Her skin shone a darker color in the dim tunnel lights, almost red instead of her usual orange. 
“Any luck under Mos Eisley?” she asked. “Yuna told me.” 
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “Set up some motion sensors just in case, but it doesn’t look like the tunnels’ve been used in a while. You got anything?” 
Gida hadn’t been to the palace for a few days. Din hoped she’d used some of that time to look – carefully – around Mos Eisley. 
She smiled at him again, showing him a flash of her sharp teeth. “Actually, yeah,” she said. Din straightened. “Siolo found a place,” she continued. “It’s – he thinks it’s a Hutt front. A cantina.” 
Din frowned, even as his instincts lifted. “Boba and Fennec said that they cleared out most of the Hutt-run cantinas,” he said. “They went through the Gleaning weeks ago.” They’d driven most openly Hutt-affiliated businesses out of town after Boba had taken Bu Beesga. 
“That’s the thing,” said Gida. “It’s not  in the Gleaning.” 
Din cocked his head. “Where is it, then? The Quarter?” 
Gida shook her head. “It’s in the business district,” she said. “Which is maybe why the boss missed it? He doesn’t go through the business district often, does he?” 
Din’s heart began to pick up. “No,” he said, slowly. “He doesn’t.” Boba had to be careful with the business district. Most of Mos Eisley was involved in some crooked business or another, but there  were honest beings in the city, and there were rich ones, too. Boba could go through the Gleaning or the Quarter with all the firepower he liked, but the business district was a tougher warra nut to crack. 
If Boba leaned too hard on its rich and powerful, he’d make his own enterprise harder on himself. No one in Mos Eisley had the power to dislodge Boba on their own, and as long as he kept credits moving through the city, most of Mos Eisley’s major players would leave him be. 

   But if he disrupts their business too much, they’ll start to look outside the city for help.  

Maybe even as far as Nal Hutta, if those major players had felt that they’d made more clink during Jabba’s day. 
“A cantina in the business district,” Din said, slowly. “What’s it called?” 
That made Gida’s mouth twist. “Gella’s,” she said. 
Din frowned again. “Gella – that’s a Rylish name,” he said. “Right?” 
“It was a Rylish cantina,” said Gida. Her tone had gone a particular tone of flat and disinterested, like it did when Gida was talking about something particularly painful. “It used to be my sister’s.” 
Din’s eyebrows went up. He and Gida kept walking. He didn’t know what to say. 
He’d heard before that Gida had once had many siblings. Brothers and sisters, all of them trained to dance like Gida had been. 
Din didn’t know what had happened to them all, but he knew that Gida was the only one left. That was why her mother had been brave enough – desperate enough – to ask Boba for help, when Gida had gone missing. She hadn’t had any children left. 
“Gella was pretty,” Gida continued, still in that same flat, disinterested tone. Din winced – she’d said  was. “And sweet, and smart. A man from the business district, some shipping boss, fell in love with her when she was one of Jabba’s dancers. Bought her freedom. Gave her the clink to do what she wanted.” 
“And she wanted to run a cantina?” Din asked, cautiously. He never knew how much Gida’d tell him, when she got like this. 
Gida lifted a shoulder. “I was a kid,” she said. “I don’t know what she wanted. But she bought up a little cantina-front. Fixed it up. Named it Gella’s Place. She did good business, for a while. Gella’s is right next to the shipyards.” 
Din winced again. He knew what had happened, now – somebody’d seen the cantina, liked its proximity to the shipyards and had taken it for themselves, either to make all of that clink for their own operation or to have a place close to the shipyards to move illegal goods. 
Gella, Din guessed, had been in the way. 
“I’m sorry,” Din said, quietly. 
Gida shrugged again. “It’s in the past,” she said. 
“I’ll kill whoever’s running the cantina now, if you want,” Din offered. He wasn’t a contract killer, an assassin like Fennec, but he didn’t like slavers, and he’d just be enforcing Boba’s ruling. Boba had outlawed slavery. He’d outlawed Hutts, too. If this cantina really  was a Hutt front, Din could kill two womp rats with one cartridge. “Why does Siolo think it’s a Hutt front?” 
That made Gida smile at Din again, though it was a little more lopsided than it had been before. 
“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Like I said. It’s in the past. Sio said he’d case it out tonight, if you wanna join him. You can’t miss it – it’s the pink cantina right across from the western control tower. Sio thinks – well. He’s not  sure, but he’s pretty sure he recognized one of the bartenders. Somebody who used to work for Bib Fortuna as muscle.”
Din nodded. His focus was sharpening again. Former muscle taking work as a bartender after Fortuna’s empire had crumbled didn’t mean that the whole establishment had Hutt ties, but it was a better lead than anything else Din had. 
“I just might,” he murmured, narrowing his eyes thoughtfully. 
Gida didn’t have any other news to report as Din took her home. She didn’t talk any more about Gella or any of her other siblings, either. Din gave her her silence. They left the tunnels, coming out behind a ridge, and from there took speeders around the back of Mos Eisley and into the city. 
Din did a cursory sweep of the streets around Gida’s little house, too. She hadn’t reported any more strangers watching her or beings lingering outside her home, but they already knew that Gida was being watched. 
Din didn’t find anything and went back to the palace on the sand road. Boba’d lined it with guards. There were Tuskens – Shaking Mountain warriors, who’d agreed to sign on with Boba’s outfit for a season – in the ridges now.
Boba was not in the throne room when Din made it back, but Fennec was. The rest of the room had been entirely emptied. Fennec had taken up in her usual booth, her map of the palace glowing in front of her, and she lifted her head when Din – and, presumably, the little tracking dot on her map, since he still carried the tracking fob in his belt – came into view. 
“Gida home safe?” Fennec asked. 
Din nodded and released the seals of his helmet, tugging it off and dragging a hand through his hair. "Where's Boba?" he asked. 
Fennec tilted her head, indicating a hallway that led deeper into the palace. "Getting a report in from Kasyyk, I think. He's fine." 
Din nodded, relieved. 
“She have anything new today?” Fennec asked, switching back to asking after Gida. Her tone was sour. “None of my people have turned anything up, not even in Mos Ila or Mos Gamos. I’m starting to think that Valarian  is involved, somehow – Mos Entha’s the only place we haven’t karking looked.” 
Din collapsed into a seat across from Fennec. For once she hadn’t raided the kitchens for  hanshun or chuba stew. There was a single mug beside her datapad, but that was all. 
“Maybe not the only place,” Din said. Fennec looked up at him, sharply. Din leaned forward. “One of Gida’s friends found something. Maybe. A cantina, in the business district. Thinks it’s maybe a Hutt front.” 
“We looked in the business district,” Fennec objected.
“As thoroughly as you checked the Gleaning?” 
Fennec grimaced, conceding the point. “Maybe not as – aggressively,” she allowed. “Boba’s had to take a careful hand, there. What cantina?” 
“She said it’s called Gella’s Place,” said Din. He leaned back in his seat, let Fennec take in the information on her own time. 
Fennec’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I’ve never heard of it,” she said. 
Din nodded. “Neither have I,” he said. “Gida said it’s across from the shipyards.” 
“What’s the Hutt connection?” 
“Admittedly thin,” Din said. “Siolo – Gida’s friend, one of the ones who's been looking around Mos Eisley for me – told her that he recognized one of the bartenders. Somebody who used to be muscle for Bib Fortuna, back in the day.” 
“That  is thin,” Fennec muttered. She rubbed her forehead. “She have anything else?” 
Din shook his head. 
Fennec cursed. “Whoever we’re dealing with,” she said, “they’re a  slippery little dune worm. None of my people have any idea what I’m talking about, when I ask around for a Hutt spy.”
Din drummed his fingers on the table, thinking hard. He had an idea, and it made his heart beat faster in his chest. 
 Fennec won’t like it.  Boba  won’t like it. But we’re not making any headway with the usual methods. We need to change things up.  
Din took a deep breath. He couldn’t make himself voice his idea, not yet, so he just shook his head. 
“I hate this,” Din grumbled. Fennec made a sympathetic sound. 
“I don’t like it much either,” she said. “All of this waiting. Gorga should just make his move already.” 
Din wanted another drink. “Why  hasn’t he made a move already?” Din wondered, instead of getting up and padding over to raid the bar. 
Fennec tilted her head. “What do you mean?” 
Din thought about it for a second, turning it over in his head. 
“If I were Gorga,” Din said, slowly, “I’d – I dunno, I don’t think I would’ve given Boba the chance to get back on his feet after that first raid.” 
If Din had been Gorga, he would’ve hit Boba as hard as he could, with everything that he had, and then he would have hit Boba again. Kept hitting until Boba stayed down, until Boba fled the system or died trying to protect the palace. 
Din’s stomach turned over.  Good thing I’m not Gorga, he thought. 
“He might not have the muscle,” Fennec pointed out. 
Din shrugged. That was true. 
“Still, though,” he said. “It is strange that we haven’t heard anything since the raid, right? He should’ve done  something. ” 
Hitting an enemy while they were already bloody, already bruised, was just good sense. Backing off until that enemy got strong again was stupid. Inefficient. 
“He should have,” Fennec agreed, tone thoughtful. “Maybe not another all-out assault, but – something. If I were Gorga, I would’ve hit the shipping corridors. You know? Boba’s called just about everyone else back here. There’s some guards in Mos Pelgo still, and the Spotted Anooba are still out in the desert, but just about everyone else has been pulled back to defend Mos Eisley and the palace.” 
Din lidded his eyes and thought for a moment. 
“You would’ve hit the shipping corridors as bait,” he said. 
Fennec nodded. “Would’ve tried to draw Boba out,” she said. “Get him out in the open. The palace is a tough warra nut to crack. I don’t think that Gorga can get the  numbers to storm the palace again. But if I could get Boba ouside of these walls, out in the desert somewhere…” 
She trailed off. Din could tell by the look on her face that she didn’t like thinking this way either. 
“So why hasn’t Gorga tried that?” Din asked. He thumped a fist against his forehead. “It doesn’t make any sense.” 
“No,” Fennec agreed, sourly. “It doesn’t. These Twi’Leks of yours – you think their information’s good?” 
“They’re not mine,” Din said. He liked Siolo and Yuna well enough – liked Gida more and more every day, if he was being honest – but none of them had managed to turn up a solid lead yet. “And no. Just this idea about Gella’s Place.” 
Fennec groaned. “You ever think,” she said, almost conversationally, “that all of this was actually a really stupid idea?” 
Din snorted. He knew what she meant. Taking the palace, taking over Jabba's operation – it had been a bold move on Boba's part. Maybe even a stupid one. Din wasn't sure they'd be able to shake Gorga off. They might all still die. “It’s not what I would’ve done, no,” he said. 
Fennec sobered. “No,” she said. “It’s not what I would’ve done either. But it  is  what Boba’s done, and – I don’t know. I just hate waiting here. Waiting for Gorga to lash out on  his terms.” 
Din took a break. Gathered his courage. “I have an idea about that,” he said. 
Fennec studied him. “And you’re bringing it up to me,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “Not Boba. So you think that Boba wouldn’t spring for it.” 
 Damn her. Fennec was too observant for Din’s liking, sometimes. 
“I think that Boba would – have some objections,” Din said, carefully. 
“I’m not lying to him,” Fennec warned Din. “Not after that kark with you and Gida blew up in our faces.” 
“In my face, specifically,” Din pointed out. “I’m not going to lie to Boba either. I’m just – not going to ask for permission.” Din could – he could sort that out with Boba later. If this worked. If Siolo’s lead was actually a good one. “But I  could use some backup.”
Fennec narrowed her eyes. “I’m listening,” she said. 
Din took another breath. His stomach rolled. 
This shouldn’t be this hard,  he thought. He’d already  done this. He’d left his armor behind once already. He’d just gone the distance between Boba’s rooms and the kitchens, but he’d done it. He could do it again. 
“I want to go into Mos Eisley again,” Din said. “To – to Gella’s place. As  me.”  
Fennec stared at him. Din could see that she didn’t understand. 
Din gestured at himself. At his armor. “As me,” he repeated. “Din. Not – not the Mandalorian.” 
Fennec’s eyes widened. “You want to go without your armor,” she said. 
“Want is a strong word,” Din muttered. “But – yeah.” 
“Why?” Fennec said. “You don’t need to, Din. We’ve got – I have plenty of spies in Mos Eisley. Someone else can go check out Gella’s. You don’t need to be one of them.” 
“How many of your spies know exactly what to look for?” Din asked. “How many of them are trained  beroya?” 
“Not many,” Fennec admitted. “But Din, without your armor, you’re – ”
“I’m not saying that I’d go unarmed,” Din cut in. “I don’t need my armor to fight. I’ll take a blaster. Some knives.” The darksaber too, probably. Din had gotten too used to its weight to be comfortable without it on him now. “But no one – I mean  no one – knows what I look like, in Mos Eisley. I’ve never taken my helmet off there.” 
Fennec paused. 
“How many of your spies can say that?” Din pressed. Fennec was frustrated too. Din knew that she was. She wanted to figure out Gorga’s plan, find his allies, eliminate the threat, just as badly as Din did. 
“Boba wouldn’t like it,” she said. 
Din shrugged. “If it works, he doesn’t have to like it,” he said. 
Fennec leaned back in her chair and looked at Din. Her expression was tired. Worn. 
 But not,  Din thought, nerves twisting in his stomach,  like she’s going to tell me “no.”  
“Tell me one thing, first,” Fennec said. It was not a question. A hard edge had crept into her voice. Tugged at some place in Din’s chest. The same place that wanted to kneel for Boba, Din realized. Fennec had an  alor’s voice. 
He sat up straighter, ready to meet her inspection. 
“Why do you want to do this? Really?” Fennec said. “It’s not just to figure all of this out.” 
Din hesitated, but didn’t see any point in lying. Not if it made Fennec help him. Not if it  worked.  “I – I want to know that I  can do it,” he said. 
Fennec said nothing. 
“That I can – that I’m not just – that I wasn’t just a Mandalorian,” Din tried again. He gestured at himself. “That’s it’s – that it’s  me that did the work, not my reputation, not my armor, not – not what other beings thought of me because they looked at me and saw a Mandalorian.” 
 I don’t know if I ever  was  Mandalorian,  Din thought.  Not really. Not – not in the right way.  
He didn’t know if there  was a right way to be Mandalorian – a true Way of the Mandalore, if such a thing was even possible – but Din knew that the way he’d acted, prickly and suspicious, snappish and rude to Boba and Kryze and Cobb Vanth because he’d looked at them and decided they couldn’t be Mandalorian, wasn’t right. 

   I was wrong about Boba. About Kryze. Vanth would make a good Mandalorian, if he wanted to be. Fennec too. And I –  

 I don’t like that my  alor  lied to me.  
Din spread his hands. He didn’t know how to say all of that, and if he said it out loud at all he wanted to – 

   I want to say it to Boba first.  

Boba was the reason Din had all of these thoughts in the first place. Before Din had met Boba, he hadn’t even dreamed of thinking about the Creed like this. Letting himself doubt it. Doubt his covert. His  alor.  
Fennec finally inclined her head. “This is a bad idea,” she said. 
“We’ve tried all of the good ones,” said Din. “And it’s not like I want to go alone, either. I want – if you want to come along and hide out on a rooftop or something, I’d appreciate the backup. I’m going to be – ”
Din stopped, shook his head. 
If he did this, he’d be defenseless. Not  entirely, because Din had had so much weapons training that he was never truly defenseless, not if he could still reach a knife or a blaster or a sword, but more defenseless than he’d ever been while facing an enemy. 
He wanted someone watching his back. He wasn’t going to ask Boba because he didn’t want to hear Boba tell him that his idea was karking crazy. Din was pretty sure that Boba would put a stop to the whole thing. He had gotten better about treating Din too carefully, but Boba was ferociously protective on his good days, and none of them had had good days lately.
But Fennec – 

   Fennec’s a good shot. She’s cool under pressure. She knows what she's doing. And she’s my friend. She wants to end all of this just as much as I do. 

Fennec must’ve seen all of that cross Din’s face, because she just sighed and said, sourly, “If you get shot, Djarin, I’ll kill you.” 
Din smiled at her. “It’ll be fine,” he assured her. “In and out. Just long enough for me to check out a tip I got from Gida. Then we can come back.” 
Fennec grunted and knocked back the rest of her spotchka in one long pull. “Fine,” she said. “But I’m getting a bigger blaster.” 
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“I have a bad feeling about this,” Fennec muttered. 
“Keep it to yourself,” Din muttered back, catching a sigh between his teeth before it could slip free and betray his nerves.
Fennec kicked Din the ankle. Din ignored it. He had a bad feeling about this too, if he was being honest with himself, but he didn’t want to voice it out loud. If he said it he might lose his nerve, and they’d already come all the way out here. Mos Eisley’s evening air was cool around them. Turning back now would be –  hut’uunyc.  
 Cowardly, Din thought. 
“It’s going to be fine,” Din said, pushing down his own feelings of unease.  I’m just nervous, that’s all. The tension in his shoulders, the doubt in his belly, all of that was just – nerves. Apprehension. The bad feeling creeping down his spine, plucking at his nerves like a wyyyschokk plucked at its web, that was just – doubt. 

   Focus, Mandalorian.  

It was going to be fine. 
“You good here, or do you want to scope out another roof?” Din asked, dragging his thoughts back to the matter at hand. He cast a sideways look at Fennec. 
She was hard to see. Fennec had dressed for the night in all black and though she wasn’t yet wearing her helmet, once she put it on she’d be almost invisible. She’d forgone her usual orange-and-black helmet for one that was a single, solid matte color. She’d even ditched her usual coat, which had orange flashing at its lining, its tails, for a plain black one. In her leathers, she looked like a living shadow. The only way someone would spot her was if they  looked for her, and maybe had some thermal imaging to help them out. Otherwise Fennec would just blend into the night. 
Next to her, Din felt almost entirely naked. 
None of the clothes that Boba had stocked Din’s closet with – loose shirts and tunics and pants, clothes for lounging around in bed in or sitting up in the sweet breeze of Boba’s rooms – had been proper spacing clothes, so Din had been forced to improvise. He’d gone into some of the abandoned rooms in the back of the palace and had raided old closets and chests, looking for something that an ordinary spacer might wear. 
Finding something suitable had taken a few tries. He’d eventually found enough odds and ends of clothing to pull something together. A holey shirt that might have once been white, missing a few buttons at the collar. A faded pair of dark blue pants, lined down one leg with yellow. Din had kept his own boots, stripping them of anything that might have given him away as a Mandalorian – though he had kept his  verd knife, strapped now to the inside of his wrist instead of tucked into his boot – and his own belt, but he’d pulled on a threadbare black vest overtop his borrowed shirt, once he’d found a vest in a dusty closet that hadn’t been covered in long brown hair. 
The vest had a pocket sewn into its inner lining that was just big enough to fit the darksaber, which Din had decided to take with him too, just to keep its now-familiar weight with him. Din resisted the urge to press it reassuringly into his side. 
Fennec had assured him – after she’d reached out and straightened up the fall of his unfamiliar clothes, her care freezing Din in place like a womp rat surprised by the headlights of an oncoming speeder – that Din looked like a proper spacer, the kind of man who might wander around the streets of Mos Eisley at night looking for something to drink, but Din wasn’t sure that he believed her. 
 Only one way to find out, he thought, staring down at the mostly-quiet street below. 
Din had never paid much attention to what a proper spacer looked like. He had some experience with them – half of his bounties over the years had been smugglers and spacers, vacuum jockeys who’d gotten in too deep borrowing clink for the latest starship, who’d skimmed too much off the top of their shipments, who’d crossed the Empire or the New Republic or a gang boss and found their faces on Guild pucks. 
 I just never paid much attention to what they wore, I guess, Din thought. 
Spacers and smugglers did go around armed, though, so at least Din had been able to sling a blaster across one hip and a vibroknife across the other. The darksaber knocked comfortingly against his side whenever Din inhaled. 
“You ready?” Din repeated, looking at Fennec again. His nerves were mounting, and he didn’t want them to fail. “We can switch roofs, if you want.” 
Fennec  had  grabbed a bigger blaster, before she and Din had slunk out of the palace through the tunnels and come up outside of Mos Eisley. She’d picked her favorite  Paladin-class MK-II, which she’d once told Din that she had modified herself and could take down a charging ronto from three klicks out. She was looking down at the cantina, Gella’s Place, through her rifle’s scope, checking angles and lines of sight. 
 When she’s not kicking me, Din thought. His ankle throbbed. 
“I’m as ready as I’m going to be,” Fennec finally said, tone dry. She didn’t look up from her rifle. “Line of sight’s pretty good from here. Just stay out of the southwest corner – I don’t have a good angle for a clean shot.” 
Din nodded. He could do that. 
He looked down across the street. Fennec had chosen the rooftop of some city administrative building for her nest. It wasn’t a skytower by any means, maybe five or six stories all stacked together, but it was taller than most of its immediate neighbors; the only taller structures around were the spaceport control towers, but none of them had the clear lines of sight into Gella’s place that Fennec wanted. 
Gella’s Place itself was almost bizarrely innocuous. It was the sort of place that someone like Din – a hunter in a criminal boss’s employ – wouldn’t look twice at, because it was hard to imagine that anything illegal could or would happen there at all. 
Gella’s Place was small for a cantina. Maybe twenty feet long and another fifteen or twenty feet deep, two stories tall and made of the same textured wattle as most of Mos Eisley’s buildings, except Gella’s Place was painted  pink. A tiny rock garden had been planted around the building’s exterior, budding with blue sweetknife and red five-eyes, the flowers bright against the washed-out color of the rest of the street. 
“Are you sure this is a cantina?” Fennec asked, peering through her scope again. “There’s people in there, but it looks like a teahouse.  Maybe an upscale sabacc den, but even that seems like a stretch.” 
Din squinted across the street again, missing his visor. There was a sign above the door. The letters were faded, but Din was pretty sure it read  Gella’s Place. Whoever had taken the cantina from Gida’s sister hadn’t bothered to change the name. 
“Gida said that it was,” Din said. “Only one way to find out, I guess. How do I look?”
Din resisted the urge to fidget, to tug at the unfamiliar lines of his borrowed clothes or run a hand through his hair. Every gust of wind made him flinch. Fennec looked at him, assessing, and Din fought down the urge to hide his face in his hands. 
 This was my idea,  he reminded himself.  I’m not going to back out now.  
Fennec looked Din up and down, then grimaced. 
Din wilted a little. “What?” he said. “That bad?” 
“No,” said Fennec. “You don’t look awful. It’s convincing. It’s just – weird.” 
Din grimaced back at her. “Feels weirder than it looks,” he said. When he’d been digging around in the palace’s old guest rooms for clothes, Din’d had to stop himself from wrapping himself up in as many layers as possible, like Cobb Vanth did with all of his sweaters. Din hadn’t worn clothes like this since he was a child. 
 Longer, actually, he thought. In his village, before the Separatists had come, everyone had worn red tunics cinched at the waist and plain sandals, unless they’d been wading out into the spring floods. No one had bothered with leather boots or gunbelts. 
“Here,” Fennec said, still eyeing Din critically. “Bend down for a second.” 
Din obeyed, and Fennec reached up to tousle his hair. The movement was so surprising that Din almost fell over. Fennec caught him by the collar of his shirt and kept ruffling. 
“There,” Fennec finally said, letting Din back up. Din’s scalp tingled. He knew that his eyes were wide, surprised. Only Boba had touched Din’s hair. No one else ever had, not since Din had been a small child. Fennec and Noora liked to tease Din about the state of it over firstmeal, about his stray curls and his general air of disarray, but neither of them had ever reached up to touch him. “Now you look like a proper smuggler,” she said. “Scruffy.” 
Din resisted the urge to reach up and smooth his hair back down. “If you say so,” he muttered, cheeks burning faintly. “Scruffy enough to pass muster in a Hutt-run cantina?” 
Fennec, apparently tired of being helpful, just shrugged. “Until you open your mouth, anyway.” 
Din scowled at her. Her lips twitched. 
“Better,” she said. “Nobody who works for the Hutts looks happy about it.” 
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Din muttered. He looked down at Gella’s again and took a fortifying breath. “I’ll stay out of that southwest corner, if I can. Do some recon, maybe play a few hands of sabacc. If there’s no one suspicious or nothing I can find tied to the Hutts, I’ll call it a night. Maybe try to find the head, poke a round a little, but I’m not looking to tip off Gorga’s spy or anything.” 
Din and Fennec had talked about that on the way over, when Fennec had looked across the tunnel and had seen how tense Din had been, pulling at his borrowed clothes. 
They weren’t trying to catch Gorga’s accomplice tonight. Fennec wanted to figure out who it was, if possible, wanted to follow them and to gather information, wanted to figure out how much they knew about Boba’s operation, but she didn’t want to make Gorga feel desperate. 
“We don’t want to force a head-on confrontation just yet, if we can help it,” she’d said. Din understood the sentiment. 
“Be careful,” Fennec warned. Her expression was very serious. “Still got your fob on you?” 
Din nodded. He’d slipped it into his boot while he’d gotten dressed. He’d left his armor behind, but Din still wanted Fennec to be able to find him if Gella’s Place  did turn out to be a Hutt front, and Din’s cover was blown. 
 And, let’s be honest,  Din thought to himself, mostly wry.  I’m not good at whisperwork. There’s a pretty good chance that I’m going to blow my cover.  
Fennec had given Din some advice on their way over. She’d told him to say very little. To give just enough details to anyone who asked to let them make up their own story about who Din was, where he came from, what he wanted. She’d told him to trust his gut. To pull back if he needed help.
Apprehension tightened in Din’s gut, writhing like a wounded spit viper, but there was nothing to be done for it. 
 Trying to do things like a Mandalorian  beroya  didn’t work,  Din reminded himself.  This – this just might.  
“Hey,” Fennec said, tugging her helmet on. It hid everything but her eyes, which shone in the light from the street lamps below. “It’s going to be alright, Djarin. I’ve got your back.” 
She said it so evenly that Din couldn’t help but believe her. 
 She’s always had Boba’s back, Din thought. She’d fought at Din’s side on the light cruiser. In the throne room. Fennec was as true as beskar. 
He made himself nod. “In and out,” he promised her. “An hour, maybe two.” 
She nodded, and Din turned his back to Gella’s Place. He made his way to the lip of the building’s roof, took one more breath to fortify himself and then made himself scramble down to the alley behind it, using a cable he and Fennec had hung on their way up to the rooftop. When his boots hit the ground, Din set all of his apprehension, all of his tension, all of the churning fear in his belly that twitched through him like a nerve exposed to open air, to the side. 
 A spacer wouldn’t be afraid to walk into a Tatooinian cantina,  Din told himself.  I’m not a Mandalorian. I’m not a bounty hunter. I’m just a vacuum jockey coming in from the black, looking for somewhere to drink.  
Din didn’t let himself linger in the alley behind Fennec’s sniper’s nest, even though he wanted to. His instinct now was to stick to the shadows, to hide himself as much and as best as he could, but that wouldn’t get the work done. 
Din thought of Pallas Vizsla again. 

   If I only did what I liked, I’d never get anything done.  

Din had done all sorts of unpleasant things over the years, in the name of his duty. He wasn’t responsible for feeding his tribe any more, wasn’t even a Mandalorian, had taken his armor off like an  aruetii  and was going to walk into enemy territory without it, but Din  did still have a duty. A responsibility to his people, even if his people now were Boba and Fennec and Noora and Gida, Mos Pelgo, the Tuskens. 
 Gorga will kill us all, if we let him, Din thought. Conviction hardened inside his chest, as heavy as beskar. 

   I won’t let him.  

Din stepped out into the main street and let its lights wash over him. 
The business district was never as rowdy as the Gleaning, even during its nights. Many of the beings who lived here liked to pretend that they were above the rabble, that they were better than the rest of the city, that they made their clink legitimately instead of through Boba’s enterprises, or worse. 
 Some of them do make their livings legitimately, Din thought. Pelli lived at the very edge of the business district, just barely considered respectable despite her sharp tongue and her oil-stained hands. 
Gida’s sister, Gella, had been trying to be respectable too. No one painted a building in Mos Eisley pink, planted flowers, unless they were trying to make their clink on the right side of the law. 
 Why does Siolo think that this is a front? Din thought, making his way towards Gella’s front door. He could hear music inside, something faint and low and smooth. The breeze brushed against Din’s fast. What felt intimate in Boba’s rooms – the cool breath of a Tatooine evening, the silver light of the moons – felt almost invasive now. Like Din was being watched from everywhere. Seen from every angle. 
Din did his best to ignore it. 
 Is it because Gella herself was – disappeared? Din wondered, stumbling over his thoughts a little. He hadn’t asked Gida if her sister had been killed or if she’d just – vanished, as beings sometimes did in Mos Eisley. Disappeared into the sands or the sorrowlanes, never to be seen again. 

   Or is it just because Siolo recognized a bartender?  

Now that he was  here, standing in front of the building, ready to walk inside without any armor on, with his face bare, Din’s doubts seethed in his belly like a nest of kicked kirik-flies. That was a thin, thin connection. Din was sure that hundreds of beings who’d worked for Jabba or for Bib Fortuna back in the day had found other employment, when the worm had died. From what Din had heard, Fortuna’d been so bad at running the business that anyone with half a brain, with other options, had abandoned him, going off to scrape together a living somewhere else. This bartender Siolo recognized – or thought that he recognized – could just be one of those people. A bouncer or a bartender who’d gotten tired of waiting for Fortuna to turn a profit. 
 But it’s all we have, Din reminded himself. He laid a handle on the cantina’s door. It was a nice door, he noticed absently. Made of real wood, which was a rarity even in the business district. 

   Gella must have loved this place.  

Din pushed the door open, and stepped inside. 
No one even looked up at Din, which was such a relief that Din wanted to sag back against the doorway. A bartender – a thin human man with weak blond hair and a scar cut over one eye – looked up and swept his gaze over Din and then away so fast that Din knew he didn’t even really register Din’s presence. 
 It worked, Din thought, weak with relief. The bartender, at least, had bought Din’s disguise. He was just – another spacer. One of half a dozen inside the cantina. Nobody remarkable. 
Din’s relief bolstered him some, let the hunter in the back of his head surface and come to the forefront. Din cataloged the room’s inhabitants quickly. 
There were a fair number of humans inside of Gella’s Place. A few Devaronians, too, a pair of Weequay playing sabacc, three Twi’Leks, a knot of a Jawas. In addition to the human bartender, there was a female Zygerrian running drinks between tables. 
 That pricked up Din’s instincts. 
 Another Zygerrian, he thought, remembering Zhalto. 
Din was tempted to brush the connection off. Two Zygerrians hanging around Mos Eisley over the course of several weeks wasn’t unexpected or unusual. Despite its harsh climate and its harsher locals – settler-folk,  ahra  and Tuskens all – Tatooine  was a trading hub, and if there was still an Imperial presence on Arkanis, like Boba’d said there was, Din wasn’t surprised to see that most beings still preferred to use Tatooine as a hub and a watering hole. 
Zygerrians did more than run slaves. Din had known a few Zygerrian mercs. Some merchants, too; Zygerria was a slaving empire, but their slaves dug spice, built ships, made art. Zygerria had its fair share of the luxury goods market, too. 
 I’ve never seen one tend bar, though, Din thought to himself.  Fennec had told him to trust his gut. Din’s gut told him to keep an eye on the Zygerrian. He resolved to do just that, taking a few more steps into the cantina and orienting himself towards all of its entrances and exits.
In addition to the front door, there was a hallway branching off to the right of the bar, probably towards the ‘freshers. There was a door directly behind the bar, tightly shut, and a row of windows along the front of the cantina and down its eastern wall. There had to be stairs somewhere, to get to the upper floor, but Din couldn’t see them from where he was standing. 
The southwestern corner of Gella’s place, Fennec’s only blind spot, was occupied by a pair of tables shoved together, but only one being, a humanoid with their hood up, face hidden by shadow, was sitting there. Din could see that the being had long, dark hair locked together in neat dreads, the ends peeking out from underneath their hood, draped down their shoulders, but the being’s face was turned away from the door. 
 Odd,  Din thought, taking a few more steps inside, bolstered a little by the fact that he hadn’t been immediately identified as one of Boba’s people and shot.  But not that odd, not on Tatooine.  
There were plenty of hunters and killers and pirates who came to Tatooine to drink alone in a corner. The humanoid had a glass bottle of spotchka at one elbow. Din resolved to keep an eye on the corner, since Fennec couldn’t do it for him, and shifted his attention to the rest of the cantina. 
 I should’ve asked Gida which bartender Siolo knew from Fortuna’s day,  Din thought.  If it was the human or the Zygerrian.  
 Doesn’t really matter, though,  he thought.  With luck I’ll find out who’s involved – or not involved – by paying attention.  
Din made his way over to the bar, looking around while he did so. 
Inside, Gella’s Place looked even less like a Hutt front than it did from the outside. The walls were painted a delicate shade of pale blue, though the paint was faded in places and badly chipped in others, like the walls hadn’t been touched up in a while, and there were little murals painted all over the place. Flowers and animals and symbols, most of them Ryl. The western wall, lacking windows, had a large tapestry that was frayed around all four of its edges. Behind the bar there was a mural of two Twi’Leks, a man and a woman. The man had purple skin and a smiling face. There were no designs painted on his lekku. The woman had orange skin, maybe a shade darker than Gida’s, and she had the same intricate, detailed bands marching down her lekku, curling over her shoulders, that Gida had. 
 Gella, Din thought, studying the mural. 
Gida’s sister was very beautiful. She looked happy, in the painting. Din wondered who the male Twi’Lek was. A lover? A brother? Gida’d said that it was a businessman who’d fallen in love with Gella and bought her freedom. Was it this man painted on the wall? What had happened to him, when Gella had disappeared?
Din set that thought aside. He didn’t see any obvious Hutt symbols painted or carved anywhere. If this  was a Hutt front, it was quiet about it. 
Din made it up to the bar and leaned against it, reaching inside his head for the affected boredom, the cool disinterest, that came so easily to him when he was in his armor. 
It came less easily to Din here and now. The bartender flicked a glance over Din and Din had to bodily stop himself from flinching. He wished that he’d found a jacket or a coat instead of a vest, a big bandana like Vanth wore. Something that Din could tuck his face into, or at least pull up over his mouth. 
 It’s too late for that,  Din thought.  I’m already here. I’ve already been seen.  
When Din had taken his helmet off on Morak, he’d frozen in front of Valin Hess. He hadn’t been able to answer any of Hess’s questions, even simple ones like his designation or his name. He'd been so caught up in the ringing in his ears -- the enormity of what he'd just done, the deep, irrational certainty that his alor or Paz or any of the other warriors of his tribe would pop up from around a corner and put a blaster bolt between Din's eyes -- that he had barely been able to speak. If Mayfeld hadn’t been there with him, hadn’t stepped in, Din was sure that he would’ve been caught out and killed. 
 I don’t have Mayfeld here,  Din thought.  I can’t freeze up. No one’s going to get me out of this. I need to keep it together.  
Fennec was on the roof across the street. She’d start shooting if things went badly. But she wasn’t  here. Wasn’t able to speak for Din, to take the attention off of him. Din was going to have to do this himself. 
Determined, Din lifted his chin and caught the bartender’s eye. It seared him, made him want to pull his shoulders up, made him want to look away, but Din didn’t, gathering up all of his courage with both hands. The bartender flicked him another bored glance, then sharpened when he realized that ignoring Din wasn’t going to make Din leave. 
Up close, Din could see more of the bartender’s face than he’d been able to see from the doorway. The man was Din’s age or a little older, his weak blond hair going grey at the temples. The scar across his face had been made by a knife, not a claw or a tooth; it was long and straight and old, the skin puckered and pink. 
 Old enough to have worked under Jabba  and  Bib Fortuna,  Din thought.  But that could be said about a lot of people on Tatooine.  
“Well?” the bartender grunted. “What’ll it be, huh?” 
Din’s thoughts stumbled for a moment, instinctive alarm crashing through him when the bartender looked Din full in the face, but he made himself answer, voice as even as he could make it, “Spotchka, if you’ve got it.  Bogo naga if you don’t.” 
Din had reached for and leaned hard on the sort of accent someone like Cobb Vanth or any of his  babs would have. A Tatooine accent, spoken like the way a sand dune walked, lazy and meandering. It was different from the cadence of Din’s own voice, but maybe that would help him. Everyone knew that Boba Fett’s pet Mandalorian didn’t talk much. 
The bartender grimaced. “Sold the last of my spotchka for the night,” he said, tilting his head in the direction of the hooded humanoid sitting alone in the corner. “Unless my delivery guy gets here before the suns come up. The  naga’s fresh, though. Got some in yesterday.” 
“Fine,” Din said, fishing a dented golden  wupiupi coin out of one of his pockets. He thunked it down on the bar and tried not to wince when the bartender cut Din another glance, his eyes skating over the planes of Din’s bare face like a blade. 
The bartender snorted. “Pull’a  bogo naga’s  a half-  trug,” he said. 
Din raised an eyebrow. “For  naga?” 
The bartender shrugged. “If it’s too rich for your taste,  ootmian, there’s half a hundred other watering holes between here an’ the sands. Go find one’a them.” 
“Dobra nopa do ootmian,” Din said, tone deliberately mild. He dug a  trugat,  another Huttese coin, out of his pocket and set it down on the bar beside his  wupiupi.  “Dobra patee moolee-rah.” 
That made the bartender draw back a little, blinking in surprise. 
Din didn’t speak Huttese with a Tatooinian accent because he’d learned Huttese from Wyrran, back as a child in the covert, and Wyrran had learned it from a Corellian named Meeks who hadn’t minded the profusion of Mandalorian children trailing around after Wyrran. Din leaned into that accent too, rolling his words like he’d learned them in the slums beneath Coronet City. Plenty of spacers came to the Outer Rim from Corellia. A few of them even made their way out here to Tatooine. 
“What’s a scrum rat doin’ all the way out here?” the bartender asked, swiping Din’s clink off the bar. He’d bought it. Din relaxed a little. “I heard the New Republic was payin’ Canto coin to boys like you.” 
 Boys like me?  Din thought, a bit baffled.  I’m nearly forty.  
He hid his confusion as best as he could, though, shrugging with one shoulder and leaning hard on the calm of the  beroya that still lurked underneath the surface of his thoughts. Din wrapped that calm around himself like armor. He could do this. He could do this. He bent every thought, every effort, towards appearing like what he was – a tired man with grey in his beard, looking for a decent drink. 
“I don’t have much interest in the New Republic’s clink, Canto payouts or not,” Din remarked. The bartender turned back to face him, armed with two tall glasses of dark  bogo naga.  Din took one and flicked a finger at the other. The bartender shrugged and kept it for himself, along with the  wupiupi. “I hear that Republic credits come with the Republic's rules.” 
The bartender chuckled and lifted his glass. “Fair enough,  patee,” he said. “Welcome to Gella’s Place.” 
Din nodded and raised his own glass, taking a long, deep drink of it to help settle his nerves. The taste filled his mouth, made his molars ache. Din fought down a grimace. 
“I’m Haske,” the bartender said. “Shout when you’re ready for another.” 
Din nodded again, remembering Fennec’s advice to say as little as possible. He kept his name to himself for now – he hadn’t even thought about coming up with an alias, which he’d want to use as further cover – took another tooth-aching swallow of Hutt beer and swung his attention around to the rest of Gella’s Place.
Din knew that he couldn’t hope to just sit down in a corner and wait for someone to come to him, like he had when he’d waited for Lady Valarian in Mos Entha. 
 I was in my armor, then,  Din thought.  Everyone knew who I was, or at least  what  I was. Din’s reputation had made it so that all he’d needed to do was wait for Valarian to be curious about what Din wanted and come find out for herself. 
 No one knows who I am, like this, Din thought. 
The truth of that was plain to see. When Din walked into a cantina in his armor, every eye in the place turned to look at him. His every movement was watched. His every word, few of them as he usually used, picked over. 
Here, no one had even bothered to look up from their drinks. 
 I’m harmless,  Din told himself.  I’m nobody. Just another smuggler looking to relax after a run. Nothing special. If he thought it hard enough, Din could almost believe it. 
A little more settled now, bolstered by the cantina’s general indifference, Din studied the room in more detail, filing information away in his head, and took his time in deciding what to do next. 
 I can’t afford to wait around in a corner and hope that someone strikes up a conversation, he thought. Tatooine was not known for its friendly and welcoming demeanor. 
 So,  Din thought, sweeping his gaze over the room,  it looks like I’m going to have to  make  some friends, instead of waiting for them to come to me.  
He could do that. 
 Probably,  he thought, wry, and went over to join one of the small circles of sabacc players that dotted the room, choosing a band that had an open seat at their table. Din didn’t bother asking for permission to join their game. He just thunked down his half-drunk glass of  bogo naga,  dug a fistful of  trugats out of his pocket, tossed them into the sabacc pot in the middle of the table and made himself comfortable. 
The dealer, another human man, this one with reddish hair and a loose, flabby face, dealt Din into the next hand without comment, giving Din the opening he needed to fold himself into the fabric of Gella’s Place like he’d always been there. Fennec had been right about the atmosphere of the place. Despite the number of beings drinking and playing cards, Gella's didn't feel like a cantina. It was too -- quiet, almost. Too reserved. Too neat and ordered, in a way that cantinas on Tatooine never were.  
None of the others at the table offered Din their names, so Din didn’t offer his either. He was playing with two Devaronians, one blue and one red, a pair of Weequay and a tough, wiry human woman, in addition to the red-haired man who was dealing the cards. 
The pot wasn’t very big, but Din didn’t mind. He wasn’t playing to win, necessarily. 
 I need information, not credits,  Din thought.  And to get information, I need to get someone to  talk  to me.  
Din had counted cards at the sabacc table for years. Back before the Empire had started to really hunt Mandalorians in earnest, things in the covert had been a little looser. A little less structured and strict. A little less desperate. 
The foundlings had been allowed to wander out – as long as an older warrior had stayed close by – and contribute to the tribe’s resources, if they could. Din had hunted small animals and he’d fished, had learned how to repair ship engines, generators, any small mechanical things he'd been able to find, and he had played sabacc. 
 It’s a good way to make some credits fast, he thought to himself, a few rounds later. He’d won two rounds and lost himself a third, mostly so his tablemates didn’t get too suspicious too quickly. He folded on a fourth hand too, grimacing. One of the Devaronians caught Din at it and chuckled. 
“Sometimes the cards just ain't right,” the Devaronian said, throwing down his own hand with a noisy sigh. He was red-skinned, like Burg had been, and his horns were polished to a bright shine. He’d had quite a bit to drink – the table around his pile of cards and credits was littered with empty spotchka bottles. 
“Sometimes,” Din agreed dryly, settling back in his chair to let the rest of the table fight over the current pot. Din could’ve won if he’d wanted to – he knew what the next three cards off the deck were going to be, and could have pulled off a Sabacc Shift handily – but didn’t need to win the round to stay in the game. He had plenty of credits to burn, for once. 
“Heard you talkin’ to Haske,” the Devaronian said. He fixed his attention on Din. Din’s skill pulled tight, heart kicking, but he fought it down. “Not an  ootmian, huh? I ain’t sure I’ve seen you around before.” 
Din shrugged, keeping his eyes on the cards changing hands across the table.  I need to be careful,  he thought.  I can’t overdo it.  
“I’m not in Mos Eisley much,” Din said. 
The Devaronian made a considering sound. “Oh? Where d’you usually stomp around, then?” 
Din leveled a cool look at the Devaronian, who looked just as coolly back. Din ran through a series of observations in his head. The Devaronian was big, as was most of his species, but he was relatively unscarred. His horns and his clothes were in good shape. He carried a blaster at his hip, but the leather of its holster was smooth and unscuffed, so new that it was still stiff. 
 A merchant, I’d guess,  Din thought.  Respectable. Not a smuggler.  
Din thought for a moment, buying himself more time with another sip of his beer, then said, “Was running through Mos Entha, for a little while.” 
 That got the attention of the rest of the table. Din felt it hiss and crackle through the air, like sparks flying off of a beskar forge when the hammer struck true metal. 
Din suppressed a smile.  Not so respectable after all, he thought. 
“Mos Entha,” the human woman said, carefully. Her eyes were on her cards, but her attention was fixed on Din. “Don’t get too many crossovers between there and here.” 
Din shrugged. “It was a… last-minute decision,” he said, hoping that he wasn’t laying it on too thickly. “Had some trouble in Mos Entha with, uh. My permits. You know how it is.” 
The woman actually nodded like she did know exactly how it was, but the Devaronian just blinked, clearly confused. 
 He might actually be an outlander,  Din thought, watching the Devaronian watch him.  He’s certainly clean enough.  
But the others at the table – the blue Devaronian, the wiry woman and the Weequay pair – understood what Din was saying. Their attention sharpened. 
Din straightened his back to meet it. The red-haired man just kept shuffling cards, getting ready to deal the next round. 
“I’ve heard that permit mix-ups in Mos Entha are a good way to get given to the sands,” the woman remarked. She set her cards down and reached into the middle of the table, collecting the round’s hand pot to add to her tidy pile of winnings. 
Din shrugged again. “I’ve got a fast ship,” he said.
The woman laughed. “And a good head on your shoulders, if you caught the mix-up before it turned bad,” she said. “I’m Evie.”
Din hesitated for a split second, then gave her the first name that came into his head. 
“Gal,” he said. The older warriors in the covert had called Din  gal’ika  a few times.  Little hawk.  It was short and simple and something Din had answered to before. He could answer to it again, if he had to. “Gal Dune.”  Sorry, Cara.  
Evie smiled at him, sly and knowing. “You’re not a half-bad player, either,” she said, nodding at Din’s pile of credits. 
“Just lucky,” said Din, not wanting to draw any more attention to himself.  I have to be careful with this kind of talk, Din thought. He hated speaking in code. Mandalorians said what they meant. Doublespeak was hard to get track of. 
 Keep it simple, Djarin,  he told himself.  No details. Nothing anyone can actually check.  
One of the Weequay snorted into his cup. “Can’t have been makin’ out too bad in Mos Entha,” he said. “Looks like you got plenty’a credits to burn.” 
Din just shrugged again. He hoped that his silence was – mysterious, maybe, or at the very least expected. When Din was in his armor, other beings took his silence as a  threat almost, as another layer of armor. Something that Din hid behind, something that protected him. 
 But will they think the same thing about Gal Dune? Din wondered. 
The Weequay just grunted. “Should’a kept your credits in Mos Entha, made your peace with the old sow,” he said. “What’d you call ‘em,  permits, they ain’t exactly cheap in Mos Eisley these days. Cheaper by credits, maybe, but that’s only if you grovel to that piece of sarlacc spit sitting up in the palace first. You were better off facing Valarian’s tusks.” 
Din startled a little, lifting his head and meeting the Weequay’s eye. 
 He’s telling me that I was better off working for Valarian than trying to work for Boba, Din translated. He eyed the Weequay, who stared back with shrewd eyes. Weequay faces were hard to read, sometimes. The crags and ridges of their tough skin didn’t show emotion as easily as a human’s face did. 

   Is this his way of saying that he’s one of Valarian’s people, and he doesn't like that I – that Gal Dune – ran out on her?  

Din had discounted Valarian as Gorga’s nexu-paw, because Valarian was a well-known enemy of the Hutts. She’d taken pieces out of Jabba’s empire for years. She’d told Din to his face that she had no interest in seeing another Hutt back on Tatooine. 
 She agreed to leave us alone if we stayed out of Mos Entha, Din thought. Had Valarian lied? 
Din examined that thought for a moment, then discarded it. Valarian had firepower of her own. She wouldn’t have needed to go through Gorga to get to Boba. 
 And if she had, she wouldn’t have let us recover,  Din thought.  She’s too practical – she would’ve sent more mercs in to finish us off. She wouldn’t have let us get back up again.  
“I don’t mind the expense,” said Din, keeping his voice as mild as he could make it, not wanting to offend the Weequay before Din could learn more from him. “Just as long as the permits don’t change every time the suns come up.” 
The red-haired man passed him his next hand. Din took a perfunctory look. He had a Mistress of Staves and a Six of Sabers.  Nineteen. Not bad, Din thought. 
The blue Devaronian, at Din’s left, had terrible cards; a Commander of Flasks and the Star. Din discounted him from this round – he’d have to pull off a miracle to win, and the dealer was cheating. There would be no miracles here. 
Din set his own cards down on the table and tossed a handful of  trugats into the pot. He had good odds, this round. 
The Weequay snorted again. “I dunno about every time the suns come up,” he said. “But I’d be careful,  patee. Word on the street is that there’s gonna be new management, soon.” 
Din  did have to fight, then, to keep his face from betraying him. He stared at the dealer’s hands as they flickered over a deck of cards and fought down any expression that might have crossed his face. 
 New management,  Din thought.  Gorga?  
The problem was that Din couldn’t come right out and  ask. Not without running the risk of giving himself away. An ordinary spacer wouldn’t care about who was running Mos Eisley. Credits were credits, no matter where they came from. 
“Well, kark,” Din said, still mild. “Guess I should’ve swung off to Nar Shaddaa after all. I didn’t realize that Mos Eisley was so… contested. Last time I was here, getting some business done was like taking clams from a Gungan.” 
The Weequay chuckled. “Been off-planet for a while?”
Din shrugged. “I go where the work is,” he said. His nerves tightened.  I can’t keep talking like this. I don’t know what to say.  “But I don’t wanna worry about work. Or about getting shot in the streets. This, uh, change in management. It’s not gonna spill over into  my bunkhouse, is it?” 
It was the Weequay’s turn to shrug. “Depends,” he said. “Where you bunkin’?” 
Din froze.  Dank ferrik. “...On my ship,” Din said. “Docked in one of the bays.”
“Business side or Gleaning side?” The Weequay’s eyes glittered. 
Din almost said  business side, before he caught himself. Someone who hadn’t spent much time in Mos Eisley wouldn’t know the difference between the city’s districts. Din narrowed his eyes a little. The Weequay looked guilelessly back. 
Not giving an answer at all would be almost as bad as giving the  wrong answer, so Din made himself wave a hand, hoping it was vague enough to satisfy the Weequay, at the spaceports across the street from Gella’s Place. “Dunno what district it is,” Din said. “But just down the street.” 
“Ah,” said the Weequay. He looked at his companion – they could have been brothers, the pair of them, with the same bright, birdlike eyes and the same number of spikes marching up and down their jaws – and the second Weequay inclined his head a little. “Nah, you should be fine here.” 
“Good,” Din said, trying desperately not to react to that little piece of information. 

   They think there’s going to be another attack.  

The Weequay could just be guessing. Gorga the Hutt had hit Boba’s palace. Everyone in Mos Eisley knew that. It wasn’t a stretch to assume that Gorga would attack again, especially since Boba had shaken off the attack so well and was continuing on with his business. 
 But he didn’t say that there  might  be an attack,  Din thought.  He said that there  will  be a change in management. So he  knows  that Gorga’s coming back.  

   But does he know that because he’s involved, or does he know because no one stands up to the Hutts for long and lives?  

“I don’t wanna talk about work,” Din repeated, judging his odds against the cards that had already been dealt and taking a card off the dealer’s stack when it was his turn. It was a Four of Sabers. Din hid a smile. “As long as I’m not getting shot in my bed, I’m not too worried about who’s signing off on my permits.” 
“Ikbo, knock it off,” the female Zygerrian bartender snapped, breezing by to collect a few empty bottles and mugs from the table, dropping off a few new ones to replace them. She had a sharp voice and sharper eyes -- Din saw the Weequay, Ikbo, wince. “Don’t run your karkin’ mouth.” 
The Weequay grunted. The red Devaronian leaned in again, raising his eyebrows significantly. 
“You said you’ve got a fast ship, huh?” he pressed. “What’re you flyin’?” 
Din looked at the Devaronian out of the corner of his eye. “Nothing too special,” Din said. He didn’t want to point anyone towards the  Fly, so he couldn’t say that he was flying a HWK-290. He wasn't sure if anyone knew that Boba's Mandalorian flew a HWK-290, but the Fly had been seen around Mos Eisley before. “Just a why-tee twenty-four hundred.” 
“Nothing special?” the Devaronian exclaimed, and launched into an excited conversation about ships and freighters. 
It was easier to talk about engine parts and hyperspace lanes than it was to play at being a smuggler looking for a new boss. Din had been up to his elbows in engines and starships for twenty years, and knew enough to pass himself off as a decent mechanic. He was less familiar with hyperspace lanes, mostly because he’d always tried to avoid them, charting his own courses through the galaxy when he’d been able to, but he knew enough to make considering noises in the right places. 
Din settled some as the sabacc game continued. He won the current hand with a Pure Sabacc, netting himself a tidy pile of credits, which he slowly lost over the course of several more hands to keep his companions talking. 
The talkative red Devaronian introduced himself as Civar, and Din was pretty sure that he was harmless. He was the only legitimate businessbeing at the table – Civar dealt in used ship parts, which was why he’d taken such an interest in Din’s imaginary YT-2400. 
The other Devaronian, who Civar just called “Big Blue,” was  not a legitimate businessbeing. He worked the black market, Din was pretty sure – Big Blue refused to answer any direct or indirect questions about his business, but kept saying that he worked in “acquisitions,” which, in Din’s experience, meant theft. 
Din left Big Blue alone. 
He’d slowly learned the names of most of the rest of his tablemates. The two Weequay were Ikbo, who’d been scolded by the Zygerrian, and Onno, Ikbo’s quieter brother. Evie’d already introduced herself, and the red-haired dealer hadn’t given anyone a name, as far as Din had heard. 
The Zygerrian’s name was Jaasa or Jaisa – Ikbo had said it to her as she'd passed once, low and sweet, like he was trying to work his way back into her good graces, and she’d hissed and swiped him across the back of the head. 
 It’s a start for Fennec, though,  Din thought.  She’ll appreciate even a few new names to run down. Even if Din didn’t manage to turn up anything that caught them Gorga’s spy tonight, Din was sure that Fennec would be able to learn everything there was to know about Civar and Big Blue and Ikbo and Onno. About Haske the bartender, too – if he was the one who’d worked for Bib Fortuna, or if it had been the Zygerrian. 
 I just need to figure out what her name is,  Din thought.  Jaasa or Jaisa. Then I can go back to Fennec.  
The Zygerrian had flitted in and out of Din’s line of sight since he’d arrived. She looked a lot like Zhalto, now that Din had had a closer look at her. Narrow-faced, haughty. Slender but lean, with a predator’s grace to the way that she moved. 
 But I’m sure Zygerrians think all humans look alike, too,  Din thought. He needed more information. The fact that the Zygerrian didn’t  move  much like a bartender wasn’t anything Din could bring to Fennec. She moved like a warrior. Light and dangerous, every step measured. But that didn’t mean that she  was one, and Din had never seen her around the palace. If she was Gorga’s accomplice, she had to have someone helping her from inside Boba’s outfit. 
A headache began to prickle behind Din’s right ear. He scowled down at his current hand – not spectacular – and wished that everyone, even Boba’s enemies, behaved like Mandalorians. 
 When two coverts feud, we settle it in the open,  Din thought, disgruntled. No one hid their disdain or their anger. Paz had never shied away from picking over Din’s decisions in front of the tribe, just like Din had never shied away from punching Paz in the throat in front of whoever cared to watch. A few times he’d even done it in front of Annika, and she’d never intervened. It was better, the  alor had taught them all, to settle feuds out in the open, before they could fester. It was the Way. 
A pang went through Din. 
 It wasn’t always the Way, he thought. He knew more of Mandalore’s history, now; Din’s people might have tried to settle things out in the open, but there were plenty of Mandalorians who’d relied on whisperwork and spycraft, on lies and betrayals and secrets. Tor Vizsla and the old Death Watch. The minister who’d betrayed the Neutral Mandalorians to the Sith, and later the Empire. Gar Saxon. 
 Bo-Katan Kryze, Din thought. 
He pushed her out of his head. Bo-Katan’s gathering was approaching. Din still had a few weeks before he made the trip out to Krownest, but – 
 But she wants something too,  Din thought.  Just like Gorga does.  
“Not your round, huh?” Civar said, breaking into Din’s thoughts. Din’s scowl deepened. 
“No,” he said, tossing his cards down. “Not really.” 
“Better watch out, Dune,” Evie taunted lightly, flashing Din a smile. “You’re gonna lose out entirely if you can’t win another hand.” 
Winning at the sabacc table hadn’t been Din’s goal for tonight, so he just shrugged. “Sometimes that’s the way it is,” he said. “Must not be my night.” 
The other players at his table made a variety of noises, ranging from sympathetic – Civar, who Din was alarmed to find himself feeling vaguely protective over – to derisive. Evie was in the best position to win, but Onno, Ikbo’s quieter brother, could also pull off the sabacc pot. Onno, Din was pretty sure, had some kind of agreement with the dealer. The red-haired man kept throwing Onno the best cards, even when there was a Sabacc Shift and all of the cards changed hands. 
Din’s skin prickled in time with his growing headache. The longer he spent inside Gella’s Place, the more he was convinced that something just – wasn’t quite right. 
It was almost  too ordinary. Too bright, too cheerful. Too normal. It felt to Din like – like almost everyone inside was trying too hard. Like he wasn’t the only one pretending to be someone that he wasn’t, and everyone else knew that. 
 Bad feelings aren’t enough to go on, though, Din thought. Across the table, Big Red folded on this hand too, making Evie, who’d been bluffing everyone for all she was worth in the hopes of getting a higher pot, growl in frustration. 
I need – I need more than names, Din thought. Names and a bad feeling would be a good place to start. Would be enough to get Boba to burn Gella’s Place to the ground, honestly, if Din went to Boba with what he’d gathered so far and told Boba he didn’t like the place. The names Din had gathered – 
Fennec, despite her general competence, skill and deep irritation with Gorga’s accomplice, hadn’t been able to check out  everyone in Mos Eisley, so giving her some new names to run down might yet yield some workable intel, but – 
 But I need more,  Din thought, jaw working.  I need something that – that justifies this risk.  
Boba was not going to be happy when he found out what Din had been getting up to. That Din had walked into the city unarmored. 
Din bit back another deep scowl. 
 I don’t care if he’s unhappy,  Din thought, even though he knew that wasn’t true. He wanted Boba to be happy. He liked being the one to  make Boba happy. To be the one who got Boba to relax so thoroughly that he slept through Din getting up and leaving to get firstmeal. The one who got to see Boba sleep-rumpled and languid, all of his tension worn away. 
Boba’d called himself  greedy, before. He’d said that he liked to hoard Din’s first experiences with everything Boba had shown him. Din’s reactions to those things. 
 But I’m just as bad, Din thought. He liked having pieces of Boba that no one else saw just as much as Boba seemed to like having pieces of Din. 
He shook that thought away. 
 Boba will – he’ll get over this,  Din thought.  This hasn’t even been that dangerous. There’s no carbon on the walls, no damage, no blood – no one gets shot here. And Boba’ll get over it faster if I can turn up something useful. 
Something that made this – the risk, mitigated as it was by Fennec on the roof across the street – worth it. 
Din leaned back in his chair, finally taking his eyes off his immediate circle, and took a closer look at the cantina moving around him. Din had been here for close to an hour, now. A few more patrons had come in and a few had left. The make-up of the crowd was more or less the same. Most were beings like Din – or at least like Din appeared to be – and were spacers coming off a flight, business district residents making small talk with Haske at the bar, mechanics celebrating the end of a long day. Ordinary people, at first glance. Even at second glance; Din couldn’t find anything overtly suspicious about  anyone inside Gella’s, even though his instincts were twitching and bristling like a caged vine tiger. 
The humanoid in the corner, the one with the hood and the half-drunk bottle of spotchka, was gone. Din hadn’t seen them leave. He blinked, a little disconcerted, but moved on. There was nothing he could do about it now. 
 Siolo said that he knew a bartender,  Din reminded himself, refocusing his attention on what he  knew, instead of what he suspected. 

   So that means that he knows Haske, or he knows the Zygerrian. Jaasa or Jaisa. One of them worked for Bib Fortuna, and Bib Fortuna was probably paying off the Hutts.  

 Is it Haske?  Din wondered, studying the man. Haske was old enough to have worked under Bib Fortuna. Jabba too. He could’ve done anything for either of them – hunted, guarded, fought, served drinks. That scar down Haske’s face wasn’t affectation. A scar that bad was  earned.  

   Or is it the Zygerrian?  

Din lidded his eyes, taking his attention off the sabacc game entirely, and felt out his instincts. Fennec had told Din to trust them, and Din had to admit that she wasn’t wrong – Din’s instincts, honed to a knife’s edge after years as a hunter, very rarely led him wrong. 
Listening to his instincts had saved Din’s life more times than he could count. Grogu’s life too, and Fennec’s – Din had pulled her into his arms and shielded them both from the grenade that had gone off during Gorga’s attack. 
 So which one,  Din thought, sinking as deep into the  beroya’s  watchful calm as he could without giving himself away,  do I  feel  is Gorga’s accomplice? Or at least is more likely to be involved? 
The answer came to him almost immediately.

   The Zygerrian.

There was just something – off, about her. She didn’t move like an ordinary bartender, and Zygerrians almost never worked in any kind of service either. Their species was known for its pride. Its belief in Zygerrian superiority.  
 And the Weequay listened, when she told him to stop running his mouth, Din thought. She has some pull with him. 
He searched for the Zygerrian again, and found her standing with another table of sabacc players, arguing quietly with one of them, a clawed hand on her hip. The argument was too low for Din to make out. 
The player the Zygerrian was arguing with was an Ithorian, narrow and leathery, a translator collar fitted around his neck. None of the other players at that table would look at the Zygerrian directly; everyone was studying their cards or the bottoms of their empty  naga glasses. 
 She stands,  Din realized, sitting up a little straighter without noticing,  like she usually has a blaster on her hip.  
Din was almost always armed. He knew that he walked like he carried a blaster even when he didn’t have one on him. He was so used to the weight of carrying one on his hip that  not having one tended to make Din feel off-balance. Lopsided. 
That was how the Zygerrian was standing now. Her clawed hand was curling over the spot a blaster would rest, holstered but close at hand. 
 Now what,  Din thought,  does an ordinary bartender need to carry around a blaster for often enough to get used to the weight of one?  
Gella’s Place was in a nice part of town, after all. That was relative on Tatooine – the nicest parts of Mos Eisley were worse than some of the worst slums on a planet like Naboo – but still. 
“Hey,  patee,” said Ikbo the Weequay, catching Din’s attention. While Din had been studying the Zygerrian Ikbo had leaned in and was close enough that it startled Din. Din could smell him. Oil and fuel and sour  bogo naga. Cigarro smoke. Din jerked back a little, which made Ikbo grin, flashing a silver tooth. 
“You got a thing for Zygerrians,  patee?” Ikbo asked. “You’re lookin’ at Miss Jaasa awful hard.” 
 Her name  is  Jaasa, the hunter in Din thought, even as the rest of him scrambled to come up with a reply that would keep his cover. 
“Gal,” Din said, throwing out his borrowed name. He bared his teeth a little, mirroring Ikbo’s unpleasant grin. Behind Ikbo’s shoulder, Onno watched Din with dark eyes. “Patee.” 
“Gal, then,” Ikbo said. He waved a hand. “Still didn’t answer my question,  Gal. Got a thing for Zygerrians?” 
“She tends bar, doesn’t she?” Din drawled, trying to match the unbothered attitude of someone like Cobb Vanth. Din tapped his glass, which he’d finished off a few hands ago. “I’m out of  bogo naga.” 
“So you’re starin’ at her instead of callin’ for a drink?” Ikbo remarked. Everyone around Din’s table had fallen silent, watching the exchange. Their scrutiny – all of them could see Din’s  face, could see his every expression, and it scoured him like acid – made him want to pull his shoulders tight, to protect himself preemptively, but Gal Dune wouldn’t be afraid. 
 Gal Dune is just a man having a good night,  Din reminded himself.  He has no reason to be afraid of someone like Ikbo.  
“She’s busy,” Din said, tipping his head at the Ithorian at the other sabacc table. “Seems rude to interrupt.” 
Ikbo curled his lip, his cheek spikes quivering. “Here, then,  patee,” he said. He reached out and took Din’s empty glass, slow and daring, like he wanted Din to stop him. Din didn’t. A Mandalorian bounty hunter might catch Ikbo’s wrist, might bend or break it to teach the Weequay a lesson, to make a point to everyone else, but a smuggler coming in from a long run wouldn’t. 
"Say," said Ikbo. His beady eyes glittered. "You sure you're not from 'round here, Gal? I gotta say, now that I've had a second to look at you, you look kinda familiar." 
Din almost smiled. He's bluffing, Din thought. He'd been watching Ikbo bluff over terrible cards for most of the game. He wasn't very good at it. Even now, when he was trying to sound threatening, all Din could think was how absurd Ikbo's claim was. Din had never shown his face around Mos Eisley. He couldn't look familiar to Ikbo. 
"Just got one of those faces, I guess," said Din, blandly. 
Ikbo studied Din for a moment, then grunted again, giving in. “Let me buy you a drink,” Ikbo said. He stood, Din’s empty glass clutched in one hand, and left the table. 
“Thanks,” Din called after him. He heard Ikbo spit, irritated. 
Din turned his attention back to the table. Everyone was still looking at him, and Din hoped the lighting was dim enough that they couldn’t see the way his ears colored, burning at the attention. 
“What?” Din said, mildly. “Aren’t we still playing?” 
Internally, he was both tenser than ever and relieved. Ikbo had confirmed something for him. Jaasa  was in charge here, not Haske. 
 That doesn’t rule out Haske as the Hutt accomplice,  Din thought.  But it does put Jaasa in the best position.  
A cantina owner would have access to speeders, too. And she moved like she was used to the weight of a blaster on her hip. 
 The only thing that doesn’t make sense,  Din thought,  is that she’s never been to the palace. Or if she  has  been, I haven't seen her. I’m not there all the time. She could’ve gone when I wasn’t around. Or someone inside the palace is helping her. But – 
But Fennec had told Din to listen to his instincts, and his instincts had pointed him to Jaasa like a trail of blood in the desert led an anooba to its prey. 

   Ikbo looks to her. Protects her. Everyone at that other sabacc table knows she’s in charge, too.  

Jaasa must’ve been the bartender that Siolo had recognized. Only Siolo must’ve seen her behind the bar and thought her just an employee, not someone who  ran the place, even if Jaasa ran it from behind the scenes. 
 Fennec’ll want to know,  Din thought. He had a name, now, a direction to run off in. He could collect what was left of his pile of credits, drink his second  bogo naga and disappear, before anyone else got too suspicious. 
 Or,  he thought, focusing his attention back on his tablemates,  I can try to find out a little more.  
There was still plenty of the cantina Din hadn’t explored yet. Setting Fennec loose on Jaasa would yield results eventually, if any were to be found, but if Din could stop Jaasa  now, or at least find proof that she was Gorga’s accomplice – 
 I can buy us more time to get ready, Din thought. 
He wasn’t an idiot. He knew that Gorga’s entire plan likely didn’t rest on one accomplice. Gorga was going to attack again, and he was going to come at Boba even harder than he had before. But if Din could buy them more time to prepare – 
 Then all of this is definitely worth it, he thought. 
Mind made up, Din only smiled politely at Ikbo when he returned with another glass of  bogo naga and a scowl on his face. He played another few hands of sabacc, steadily losing more and more credits, finishing his drink while finished the card game. 
When Evie took the last hand pot and the entire sabacc pot with a triumphant shout, Din only groaned about his bad luck, smiled at Evie and made some noise about going to find the head. Din felt Ikbo’s eyes on his back as he walked away, but Din swayed his steps a little like a man who’d had a bit to drink and slipped out of Ikbo’s line of sight quickly enough. 
The cantina’s ‘freshers were around the corner from the bar, halfway down a hall that was lined with more Rylish decorations, these ones all folk-style artworks wrought in brass or bronze. Twi’Lek bodies, long curls of bronze representing their swaying lekku, and five big, dented disks each carved with separate, distinct patterns, carved with symbols to represent Ryltoh’s five moons. Din counted them as he went past. The twins, Ann Glie and Ann Gella, the forested Ann Giri, the desert Ann Gari, and the smallest moon, the ocean moon of Ann Gida. Din was heading southeast, not southwest, but he knew that he’d pass out of Fennec’s line of sight soon. 
 Sorry, Fennec,  he thought.  I’ll be quick.  
He’d left the main room of Gella’s pretty rowdy. The crowd inside had only swelled as the night had gone on, leaving both Haske and Jaasa busy slinging drinks. The music had grown louder, as had the conversations around the bar. 
 As good a time as any to check and see what’s upstairs, Din thought. 
He did duck into the ‘fresher perfunctorily, in case Ikbo was still watching him. Din locked the door behind himself and took a look at his face in the ‘fresher’s scratched mirror. 
 Gal Dune,  Din thought, studying his reflection,  could use a nap.  
It was easier to look at his bare face, his armorless body, with his borrowed name – and the few drinks Din’d had – in between who Din knew that he was and who he was pretending to be. The smuggler’s clothes that had hung awkwardly on Din Djarin fit Gal Dune well enough. Gal Dune had Din Djarin’s untidy hair, his dark eyes, the scar across the bridge of his nose, but all of that, Din thought, suited someone like Gal Dune. 
When Din had first come to Tatooine after Boba’d called for him, Din had thought about what it would be like, to leave his armor behind like he was supposed to. Who Din would have become.
 I don’t think I would’ve become a smuggler, Din thought, meeting his own eyes in the mirror. The glass was warped, a little, and the effect made Din’s reflection uneven. Not quite right. But -- someone like this? Maybe. Someone who did odd jobs here and there. Who drifted from place to place. 
 Gal Dune was a decent enough person to be for a night,  Din thought.  But I don’t think I’d want to be him forever.  
Still, the idea that Din  could  be him – that Din could be without the armor, could still be  useful without his armor – was emboldening. 
Boba’d said before that Din’s armor had never been what Boba’d needed from Din, but it had been – hard to believe him. A Mandalorian  was their armor, or was supposed to be their armor. 
 But Boba didn’t need a Mandalorian,  Din thought, studying his face in the mirror for another second before finally looking away.  Boba needed me. 
A Mandalorian wouldn’t have been able to come into Gella’s Place and play a hand of sabacc. Wouldn’t have been able to learn, even by accident, that Jaasa was the one in charge. No one would’ve trusted a Mandalorian enough to play cards with him. 
That realization sat – oddly in Din’s chest. He didn’t quite know what to do with it. 
 I’m sure Boba will have an idea or two, Din thought. He left the mirror and padded back to the ‘fresher door, which was still locked. Din arranged himself so that his feet and his shadow couldn’t be seen underneath the gap at the bottom of the door and pressed an ear to the wall, listening hard. 
He didn’t hear anything but the faint ringing in his own ears. Cautiously, Din unlocked the ‘fresher door and cracked it open an inch, peering down the hall towards the cantina’s main room. No one was in the hall, and Din didn’t see either Ikbo or his brother Onno looming, so he opened the door a little wider and looked the other way. 
The opposite end of the hall turned into a set of stairs leading up to the second floor. There was a chain strung across the stairs, a sign pinned across it with clumsy, handwritten letters warning Din to keep out, and the stairs went up into shadow. Din couldn’t see the top of them. 
There was also another door near the stairs, and unlike the ‘fresher, it was locked with some kind of keypad. 
Din frowned, his instincts singing faintly. 
He leaned forward – 
A flash of movement caught his eye, reflected in the big brass disks that represented Ryloth’s moons, and Din jerked back, pulling his head into the safety of the ‘fresher. He didn’t slam the door, not wanting to alert whoever – or whatever – was moving. 
Through the crack in the door, Din watched the brass disks. 
Whoever was moving – and it was a sentient, Din thought, though the disks hadn’t been polished in a while and the reflection in them was indistinct, just a mass of shadow – was coming from the stairs, not the cantina’s main room. 
Din watched as the shape froze. Din caught his breath. 
 I’m not here, he thought, locking every muscle in his body. He didn’t want the door to shake or rattle and give him away. The noise coming from the main room was loud enough to hopefully drown out Din’s heartbeat or his breath, in case whoever was coming down the stairs had sharper senses than a human, but if Din moved he’d give himself away. 
 I’m not here,  Din thought.  No one’s here.  
After several seconds, the shape reflected in the brass disks moved again. The shape shifted, coming closer – to the bottom of the stairs, Din thought – but instead of coming down the hallway past the ‘fresher and into the main room again, the shape paused again, reflection shifting oddly. 
There was a faint hissing sound in the hall. A pop. The almost-inaudible sound of a door opening, hinges creaking, and then the shape disappeared entirely. There was nothing in the hall to reflect back on the disks. The figure – who or whatever they were – was gone. 
 Into the other room, Din thought, eyes wide. 

   The hooded figure.  

Din couldn’t have said what it was that made him think of that being, the humanoid who’d sat alone in Fennec’s blind spot and nursed a glass of spotchka, but he knew that they had to be the one sneaking around. No one else – Jaasa or Ikbo or even Haske, who worked here – would creep around like that. 

   So what’s this person doing?  

Fennec wasn’t the type to have two operations running at the same time. She wouldn’t run Din and someone else out of the same spot, not together or at least not without  telling Din. 
 So – what?  Din thought, still frozen with his hand on the ‘fresher door.  There’s someone else here looking into Gella’s Place? Who?  
Sense told Din to leave it. To go back into the main room, make a very public exit and get out of Gella’s Place before whoever else was sneaking around here got caught. 
But instinct told Din to follow them. 
 Whoever’s here probably isn’t Jaasa’s friend,  Din thought.  They could be a Hutt ally – could even be the Hutt ally who took those speeders out to the Jundland Wastes, who’s been feeding Gorga information on the palace, on the people in it, but –  
But why would a Hutt ally sneak around a cantina like this? Gella’s Place wasn’t  openly affiliated with the Hutts, not like Bu Beesga had been, but it wasn’t one of Boba’s operations either. 
 I can just – I can take a quick look,  Din thought, his curiosity mounting.  And then I can leave. It’s not like I’m going to get lost – I have my fob on me. Fennec still knows where I am.  
She’d be angry that Din had left her line of sight for so long, but she’d live. 
Mind made up, Din waited for almost a minute, listening intently, then ducked out behind his door. No one came as he crossed the short hallway, opened the other door and slid inside. The keypad was broken, sparking faintly, which confirmed Din’s theory – whoever had come from the second floor was  not working with Jaasa. 
This door opened onto a narrow, cramped stairway. The stairs were hewn directly into the bedrock of Mos Eisley, smooth with age, and led down into the darkness. 
 Too narrow for a Hutt, Din thought, letting the door close behind him. The darkness that fell was immediate and absolute, but Din didn’t mind. He steadied himself against the wall and took a few cautious steps down the stairs.
Din’s other senses expanded in the darkness. He could hear the noise of the cantina above him, beyond the door – faint music, muffled voices. He could smell the stairway, cool and musty, the scent of old rock. And he could feel air moving through the space, brushing against his bare skin. 
 There’s another door down here somewhere, Din thought. There had to be, to get movement in the air. 
Emboldened, Din felt his way deeper into the tunnel-like stairway, keeping a hand on the wall to help himself stay upright. The stairs didn’t lead him too deeply underground; Din went down twelve or thirteen, toeing his way down each step carefully, so he didn’t fall on his face and alert the whole cantina, and then found himself on more-or-less even footing. He was standing on stone and the stone was smooth. Farther head, maybe forty feet away, Din saw a very faint strip of light close to the ground. The air that whispered against him came from that direction. 
 Another door, Din thought. He listened hard for a few minutes, trying to hear past the faint ringing in his ears, the familiar sounds of his own breath, his own heart, and heard nothing. He hoped that meant that the hooded figure had gone ahead. 
Keeping a hand on the wall, Din felt his way towards the strip of light, which brightened as he got closer. The texture of the wall didn’t change; it was one smooth sheet of stone, a tunnel cut out of the bedrock itself. 
 A smuggler’s tunnel, if I had to guess, Din thought. Gella’s Place was right across the street from the shipyards. A tunnel here would give anyone moving illegal goods an easy way to get back and forth without catching the attention of the shipyard bosses. The stone felt old, worn so smooth it was nearly textureless. 
 If I had to guess,  Din thought,  I’d say that this tunnel was the reason someone else took over Gella’s Place. Digging a tunnel was loud and difficult. Using a tunnel that was already cut into the rock, though… 

   Easy. All they had to do was take Gella out of the equation.  

Din thought of Gella – she had Gida’s face, in his mind’s eye, because Din knew Gida – being forced down this tunnel at blasterpoint, her life’s dream snatched away because it saved someone else a few credits, and his heart twisted. 
Din made himself set it aside. There was nothing he could do for Gella now. She was probably long-dead. 
 Well,  he thought,  if it was Haske or Jaasa, I can turn them over to Boba, and Boba will give out his justice. That was an encouraging idea. 
Din finally reached the door, brushing his fingers against it. The door was metal, and cold; touching it shocked him. Din felt around for a knob or a handle, and found that the hinges of the door had been cut; the door was propped up against its frame.
 The hooded figure? he wondered.
He felt at the cuts across the hinges. They were warm and clean, like they had been cut with a high-intensity vibroknife or something similar. Din could taste burnt carbon and melted metal in the air. 
 Odd, Din thought. He’d hadn't decided, yet, who he thought the hooded figure was, but if they’d cut the hinges to get through the door – 
They're definitely not with Jaasa, Din thought.  Does that make them narudar?  The enemy of my enemy?  
Every sense on high alert, Din curled his fingers around the edges of the door and shifted it aside, lifting it a bit so it didn’t scrape against the ground and make noise. It was easy enough to lift, though Din’s shoulders protested a bit at the strain, and beyond the door was a larger room filled with dim light. Din set the door down, stepped inside and then carefully shifted the door back into place behind him, blinking to let his eyes adjust. 
After the darkness of the stairway and the tunnel, even the dim light of this room took some adjusting too. Din blinked rapidly, squinting, as the space resolved itself. 
It was less a room and more a cave. It was very, very old – the walls were all a dark red band of sandstone, roughly shaped by time and ancient water. The floor was pocked and pitted. Light cells had been rigged against the rightmost wall, which was gently rounded, and thick cables ran between the light cells. The cables vanished into the wall through a roughly-drilled hole near the ceiling, which bristled with stalactites like a great stone mouth. Din searched it briefly for anything dangerous, like an animal or a video feed, but didn’t see anything except deep shadows, and continued his quick study of the cave. 
On the far wall, opposite Din, there was another metal door. That one looked intact, but the light cells were too weak for Din to see it properly. The entire left half of the cave was deep in shadow. Din could make out a few vague shapes – stalagmites, he was pretty sure, since they were too still to belong to living beings – and the vague outlines of something hanging off the left wall. 
There was no sign of the hooded humanoid. 
Din drew his blaster just in case, prowling warily into the cave. He almost wanted to draw the darksaber to cast a little bit more light, but the darksaber wasn’t quiet, and it’d be hard to explain away if Din found himself surprised by Haske or Jaasa. 
 Though,  he thought, his eyes adjusting to the deeper gloom past the faint glow of the light cells,  all of this is going to be pretty hard to explain, if I’m caught. The cut hinges on the door, the blaster in his hand, what Din was even doing down here in the first place, when he was supposed to be the ordinary smuggler, Gal Dune, and not Boba Fett’s hunter. 
Din got close enough to the left wall to see what was hanging on it, spaced every four or five feet, and his heart sank. 

   Chains.  

The cave underneath Gella’s Place was full of chains. The metal of them was dark, but free of rust. They were bolted into the wall of the cave itself, lengths of five or six feet, and when Din reached out and touched the nearest chain, he saw that the metal was faintly discolored, patches of it darker than the others. 
His heart sank further.  Blood, he thought. 
There was no way to tell how recently the chains had been used, but Din gave his chain an experimental tug. It wasn’t old enough to pop out of the wall. 
 I think I know what happened to Gella, Din thought. He thought that he knew what was happening here in its entirety, actually – Zygerria was, after all, an empire built on the backs of slaves. 
 Jaasa’s moving slaves through here, Din thought, pacing down the length of the wall. His stomach churned with cold fury. The cave was big enough to hold as many as twenty captives at a time. He’d bet every last credit he had in his pockets that the other door opened into a tunnel underneath the street, to a back bay or private landing pad, where a ship could slip on- and off-planet without attracting too much attention. 
 Even if Jaasa’s not Gorga’s accomplice, she’s a slaver,  Din thought.  And Boba’s said that slaving is illegal, now, and even if he hadn’t, it’s not  right,  so –  
Din didn’t get to finish that thought. 
The hairs on the back of his neck lifted. His instincts screamed one sharp warning, the feeling clanging through Din like struck beskar, and moving on instinct, he dove. 
He wasn’t fast enough. An arm, strong and strangling like an anakkona, wrapped around Din’s throat. His blaster clattered to the cave’s floor. 
“Easy, now,” said a male voice in Din’s ear, low and soothing. He could feel someone tall and powerfully-built behind him, pulling Din closer by the arm around his throat. Din wheezed. “Don’t do anything stupid, okay?” 
 Kark that,  Din thought, instincts still roaring, and planted an elbow as hard as he could into the mass behind him. He connected with  something;  breath rushed past his ear in a great gust, punctuated by a startled “Oof!” 
Din repeated the motion again, driving back as hard as he could, using the half-inch of freedom he’d won for himself to twist, hard, and stomp at his attacker’s instep. 
Din’s attacker was wearing boots, but not Mandalorian-made boots. Mandalorian boots had  beskar. Not much, especially for a hunter like Din who needed to move quickly and often quietly, but he had beskar capping his toes, beskar in his heels. Din’s foot connected and his attacker choked on a shout, the arm across Din’s neck going slack. 
Din broke that hold and bolted, trying to put as much space between himself and his assailant as possible. He fumbled with the unfamiliar lines of his jacket, groping for the darksaber. He just needed the room to turn  around –
Something that could only be described as a  force, a great, invisible hand, caught Din in a terrible grip. He jerked to a stop mid-step. The air around him compressed. It was like the air itself had turned to stone, trapping Din inside – he could still feel the strain in his muscles, his leg pulling as it tried to step, his arms straining as they tried to pull the darksaber free, but Din couldn’t move at all. 
A wave of animal terror crashed over him. Din fought, tried to twist, to tear himself away from whatever it was that had caught him, but he couldn’t move. He couldn’t move. He didn’t understand what was happening, and he couldn’t  move – 
Whatever it was that had caught Din like a ship in a tractor beam let him go all at once. Din stumbled forward, heaving, and finally managed to get a good grip on the darksaber. Din turned, drawing the blade in a smooth, practiced motion, and set his thumb on the ignition switch – 
“Are you crazy?” Din’s attacker hissed, suddenly there, catching Din’s wrist in a crushing grip. “You’re going to get us both killed!” 
The attacker’s hood had fallen back. Din found himself facing the hooded and cloaked figure from the corner of the cantina. With the hood back, Din saw that his attacker was human, or at least near-human, and male. He had dark skin and long black hair. A faded band of yellow ink was tattooed across the man’s face, marking him as a highly-ranked Kiffar, and Din knew him. Din had met him before. 
“Quinlan Vos?” Din asked. 
The Kiffar’s – the  Jedi’s – expression cleared. 
“I  do know you,” Vos said. “You’re the Mandalorian.” 
Still shocked, Din could only nod. He’d last seen Vos on Yavin-4, with the rest of the Jedi. Din hadn’t had much to do with him – Vos had taught a few lessons, but Din had gotten the impression that Vos preferred to spend his time elsewhere. One of the other Jedi, Kestis, had told Din that being around the Academy was hard, for some of the Jedi who’d survived the Purges. Din had assumed that Vos was one of those Jedi. 
“Grogu’s father?” 
Did nodded again, eyes wide. 
 He only saw me in my armor,  Din realized. Vos had never seen Din’s face. Din had taken his helmet off for Luke Skywalker, had taken it off on the  Fly so Grogu could get to know Din without it on, but he’d always worn his helmet when he’d been around the other younglings, the adult Jedi. 
“What are you doing here?” Vos asked, letting go of Din’s wrist. “It’s not safe. And where did you get a lightsaber?” 
Din swallowed, struggling to get his thoughts in order. Vos’s appearance had thrown him, badly. “It’s not a lightsaber,” he managed. “It’s – Mandalorian. Mine. And I could ask you the same thing. What’s a Jedi doing in Mos Eisley? I – I live here. I’m on a job.” 
Vos’s expression cleared a bit, though he still cast a doubtful look at the darksaber. He let Din go, finally, and Din let his arm fall limp. He curled his fingers over the darksaber’s hilt. “I’m on the job too,” he said. 
“Here?” 
Vos shrugged. 
“What kind of job are you on?” Din asked, warily. He reached up and rubbed at his throat. Vos hadn’t hurt him, not really. He’d just – surprised Din. That was all. 
Quinlan Vos looked Din up and down, taking in Din’s lack of armor, his old, faded clothes. “Same kind of job as you, I think. You Mandos go undercover often?” 
Din grimaced. “No,” he said. He paused. 
Din didn’t know Quinlan Vos, not really. A handful of shared meals in the temples of Yavin didn’t mean that they knew each other. That Vos could be trusted. 
But something pulled at Din. 
 What did Fennec say to me? he wondered, reaching back through his memory. 
“There’s probably less than fifty Jedi still alive across the entire galaxy,” she’d said weeks ago, when Din had come in from the desert, after he and Boba had fought about Din being Mandalorian or not, and told her that Boba’d found him in the sands. 
 Found me when he wasn’t looking for me, Din remembered. Fennec had been talking about Luke Skywalker, how he’d appeared on the light cruiser just moments before they’d all been killed. 
“But one shows up the moment we needed one the most?” Fennec had said. She’d seemed to think that  Din had had something to do with it. That the Jedi had come because of him. Skywalker had come because of Grogu. 
 But she’s right, at least a little,  Din thought. His skin prickled again.  Things like that have been happening around me.  
Din had never been to Gella’s Place before. He hadn’t known about it at all until Siolo had told him – wouldn’t have ever thought to look there, if he’d walked past it in the street. That Din had come here on a job the same night as one of the last Jedi left in the galaxy was – ridiculous. Unbelievable. 

   Unless we’re after the same thing.  

The thought jolted through him. Din took a breath, and threw his trust out into the universe. 
“I,” Din said, “am hunting Hutts. What are you doing here?” 
Vos’s expression sharpened even further, like a massiff catching a scent. “Hunting slavers,” he said. “Which are usually the Hutts, in these parts.” 
“Slavers?” Din said, slowly. An idea was opening in his mind, like the Jedi holocron had opened when Din had finally found the right corner to twist. “Why?” 
Vos grimaced and even though they were alone, he lowered his voice. “You know what I do for the Academy, right?” 
Din shrugged. “Not really,” he admitted. 
“An Academy’s not an Academy without students,” said Vos. “And there are Force-sensitive children born in the galaxy every day. A lot of them have families who know the signs. Who know what it means to have a Force-sensitive child, these days. Who look after them. Keep them safe. But a lot of kids don’t.” 
Din’s blood froze. “Like Grogu,” he said, almost involuntarily. 
Grogu hadn’t had anyone looking after him, until Din had found him. Until after that, even – Din had given Grogu up at first. Turned him into the Remnants. Let Pershing run his tests, take Grogu’s blood. But before that, Grogu had been – he’d been treated like little more than an object, from what Din could gather. A thing to be fought over. A resource. 

   But he was a child.  

Din thought of the other children at Skywalker’s Jedi school. Yulia, the happy Miralian. The Zabrak twins. The little Togruta with the gap between her two front teeth, the trio of humans that was as close as blood siblings. 
Din thought of those kids – any of those kids – in the chains hanging from the cave’s wall and had to look away, stomach twisting. He clutched the darksaber so tightly that the joints in his hand cracked. 
“Is there a – is there a market for Jedi children?” Din asked hoarsely. 
Vos regarded Din with dark, solemn eyes. “There’s a market for everything,” he said. “You know that, Mandalorian. Your people are prized down in Haxion Brood fighting pits.” 
Din set his jaw. He knew that. He couldn’t help but think of Paz’s kids. Kieran and Took and Mirda. What would happen to them if a slaver caught them. 
“There’s – less interest in Force-sensitive children now,” said Vos, softly. “The Emperor – he used to pay quite a bit for Force-sensitive kids. None of the Moffs fighting over what’s left of his throne will.” 
‘I thought the Emperor killed all of the Jedi,” Din said, dragging his thoughts back to Vos with some effort. He frowned a little. 
“Being Force-sensitive doesn’t make someone a Jedi,” said Vos. “Just like carrying around a hunk of beskar doesn’t mean that whoever holds it is Mandalorian.”
“What do you know about being Mandalorian?” Din asked. He didn’t mean it as an attack, though he was still so unsettled by Vos’s appearance – by what Vos’s appearance  meant – that the words landed more sharply than Din meant them too. 
Vos didn’t seem to mind. He even smiled, faintly, his teeth bright in the gloom. “Me? Not much,” he said. “I had a friend, back before the Clone Wars, who – well. He knew a lot more. Spent a fair bit of time among your people. He told me some of it.” Vos’s smile faded. 
“The Emperor hated Jedi,” Vos continued. “But a Force-sensitive child, who’d never heard of the Jedi before – who hadn’t been trained as a Jedi – now that the Emperor could find a use for.” 
Din’s stomach turned over again. “You’re saying there’s Je – Force-sensitive kids here on Tatooine?” Din said. “That the Hutts are – that the Hutts are selling?” 
Vos shrugged with a shoulder, face tight. 
 Yes,  Din realized, searching Vos’s expression.  Yes, that’s exactly what he’s saying. Fury burned in his belly. 
 I’ll kill them, he thought. A slaver, someone who hunted down Jedi kids – that made them Din’s enemy twice over. That this being was probably also Gorga’s accomplice just put another target on their back, as far as Din was concerned. 
“I got a report,” Vos finally said, studying Din’s face intently. “A… call for help, let’s call it. Involving a kid with signs of Force-sensitivity. That kid’s since gone missing. I did some asking around – ” Vos wiggled his fingers a little, which Din didn’t understand “ – and it turns out a lot of people go missing around here.”
“What brought you to Gella’s?” Din asked, frowning. “I heard – we’re looking for a Hutt sympathizer,” Din said. “Someone who’d have an interest in putting a Hutt back in power. Someone willing to do a bit of legwork to make that happen.”
“I don’t know about legwork,” said Vos, “but the cantina’s owner, Jaasa – the Zygerrian – has been running slaves out of Tatooine for twenty years.” 
“She’s the owner?” Din pressed. He wanted to be sure. Jaasa’d been running drinks on the floor. Cantina owners never bothered with customer service. 
Vos nodded. “As far as I can tell, anyway,” he said. “She never filed ownership of the cantina with the city, but this is Tatooine.” 
Din grimaced. This  was Tatooine. Things – even cantinas – changed hands all the time, and very rarely changed hands legally. 
 Jaasa took the cantina from Gella,  Din thought, fitting the pieces together.  So she could use the tunnel – this cave – to move people around without anyone catching on.  
“Are you sure it’s Jaasa?” Din asked again, already making plans to – he didn’t know, storm the cantina with Fennec and Kasyyk, maybe Boba too if Boba felt like he could leave the palace for a few hours. All together they’d make short work of Jaasa and anyone she threw at them. 
 Kark,  Din thought,  if Vos is half as good with a lightsaber as Skywalker, he and I could take the cantina together. Vos must have a lightsaber on him – that was probably what he’d used to saw through the door back down the hallway. 
“Pretty sure, yeah,” Vos said. “Before I came down here I went upstairs. There’s a second floor.” 
“I know,” Din said. “I saw you.” 
Vos startled, peering at Din more intently. “You saw me?” 
Din nodded. “In the brass disks on the wall,” he explained. “Your reflection. I saw you moving. I was in the ‘fresher.” 
“Really? I didn’t – I didn’t sense you.” 
 That made Din’s skin prickle uncomfortably. “Sense me?” he said. 
Vos waved a hand. “It’s a Jedi thing,” he said. “We can – if we concentrate, we can usually feel other life forms in the Force. The Force is around us. All of us. A trained Jedi can pull on that. But it’s harder in crowded places.” 
Din eyed Vos again, unsettled. Jedi could sense life forms? That sounded – it sounded fantastical. Like something out of a story. 
 But I saw Grogu heal deadly wounds without touching them,  Din thought, remembering Greef Karga.  I saw him lift the mudhorn. Sensing another life form is – it’s not that weird, I guess.  
“I’m unobtrusive, when I need to be,” Din said, gesturing at his clothes. 
Vos snorted. “Fair enough,” he said. “What are you tonight, some kind of smuggler?” 
Din nodded. “You?” 
“Mysterious outlander,” Vos said. “Who doesn’t speak Basic, by the way, so if we’re caught down here I’m going to start shouting at you in Kiffar.” 
“I don’t know any Kiffar,” Din said, “so it should be convincing.” 
Vos cracked a grin and it made him look years younger. He didn’t look  old, exactly – he was older than Din and carried some years in his face, but aside from his faded tattoo and some grey threaded through his hair, he didn’t look much older than fifty. But when he grinned those years fell away, and Din found himself rather liking that smiling Jedi. He had bright eyes, mischief in his face. 
“As I was saying,” Vos continued, “I went upstairs. Jaasa keeps records, and sloppily-encrypted ones at that. Manifests, names, buyers and sellers. She’s some Zygerrian ambassador. Works for the Empire – the Zygerrian Empire, I mean. I’ve run into similar operations before. The ambassadors set up shop along the sorrowlanes, get in good with the local government, start buying and moving slaves and cheap prices.” 
“We’re the government here,” Din said, frowning. “Or – Boba Fett is the government here.” 
Vos’s smile faded. “You work for Boba Fett?” 
Din shrugged a little. “I am with him,” he said. “Yes.” 
Vos eyed Din right back. “I hear,” he said, “that Boba Fett’s outlawed slavery on Tatooine.” 
Din nodded. “He did,” he said. 
“Why?” 
“You’d have to ask him that,” said Din. “But he – and I – don’t freight with it. If Jaasa’s slaving, who’s she doing it for? It’s not us.” 
“She had a contract under some  sleemo called Fortuna,” Vos said. “That was the name on the records, anyway. Know who that is?”
Din’s heart leaped. He felt like the nexu who’d finally, after a long hunt, sunk its claws into its prey. 
 Got her, he thought. 
“The former government,” Din said. “He was a Twi’Lek. Worked under Jabba for years, then took over for a while when Jabba died.” 
“Former?” 
“He’s dead,” said Din, with some satisfaction. He couldn’t say that he’d ever met Bib Fortuna, but Din knew enough about him to know that he would not have cared much for Fortuna at all. 
 Fortuna,  he thought,  was the kind of  sleemo  who’d sell a Force-sensitive child to the Empire. The kind who wouldn’t go back and free that child when he realized that he’d made a mistake.  
“Easy enough, then,” said Vos. “Jaasa’s been here for years, if the records are accurate. I’d hope they’d be, since she kept them, but you never know in this line of work.” 
“You do a lot of whisperwork?” Din asked, using Fennec’s usual term. 
Vos smiled faintly. “We called shadows’ work, during the Clone Wars,” he said. He spread his hands. “I’m good at it. And Skywalker needs a shadow, even if he doesn’t want one. The galaxy’s still – I dunno. Doesn’t seem much different than it was during the Clone Wars, if I’m being honest.” 
The galaxy had been the same for Din as long as he’d known it. The Outer Rim was the Outer Rim. The sorrowlanes the sorrowlanes. 
“She probably had that deal with Bib Fortuna on behalf of the Hutts,” Din muttered, thinking hard. 
The pieces were all falling into place, now. Fennec and Boba had been searching for a spy in their own ranks, but they should have been looking  here. Looking for beings who’d made their clink on the sorrowtrade. Who’d found their preferred livelihood disrupted, when Boba had come and made his decree. 

   We know – or we can guess, anyway – that Bib Fortuna had a deal with the Hutts. Probably with Gorga in particular. He was losing too much money. Gorga was – what, propping Fortuna up? Paying down on some of his debt? To get Fortuna in deeper, so Gorga could slither in without much effort or expense and acquire Jabba’s empire for a fraction of what it had been worth when Jabba’d ruled.  

 And Fortuna,  Din thought, following that chain, the bits and ends of information he’d collected slowly over the course of weeks and months,  has always made credits quickly ruining lives. The sorrowtrade’s always been here, on Tatooine. Always been an easy way to get a few credits.  

   But Boba put a stop to it – or has tried to put a stop to it – and everyone who had the run of Tatooine, who could do whatever they wanted under Fortuna’s angry about it. Someone like Jaasa’s got a vested interest in getting Boba out and Gorga in.  

It fit. The only piece that was still missing was how Jaasa had gotten information about the palace – who Din was to Boba, who Ushib was and how she was important, when Boba’d hold court – but Fennec had told Din weeks ago that there were plenty of spies in the palace. Any one of them could’ve passed that information on to Jaasa. 
“Think she’s your Hutt contact?” Vos asked, studying Din. 
Din nodded, slowly. “I think she’s  involved, anyway. I think she’s – a better lead than we’ve been able to find.” 
“What’s your Boba Fett going to do to her?” Vos’s eyes were sharp. 
“Not let her keep kidnapping kids, if that’s what you’re asking,” Din returned, a little coolly. 
Vos just shrugged. 
“We – he killed the last Zygerrian slaver we caught on his turf,” said Din. “This one – even if she isn’t working for Gorga, she’s breaking Boba’s law. He’ll put a stop to it.If she  is Gorga’s accomplice – well. Then she’s helped Gorga kill some of our people, and she won’t leave the palace alive.” 
Vos studied Din for a long moment. Then he nodded. 
Din blinked, a little surprised. “You’re – you’re okay with that?” Din asked. “You don’t want her arrested? Brought to the New Republic?” 
“Sure, if you’ll give her up,” said Vos. He shrugged. “But if you won’t, I’d rather see her stopped.”
Din blinked again. 
Vos’s smile was a little bitter, now. The younger man, full of mischief, was gone. “That surprises you,” he said. 
“It… does,” Din admitted. He rubbed the back of his neck, a little sheepish. “It’s – not what I expected. From a Jedi.” 
Vos snorted. “It’s not what the old Council would do, no. Not openly, anyway,” he said. “It’s probably not even what Skywalker’d do – that kid’s got a good heart to him. He wants to do things right. And I respect that. I do. But I have been more than a Jedi, Mandalorian.” Vos looked Din up and down. His expression softened. “And less. The galaxy’s not always the way I’d like it to be. I can live with that.” 
Din nodded. He understood. 
“And anyway, I was gonna ask – I want to talk to Jaasa, before we turn her over to Fett. Yes, I’ll help you grab her,” Vos added, when Din opened his mouth. Din raised his eyebrows. “What?” said Vos. “I – well, I don’t trust you exactly, Mandalorian – your people, you’re loyal, but you’re not loyal to things that – that a Jedi easily understands. Even one like me.”
That drew a snort out of Din, too. “My name is Din,” he said. 
Vos rolled his eyes. “Quinlan,” he said. “I don’t trust you, really, but I trust that you’ll work in Fett’s interest. Right?” 
“I will,” Din allowed. He hesitated, then said, “And the Jedi’s too, if I can. My son is – Grogu will be a Jedi. And – and I don’t like slavers,” Din said. 
“I believe you, Vos – Quinlan – said. “I’ll help you deal with this one. I just want to talk to her first. Before you hand her over to Fett.” 
“Why?” Din asked. He didn’t see why he wouldn’t agree, especially if Quinlan helped him take Jaasa down right now, but he wanted to know the Jedi’s reasoning.
“I need to know where she sold her latest batch of captives,” Vos said, his tone very serious. “I’ve only been on-planet for a few days. She made her last sale over a week ago, and the trail’s gone cold. That’s what I was looking for, upstairs. But she didn’t have a name or even a planet. The kid I’m looking for, he’s in that last batch.” 
That was a good reason to want to talk to Jaasa. 
Din looked Quinlan in the eye. Quinlan looked back, steadily. 
 I think – I think he’s telling the truth, Din thought. Boba wouldn’t mind. Boba didn’t like the idea of kids in harm’s way any more than Din did. 
“Alright,” Din said. “Yes, you can talk to Jaasa first. I don’t know what she’ll tell you, but – ”
He broke off. The hairs on the back of Din’s neck lifted. His grip tightened, almost involuntarily, on the darksaber. Quinlan looked away too, looking down the cavelike room towards the door he’d cut, the door they’d both come through. Quinlan’s hand dropped to his hip. 
“What’s – ?” Din started. 
“I know,” said Quinlan. “I feel it too. Get behind me, Mandalorian. Someone’s – ”
He didn’t get to finish. The door, its hinges already cut, blew inward with tremendous force, followed by something small that blinked and hissed. The object hit the ground, bounced, and rolled to a stop in front of Quinlan. 
Din blinked, thrown. He felt like he’d stepped over a week into the past. He felt like he was in Boba’s throne room again, watching a grenade clatter down the steps to land in front of Boba’s throne.  
Instinct saved Din’s life, and it saved Quinlan Vos’s too. 
“Vos!” Din shouted, reaching out. “Get down!” Din’s fingers found the back of Vos’s hood. Vos was already moving towards the door, reaching across his hip to push the folds of his cloak aside, revealing a slim cylinder of dark metal. A lightsaber. 
Din caught him, held fast, and  pulled – 
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Din opened his eyes to the sight of Fennec Shand killing a man. She was quick about it. One blink there was a man looming over Din, red-haired, with a loose, flabby face and a blaster in one hand, a little holoprojector in the other, and the next blink the man’s face was going slack and his throat was opening, a red gash grinning down at Din, and Fennec was standing in his place. 
Din didn’t know when he’d fallen to the ground or how long he’d been there. His ears were ringing terribly. Fennec was dressed all in black, a shadow come to life, and it was so dark where Din had fallen that it was hard to see her. 
The red-haired man crumpled to the floor. His holoprojector clattered down with him and the image displayed on it guttered like a bantha-fat candle. Someone shouted, or screamed. Din couldn’t tell – his ears were ringing and stuffed full, pressure throbbing, rendering all other noise indistinct and shapeless. Fennec’s hand flashed and another body hit the ground. A Weequay, wide-eyed, who died with Fennec's knife in his chest. 
Din barely noticed. He was staring at the holoprojector, which flickered and guttered wildly. His own face, blue and crackling, the quality of it grainy and poor, stared back at him. 
Din didn’t understand. Fennec stood over him. She didn't look like she usually did, and Din couldn't remember quite why. Her eyes were flashing behind her helmet. She had a knife in her hand. 
Din was – Din was on the ground. Curled up, pain flashing red and black through his entire body. The hilt of the darksaber was in his hand. He was – underground somewhere, Din thought. The floor underneath him was stone and there was stone all around. Dim light. Chains. The smell of smoke was heavy in the air. And – 
 Quinlan, Din remembered, forcing himself to uncurl a little. Fennec was here, which meant – which meant that whatever had happened couldn’t be too bad. Din was safe with Fennec here. 
His ears roared. He had been with Quinlan Vos. Fragments of memory splintered through his awareness. Quinlan smiling at Din in the dark. Gella’s Place with its pink-painted walls, the flowers growing outside, worn sabacc cards flashing around the table. A Mistress of Staves, a Six of Sabers. 
 The brass disks in the hallway,  Din thought, trying to remember. His chest hurt like he’d taken a punch to his solar plexus.  One for each of Ryloth’s moons.  The door at the end of the hall and its broken keypad, the tunnel underneath it. The biting taste of  bogo naga strong in Din’s mouth. 
His mouth now tasted like blood. Bitter and metallic. 

   How did – ?  

Din remembered standing. He remembered Quinlan Vos. The cave underneath Gella’s Place, the chains, and then – 
Din wasn’t anywhere near the wall with the chains, now. He was on the opposite side of the room. His head hurt. His ribs throbbed like he’d fallen on them. 
 I – I grabbed Vos,  Din remembered, trying to clear his head. Fennec was here, so Din was safe, but she was  here, not on a rooftop somewhere, which meant – 
 Something happened. Din and Vos had felt – something. Din’s body had braced itself for violence. He’d grabbed Quinlan by the hood, pulled him, and the door had blown in, followed by – 
 I don’t remember.  Followed by  something. Quinlan had shouted. Had thrown his hands out to catch whatever had come through the door, and then – nothing. A great force, tossing Din aside. A flash of light. Darkness. 
The dead man’s blood was wet, spreading out from his crumpled body in a dark pool. Din felt it begin to seep into the fabric of his borrowed pants. He looked up at Fennec. He thought that maybe she was talking, but Din couldn’t hear her, or at least couldn’t hear her well enough to string together the words. 
 We were – attacked? Din thought. He made himself sit up with some effort. Every muscle in his body protested, but whatever had happened to fling him from one side of the cave to the other, it had more or less left Din in one piece. He had both of his legs, both hands. All ten of his fingers were there when Din flexed them. 
Fennec  was talking. Din could almost hear her through the ringing in his ears, but not well enough to pick out individual words. He grimaced, pressed a hand to the side of his head. The air was heavy with smoke. 
More of what had happened was coming back to Din. 
 We were attacked. He and Vos – a Jedi, hunting slavers – had been underneath Gella’s Place. A Hutt front. They had been – 
 Making plans, Din remembered. He and Quinlan had been making plans. Jaasa the Zygerrian ran Gella’s Place. She was a slaver. She was probably the accomplice who’d helped Gorga’s mercenaries stage their attack on Boba’s palace. 

   But before we could do anything, we were… found out?  

One hand still pressed to the side of his head, trying to equalize the pressure in his ears, Din looked around for Quinlan Vos. 
 He saved me, Din thought. Din had pulled Quinlan away from whatever had come through the door. A stun grenade, if Din had to guess, judging by the electric smell in the air. And Quinlan had used his Jedi powers to try and shield them both from the detonation. 
 Only Vos didn’t know that this particular band of  hut’uune  likes to couple its grenades with a concussion charge, Din thought. That would explain how he’d ended up here, on the other side of the cave, feeling like he’d been run over by a ronto. Vos had protected them from the stun charge, but the concussion charge had caught him off guard. 
The light in the cave was still dim, but Din was able to spot Quinlan anyway. The Jedi was lying a few feet away, facedown on the stone floor, unmoving. He had a hilt – a lightsaber – clutched in one hand too. 
Din hoped that Vos wasn’t dead. 
Fennec’s voice got louder. She put a hand in Din’s field of vision to catch his attention and Din flinched, startled. He could hear that she was speaking, but her words were too muffled to make out. He looked up at her, pressing his own hand harder against his ear. 
“Fennec,” Din said, or thought that he said. He couldn’t distinguish his own voice from the noise in between his ears either. He took his hand away and signed Fennec’s name, using the sign Ushib had shown him a few weeks ago. “I can’t hear you,” Din said, tracing the words with his hands. 
Fennec’s eyes sharpened behind her helmet. 
 Din,  she said, using the two-part sign for his name that Din had shared with Ushib. He wondered when Fennec had learned it for herself, but was glad that she had. Her fingers were slow and careful, much less familiar with Tusken sign than Din or even Boba, who signed with careful attention to every motion.  Okay? 
“Alive,” Din reported, pulling both of his thumbs up towards his shoulders, one hand still curled around the darksaber. “What happened? Why are you here?” It wasn’t that Din was ungrateful – Fennec had probably just saved Din’s life, taking down the red-haired man and the Weequay. 
 The man – he was dealing cards at the sabacc table, Din realized, more of his memory returning in fits and starts. The dealer had been helping Ikbo cheat. And Ikbo – Ikbo was the Weequay Fennec had killed. His slack face stared up at Din. Ikbo had needled Din, at the sabacc table. Poked and prodded, eyed him with open suspicion. And now he was here in the cave, and he was dead. 
 Did he follow me down here?  Din wondered. Ikbo had been suspicious of Din. Of Gal Dune. Was he the one who’d decided to follow Gal Dune down the hallway?  Are they all in on it? All part of Jaasa’s crew?  
Din didn’t understand what was happening. A spike of pain behind his right eye made him wince. 
 You,  Fennec signed, still moving slowly and carefully, like she wasn’t quite sure that she was saying the right thing,   IDIOT. She signed the word with a big, clear motion. Din imagined that she was shouting it, too. 
He winced. 
“Sorry,” he said. 
Fennec  glared at him, eyes sharp, but after a moment she dropped her hand and held it out to Din. With her other, she made an upward motion. She wanted Din on his feet. 
Din took her hand and let her haul him upright. Her grip was gentle enough. Din swayed a little, knees weak, vision grey at the edges, but managed to stay on his feet. He swallowed and the noise in his head cleared a little. He looked down at the dead sabacc dealer. 
The man had stood over Din with a blaster in one hand and a holoprojector in the other. The blaster had fallen when the man had died and so had the holoprojector, but the projector was still on. Fennec, following Din’s line of sight, bent to pick it up. 
When she lifted it, Din saw that it wasn’t a holoprojector at all. It was a  fob, a bounty hunter’s puck. Din had seen hundreds – had carried hundreds – just like it. 
But the face on the puck, floating and flickering above Fennec’s palm, wasn’t a bail-jumper’s or a smuggler’s or a gangster’s face. It was  Din’s face. 
“I don’t understand,” Din said, blankly. He didn’t bother shaping the words with his hands. 
Fennec looked at him again, her eyes sharp underneath her helmet. 
There were words floating underneath the grainy projection of Din’s face. 
It wasn’t current. The Din on the fob had a short beard and shorter hair. But it wasn’t that old an image either – Din’s hair was only a little longer now than it was in the fob. Underneath his face, a short bulletin flashed in sharp Aurebesh. 
 NAME: UNKNOWN,  it said.  SPECIES: HUMAN. ADDITIONAL DETAILS: ADULT MALE. AFFILIATION UNKNOWN. SUSPECTED REBEL TIES. WANTED FOR MURDER; FOR ASSAULT; FOR DESTRUCTION OF IMPERIAL PROPERTY. ARMED AND DANGEROUS. WANTED ALIVE.  
Above Din’s face, a credit value floated. He was apparently worth fifteen thousand credits. 
“Give me that,” Din said, holding out his empty hand. Fennec did. 
Din stared down at the puck for a second. He didn’t – he didn’t  understand. He didn’t know how his face had come to be here, hovering in his palm. He – 
 The bounty – it’s in  Imperial  credits,  Din realized, blood running cold. Some of his aches and pains faded, replaced by the feeling of being hunted. The instinct to hide, to run.  I’m wanted for murder and destruction of Imperial property. I –  

   Morak.  

Din had shown his face on Morak. He’d let the terminal take his scans, because Din’s face had been the only face that wouldn’t already be in any Imperial or Republic database. 
 Except that I  am  in the Imperial database now.  Din hadn’t been able to stop the terminal from uploading his information – he hadn’t even thought about it, really. He’d been too focused on finding Gideon’s light cruiser. On getting Grogu back. And then on the enormity of what he’d done. Valin Hess’s eyes on his face. There hadn’t been any  time to try and splice into the terminal and delete Din’s scans. 
 Ikbo,  Din thought. Ikbo had said – he’d  said that he’d seen Din’s face somewhere else, and Din hadn’t believed him. 

   But if Ikbo does any bounty work –  

Din looked at Fennec, eyes wide. 
She studied him for a second, then took the puck back and, fast as a striking spit viper, pitched it hard against the nearest cave wall, where it broke apart in a shower of sparks. 
 Concern tomorrow,  she said, hands moving.  We leave now. Not safe.  
Din’s brow furrowed. He swallowed again, throat clicking, and more sound returned past the ringing in his ears. He wanted to listen to her. He wanted to let Fennec take control of the op. Din was off-balance, confused,  hunted. He wanted to let Fennec tell him what to do next, so he didn’t have to set aside his confusion and fear and make a decision on his own. 
But he couldn’t. 
“Jaasa,” Din said. 
Fennec’s hands stilled. 
“Jaasa,” Din repeated, concentrating. He tried to push everything else – his aching ribs, the noise in his head, the confusion – down, focusing on the reason he’d come out here without his armor on – face bare – in the first place. 
“The bartender,” Din continued, making his mouth shape the words. “The Zygerrian. She’s who we’re looking for. She’s a slaver. She worked with Bib Fortuna and the Hutts.” 
“ – sure?” Fennec said. Din missed the first half of her question, but concentrated and caught the second part. Her voice was still distorted, like she was shouting at Din from the other end of a long tunnel, but he could understand her. 

   Focus, Mandalorian. 

“Yes,” Din said, signing the word forcefully. “I’m sure. Quinlan – ” Din broke off and found the Jedi again. He hadn’t stirred. He must’ve taken the brunt of the concussion blast. 
“We need to  go,” Fennec said, catching Din by the arm. He shrugged her off and stumbled over to Quinlan. He was unsteady, but his legs held. Din’s strength was coming back, growing by the second. “Din, someone will have  heard, we’re not ready to fend off an attack – ”
Din crouched beside Vos, wobbling a little, and reached out to check his pulse. Vos had landed face-down, hidden by his hair and his hood. In the dim light and heavy smoke, Din wasn’t sure that he could see Vos breathing or not. Thoughts growing clearer and sharper by the second, a warrior’s battle-won instincts taking over, Din brushed Quinlan’s hood aside and pressed two fingers to the side of his neck, searching hard for a pulse. 
The moment Din’s fingers found bare skin, a strange jolt leapt through his body, like Din had touched a live wire instead of another man. It lifted the hair on Din’s arms. Opened his eyes wide. He saw – 
He saw nothing at all, really. Just the damp wall of the cave, just Quinlan on the ground. But Din  felt something. Conviction, maybe. Flashes of fear. Worry, curiosity, anger and pain, all flickering across Din’s eyes like the stars in the sky. And underneath that, something else. Something deeper. 
Like the oceans of Trask, stormy and wild, or the enormous lakes of Kashyyyk, the ones that had been so big and depthless they’d had their own weather, their own patterns guided by the moons. Dark but very warm, threaded all through will life and light. 

   Quinlan Vos.  

Din snatched his hand back, startled. The electric feeling coursing through him didn’t fade immediately, but sank into Din’s body like a rock thrown into a pool of water. He felt it rippling through him, that sense of – of  other,  of a person distinct from himself, of an  aruetii, of someone who lived and felt and fought and thought so differently from Din himself that Din wanted to shy away – and shuddered. 
 Jedi,  he thought, uneasy. It could just be that Din had collected another head injury, that he was  already tired and sore and unbalanced, ears still ringing faintly, but – 
 But I’ve heard that Jedi have strange powers. He’d been told that Jedi could do things that didn’t make sense. Cobb Vanth had talked about Anakin Skywalker. Boba of the Jedi who’d killed his father. Even Kryze had told Din about Ahsoka Tano. Skywalker –  Luke Skywalker – had even admitted to not fully understanding what some Jedi were capable of. 
 Skywalker told me that the Jedi can read minds,  Din thought, unease deepening. Was that what Vos was doing? Reading Din’s mind as some kind of – some kind of form of self-defense? Din had heard that Jedi had strange powers, but he’d never thought that he’d be on the  end of those powers. 
 But if Quinlan is able to – I don’t know,  Din thought. He didn’t know  what Quinlan had just done. What Din had felt. But he’d been able to do it, which meant that he was still alive. 
Still shuddering, skin crawling, Din found a clothed spot underneath one of Vos’s arms and prodded him, hard. He didn’t want to touch Vos’s bare skin again if he could help it. 
“Vos,” said Din, loudly. There was no point in being quiet and trying to sneak out of here, not now. A grenade had gone off. Even though Din and Fennec and Quinlan were underneath Gella’s Place – across the street, actually, down that long tunnel –  someone must’ve heard the grenade go off. “Vos. Quinlan. Get up. We have to go.” 
Din prodded Vos again. Behind him, Fennec hissed. 
“We don’t have time for this,” she said. “I didn’t come in quietly, Din. We need to leave.” 
“Not without him,” Din said, prodding Quinlan again. 
“Why? Who is he?” Fennec demanded. Her voice was sharp with impatience and concern. 
“A Jedi,” Din said. 
 That got Fennec’s attention. “A Jedi? Here? What’s a Jedi doing under a cantina in Mos Eisley?” 
“Hunting, same as we are,” Din said, tone grim. “Vos, come  on –  ” Din jabbed him again, and Vos finally stirred. 
“Nng, Ben,” he groaned. His voice was thick and confused. “Leave off. What…? Where…?”  
“Under Gella’s Place,” Din said, hoping that Quinlan recovered quickly. He didn’t know who  Ben  was and he didn’t have time to find out. If it came to a fight – and it probably would come to a fight, if the red-haired man’s first response to finding two strangers poking around underneath the bar was to throw a stun grenade – Din would rather have the Jedi up and fighting than slung over Din’s shoulders. Jedi were  useful.  
“In Mos Eisley, on Tatooine,” Din continued. Quinlan rolled over and propped himself up on his elbows, groaning. He blinked rapidly several times. There was a dark smear of blood on his face, shining in the cave’s low light.
“Tatooine,” Quinlan said. He frowned and met Din’s eyes. “You’re not Ben.” 
“No,” Din said. “I’m Din. The Mandalorian.” 
“The Mandalorian,” Quinlan murmured. He blinked again, pressed a hand to his forehead, and Din felt something shiver in the air around Vos, whose expression cleared a little. 
 The Force? Din wondered. 
He’d never felt the Force when he’d been around Grogu. Skywalker had said that the Force – the source of a Jedi’s powers – was in and around everything, so presumably that meant that it was in and around Din too, but he’d never felt a Jedi use their powers around him before. 
 Must be the head wound, Din thought, still uneasy. He put it aside. Whatever Vos was doing was clearly helping Vos get back on his feet, and that was what mattered right now. 
“Tatooine,” Quinlan repeated. “Gella’s Place. You’re the Mandalorian, and we were – you’re hunting Jaasa too,” he said. 
Din nodded, relieved that Quinlan was recovering quickly.  Grogu healed Greef Karka on Nevarro,  Din reasoned.  An adult Jedi – a  fully-trained  Jedi – can probably heal themselves too, at least a little. Useful.  
“This is Fennec Shand,” Din said, shifting so Vos could see Fennec behind him. 
Fennec made another impatient sound. “We don’t have  time,” she repeated. “That  sleemo had a fob with your face on it, Djarin. We need to leave.” 
“Which…? Ah,” said Quinlan, sitting all the way up and taking in the rest of the cave, which was still hazy with smoke. Vos’s eyes found the red-haired man and the Weequay. “His name is – or was, I guess – Hyarid. He worked for Jaasa. I’ve seen him around.” 
“He was dealing cards upstairs,” Din said. The red-haired man had been cheating, or at least had been helping Ikbo cheat. Evie’d won out in the end, but not for a lack of effort on the red-haired man’s part. 
“He did a lot of things,” said Quinlan, darkly. “Bounty work with a Weequay gang. Acquisitions for Jaasa. A bit of spice dealing. His name’s in her ledgers a lot.” 
 Bounty work, thought Din. He felt a little sick. Half afraid, half – something else. Din didn’t know what. Hyarid had had Din’s face on a bounty puck. The Empire had put a bounty out on Din, and Din hadn’t had any idea. 
 I guess it doesn’t even matter that I’ve been showing my face around the palace. Around Mos Pelgo. Here.  Din thought, a little bitterly.  The Empire – they’ve already exposed me.  
There hadn’t been a name on that fob. Din hadn’t given one on Morak. Mayfeld had invented a fake TK number, a fake nickname –  Brown Eyes – but Hess hadn’t lived long enough to upload either into any kind of system. 
 Did Hyarid? Din wondered. Din had given a false name at the sabacc table too. Had Hyarid had time to update the puck? Were there other hunters out there now looking for Gal Dune, a man who hadn’t existed until an hour ago? 
 Nothing I can do about it now,  Din thought, dragging himself back to the matter at hand. They needed to  leave. Fennec was right. Jaasa was a slaver. Even if she didn’t turn in for his bounty, even if she didn’t kill him, kill them all, she’d certainly be able to find a use for an assassin, a Mandalorian and a Jedi. For Boba Fett’s right and left hands. They couldn’t let Jaasa take them. 
Quinlan at least was improving by the second. He pressed a hand to his forehead and closed his eyes, briefly, took several deep, slow breaths. Din left him to it and stood back up. He was clutching the hilt of the darksaber so tightly that all of the joints in his fingers were groaning. 
Din looked at Fennec. “Ever heard of Hyarid?” he asked, buying Quinlan time to recover. “Or – or Ikbo? Onno? They’re Weequays. Brothers, involved in – in all of this.” 
Fennec shook her head. She went over to Ikbo’s body and tugged her knife out of his chest, shaking blue blood off before tucking it back into her sleeve. “Not that I can remember,” she said. “They sound low-level. But we can figure it out later. Can you walk, Jedi?” 
Vos took a final deep breath. Another strange feeling passed through the air. Din edged away from it. Then Quinlan stood, rolled his shoulders and said, “If we don’t take Jaasa now, she’ll make a run for it.” 
“Let her make a run for it,” Fennec said. “We have hunters.  This one’s a hunter,” she said, jerking her chin at Din. “The smart move now’s getting somewhere safe. I don’t know how many people this Jaasa has working for her or if she’s had time to call for backup.” 
Quinlan grimaced, but made no move to laeve. “She’s got a fair few,” he said. “I haven’t been able to get a full count, but she’s got a crew of at least fifteen. How’d you get in here?” 
“That’s a good question,” Din murmured, blinking. He hadn’t even thought to ask. He’d just – woken up, and Fennec had been there. But before that she’d been on a roof across the street. How had she gotten in, past everyone in the cantina? How had she even known to come find Din? 
Fennec just rolled her eyes. Din couldn’t see the rest of her expression, but he didn’t need to. Her eyes were expressive enough. “There’s a back door, you bucketbrain. Your fob went dark, so I… improvised.” 
Din started a little, looking instinctively down at his boot, where he’d stashed Fennec’s tracking fob. He’d carried it with him ever since Fennec had pressed it on him, after the attack on the sand road. “It did?” 
Fennec nodded. “You better hope Boba’s not tracking those, by the way,” she warned. “Seeing one go dark is – well. Your fob went out maybe five, six minutes ago. So I came in around the back. Made some noise in the kitchen, too, then followed the sound of the  explosion. Had to do a little shooting. I figured that if there were bombs going of, you’d be somewhere close by.” 
 So I wasn’t out for too long, then, Din thought, electing to ignore Fennec’s jibe. He wondered what had made his fob go dark. Whatever had done it had brought Fennec to him, though, before Hyarid had been able to get Din into binders or to put a bolt through Din’s brain. 
“Thanks,” Din muttered, resisting the urge to scrub at the back of his neck. “For – ”
“Don’t worry about it,” Fennec interrupted, brisk. “There’s no point in keeping score. Thank me by  leaving,  Djarin. We can get this Jaasa, whoever she is, later. When there’s more of us. I told you, I made some noise in the kitchen, and  this one –  ” she kicked Hyarid’s limp corpse “ – probably had time to warn the other members of his crew before he got down here, so chances are she’s already left." 
 Kark, Din thought, gritting his teeth. But if Jaasa was already gone, there was no point in gritting his teeth. Fennec was right – if they’d already lost Jaasa, the best move would be to pull back, regroup, then go through the streets of Mos Eisley with as many hunters as they could rustle up. Din had waned to bring Jaasa to Boba himself, was already dreading Boba’s reaction to finding out that Din had once again found himself facing a small explosion, but if Din could rally Kasyyk and the rest of Boba’s hunters before Jaasa left the city – 
An idea occurred to Din. 
“Okay, then let’s get out of here,” Din said. “Fennec, do you think Boba can get the skytowers to lock down the ports? It won’t stop  everybody from leaving, but it’ll at least keep the legal traffic out of our way.” 
Fennec cocked her head. “I can ask,” she said, raising a hand to the side of her helmet. She had a comms array, Din knew – she and Boba often talked to each other during court, using the comms so they wouldn’t be overheard by any of the palace’s guests. 
“Wait,” said Quinlan, holding up a hand. Din and Fennec both turned to look at him again. His head was cocked to the side, eyes half-closed. Whatever strange feeling had hung in the air around him as he’d stirred, like a cloud of smoke Din had sensed instead of smelled or seen, was gone, but Din still had to resist the urge to lean away. 
Vos held very still for a moment. He was listening, Din thought, or maybe listening with his Jedi powers, utterly still and utterly silent, until he opened his eyes again and nodded once, decisively. 
“She’s still here,” Quinlan reported. 
“Who, Jaasa?” Din asked, frowning. “How do you know?” 
“I told you.” Quinlan offered Din a quick, flashing grin. “A Jedi can sense life forms, if they concentrate. It  is harder when there’s more than a few life forms around, but it can be done. And I’ve been watching Jaasa for a few days. She’s still here.” 

   We can still catch her.  

And if they  caught her, between Din, Fennec and Quinlan, they could get her to Boba. Din looked at Fennec. 
Fennec swore. “We don’t have any backup,” she warned. “I can call Kolburn and his crew in, but it’ll take at least ten minutes for them to make it over here. That’s a lot of time for something to go wrong, Din.” 
“He’s a fully-trained Jedi,” Din said, jerking a thumb at Quinlan. “And you and I know what we’re doing.” 
Fennec leveled Din with a flat look. “You got  blown up,” she said, slowly, like she thought that Din might still be concussed, “literally five minutes ago.” 
“And now you’re here, so don’t let me get blown up again and it’ll be fine,” Din retorted. One stun grenade that had been mostly diverted by a Jedi was hardly the worst hit Din had ever taken. He’d been knocked over, stunned as Hyarid had intended, but now he was back on his feet, balanced, and even the ringing in his ears had faded to a steady buzz that was only a note or two higher than his usual ever-present hum. 
 I have the darksaber,  Din thought.  I have a blaster. I have Fennec. We can do this.  
Fennec saw his determination in his face and swore again. “You’re impossible,” she growled. 
Boba had said that before.  Gar dar’retyc.  
The corner of Din’s mouth pulled up in a faint, almost sheepish smile. “Boba thinks so too,” he said. He looked at Quinlan again, who was still listening or reaching out with the Force or doing whatever it was he did to sense another being, his eyes half-closed. 
“You’re sure that Jaasa’s still here?” Din pressed. “In the building?” 
Quinlan nodded “Yes,” he said. “I can’t – she  is here. There are others too. I sense… Fear. Anger.” 
Din wasn’t sure what  that meant, but there was no time to try and figure it out. 
“This is insane,” Fennec muttered. But she didn’t try to leave or to drag Din with her. “So what’s the plan, then? We just – go up there and storm the cantina? What’s this Jaasa look like? Any other priority targets?” 
 She is,  Din thought, chest filling with warm, sincere affection,  a good person to have on your side. He was going to have to talk to Boba and see what Boba was paying Fennec. Even if Boba was paying her a planet’s ransom every month, it wasn’t enough. 
 What did Boba say?  Traat’aliit  something.  
“Traat’aliit gar besbe’trayc,” Boba’d said. He hadn’t defined it for Din, not really, hadn’t broken down the words and made Din repeat them back like he usually did, but he’d said that it meant that Boba and Fennec were in Din’s corner.  Aliit meant – family. Clan. 
 Fennec would be a good addition to any clan. This – capturing Jaasa – would be much harder without her. He was glad that Fennec was here. 
“Zygerrian,” Din reported, narrowing his eyes as he tried to picture Jaasa’s face in his memory. He hadn’t  really gotten a close look at her, between trying to gather as much information as possible and trying to pass himself off as Gal Dune, but Din had been a hunter for years. Catching details had always been his job. 
“She’s about my height,” Din continued. “Blueish fur. She moves like she’s had some combat training.” 
Fennec nodded. “I’ll have Boba shut down the ports anyway,” she said. “Kolburn’s in the Gleaning tonight – it’ll take them a while to get here, but I can call them in too if you think we’ll need the backup.” 
“Vos?” Din prompted. He was relying on Quinlan’s powers, here. Din certainly couldn’t sense other life forms. “Can you – do you know how many others are up there with Jaasa?” 
Din didn’t know what the limit of Quinlan’s ability to sense another being was like. How fine or precise it was. But it couldn’t hurt to ask. 
Quinlan, for his part, grimaced. “Hard to say,” he said. “At least ten, I think, but when there’s more than a few all crowded together like this, and when they all feel anger, fear – ” Quinlan broke off, shook his head. 
Din thought for a second, mind working quickly. 
Din and Fennec together were probably a match for ten or so Hutt-affiliated thugs. It wasn’t in Din’s nature to boast, but he was a skilled fighter and he knew it. Fennec was too – she wouldn’t have survived as long as she had if she wasn’t. 
Din had sat up in the cantina for at least an hour. No one there, not even the two Devaronians, Civar and Big Blue, had struck him as particularly skilled or dangerous. 

   But no one collected my blaster at the door – everyone who’s up there with Jaasa is armed.  


   And I don’t have my armor.  

Din’s usual strategy in a fight like this – a fight against an enemy in a fortified position, an enemy who outnumbered Din – was to charge in, beskar gleaming, and draw off as many shots as he could from his allies. Din would play the target and his partners – usually Cara Dune, but Fennec had played the part a few times now – would pick off their enemies one by one. 

   That’s not going to work this time.  

Din had been shot before. Every now and then over the years a target had gotten lucky, had aimed for a gap in his armor and actually hit it, searing through Din’s kute to get to flesh and bone. It was never pleasant, but when he had his armor on, getting shot was rare and almost never fatal.  Without his armor – 
 But even though I don’t have my armor, we have a Jedi with us. Vos wanted Jaasa too, to find out where she’d been selling Force-sensitive kids. He’d said as much. 
 That’s got to count for something, Din thought. 
“Call Kolburn in,” Din said. “But tell him to stay outside. Run interference, in case Jaasa called in reinforcements. Gella’s Place isn’t big – we don’t need to crowd it with our people. The three of us can do this.” 
Fennec eyed Din for a moment, probably weighing his idea against her own observations, but then she nodded. She brought a hand up to her helmet again. “I’ll call it in,” she said. She turned her body away a little and started speaking, low and urgent. 
Din looked at Vos. “Are you alright?” Din asked him, quietly. He didn’t like the blood on Quinlan’s face, or how hard it had been to get him back on his feet. 
Vos grimaced. “I’ve had worse,” he said. He looked Din up and down. He had kind eyes. They were dark, like Din’s own eyes, and watchful, edged with a lifetime of fighting and running, but Vos mostly looked – kind. Gentle. Like the meditation gardens on Yavin-4. Overgrown and a little wild, but still peaceful. “You? I dunno what took us out. Stun grenade? I tried to block it, but – ”
Din grimaced right back. “This crew has a habit of pairing their explosives with a concussion charge,” Din said. “I’ve been knocked down by them a few times already.” 
“A concussion charge?” Quinlan raised an alarmed eyebrow. “And you’re still in one piece?” 
“Usually I’m in my armor,” Din admitted. “This time…” he trailed off, then waved a hand. “You blocked most of it, I think. With the – with your Jedi powers.” 
“The Force,” Quinlan said. He was watching Din intently, now. Din didn’t know what Quinlan was looking for and he didn’t care for the scrutiny, but there wasn’t much Din could do about it. 
Din’s skin prickled anyway. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it felt – odd. Other beings looking Din full in the face usually made him feel strange, unless it was Boba looking. Made Din feel prickly and exposed. Stripped raw. But this – 
Din could feel Vos’s eyes on him like cool fingers touching the side of his face. Could feel  something lapping at the edges of his thoughts like warm, dark water. Like a Kashyyyki lake. Depthless but shining, like each of Quinlan’s thoughts was a piece of koryyyl or a darting myycto fish, glittering in the dark like a star. 
That sense of  other, of Quinlan Vos, grew and grew until – 
“Stop,” Din snapped, leaning away from the Jedi. 
Quinlan blinked. He hadn’t moved. Hadn’t even lifted a hand, reached out to Din, done anything at all. But the strange feeling in Din’s head faded. The cool, imaginary fingers left the side of his face. 
“Forgive me,” Quinlan said, and he at least sounded sincere. “You’re injured, that’s all. I can help. But it might – apparently it  does feel strange.” 
“Injured?” said Din, warily. 
Quinlan tapped the side of his own temple. “Not seriously,” Vos said. “But I can sense it. You took a hit to your head. You’re holding up well – ”
“I’ve had a lot of practice,” Din muttered. Vos’s lips twitched into a smile. 
“But if we’re going to be fighting, I’d like to help,” said Quinlan. “If I can. I am sorry. I should’ve asked. I didn’t realize that you would be able to sense me doing it.” 
“Do people usually not?” Din asked, still wary. 
Vos shook his head. “Not usually,” he said. “But I took a hit too, so I’m not at my best. I’m clumsier than normal. And you – well.” Vos smiled again. He looked genuine, sincere, looked like he really did just want to help Din out. But Din was still uneasy. 
 If all Jedi go around sticking their hands into other beings’ heads, no wonder ancient Mandalorians decided that the Jedi were their enemy, Din thought. 
But if Quinlan was telling the truth and Din  was hurt – he was certainly sore enough to have a concussion, a pain throbbing behind his eye in time with his heart – then Din should just get over his wariness and let Vos help. 

   We’re going to be fighting. Fennec’s backup will take a few minutes to get here. I need to be able to stand on my own.  

“Fine,” Din muttered, locking his body in place. “You can – if you can help. That’s fine.” 
“Thank you,” said Quinlan, still sounding sincere. “I’ll need you to relax, Mandalorian. It’s… harder, when you fight me.” 
Din wasn’t sure he’d be able to relax. Quinlan was asking permission to – to poke around in Din’s  head.  To reach out through the Force and touch him there, in his heart, his mind. No one should be able to do that.  Boba couldn’t even do that, and Din had trusted Boba with just about everything else. 
“Just relax,” Vos repeated, and he did reach out with his hand this time, setting his fingertips, which were as cool as Din had imagined, against Din’s forehead. 
That wave of warm, dark water rose up and closed over Din’s head. He wasn’t standing on the shore now, waves pushing at him like a stranger raising a hand in greeting. He was  in it, surrounded by it, and all of it was Quinlan Vos. 
Din’s instinctive reaction was to panic. To pull himself away, scramble out of the water. The feeling of being submerged in another person – surrounded by their otherness – was  awful.  
Something that felt warm and faintly amused pressed against Din’s thoughts. Not hard enough to break through, which was good – Din was already half-panicked – but hard enough to be felt and understood. 
It wasn't a feeling that translated to words. Din was grateful for that. He didn’t know if he’d be able to hold his nerve, if Vos started speaking in between Din’s ears. 
But it was a sensation, and it was very clear –
 Be easy.  The sensation was peaceful. Soothing. Amused, impressed, friendly; another wave washed over Din and pressed a tangle of emotions at him.  Friendpeacecalmheal. Easinghurt. Gentletouch. Friend. Burc’ya.  
Din didn’t know if that word –  burc’ya – had come from him or if it had come from Quinlan. But he understood the sentiment. It floated between them, bobbing along on a gentle current. 
Quinlan wasn’t going to hurt Din, even though standing still, letting this happen, was harder even than standing still and letting Boba lick over Din’s shoulders with a flogger.  
Another wave, and the headache behind Din’s right eye began to fade. 
It wasn’t like slapping a bacta patch over an injury. Bacta numbed and cooled, deadened nerves to sensation so they could heal. Vos wasn’t taking any of Din’s pain away. But he  was soothing it. Mending it, maybe. Din couldn’t be sure. 
Din wasn’t sure how long he stood there either, letting Quinlan ease his hurts. It couldn’t have been more than a minute or two – they were on a deadline, after all – but with each wave of gentle sensation, Din’s head got clearer, his mind sharper, and it was easier to relax and let Vos do what he needed to. Still strange, still on the edge of overwhelming, but Din could endure it. He did endure it. 
Finally, Vos pulled away. The waves and the lake and all of the lights inside of it retreated, leaving Din once again alone – he hoped – in his own mind. 
“Well?” Quinlan prompted. He had a strange expression on his face, one Din didn’t really understand. “Better?” 
“Hurts less, anyway,” Din said, rubbing his forehead where Vos had touched him. “That was – weird.” 
“It was,” Vos muttered. He looked almost  surprised, now that Din really studied him. Din frowned. 
“It was weird for you too? But you’re a Jedi, aren’t you? Don’t you do this sort of thing?” 
Vos gave Din the ghost of a smile. “Now’s not the time,” he said, which was a maddening non-answer. Din scowled at him, prepared to push, but the Jedi held up a hand. He at least had the decency to look apologetic. “But later – yes, if you want to talk about the finer details of Jedi Force-healing, I’ll tell you.”
Din eyed him, still unsettled, but Quinlan  was right – now was not the time to talk about the Jedi, who could read minds and conjure up invisible shields and track a being without even needing to see them. 
“Bad news,” Fennec interjected, returning to the conversation. “Comms’re down on all frequencies. I couldn’t get through to Boba.” 
Din swore softly. “All frequencies?” That was a major disruption – he hadn’t thought that Jaasa had the pull or the equipment to pull that kind of thing off. Moving slaves was one thing, but the technology needed to disrupt all communictations frequencies was expensive and noticeable. Din would’ve thought that Fennec or at least one of her spies would have caught that kind of hardware. 
“I don’t think it’s a disruption on the frequency level,” said Fennec. She pointed down at Din’s boot, where his inert fob was still wedged between his smallest toe and the stiff material of his boot itself. “I think Jaasa’s got a jammer down here. Something that’s blocking signals from getting out or in, without disrupting above-ground frequencies.” 
“So what now?” Din asked. “The three of us can still take her.” He was sure that they could. Luke Skywalker had destroyed an entire battalion of darktroopers by himself. Fennec and Din had fought their way through the light cruiser in the first place. 
“We’re going to have to,” said Fennec, grimly. “It’s that or run, and I don’t think either of you,” she looked between Din and Quinlan, whose mouth was set in a hard line, “want to do that.” 
 I don’t.  It went against Din’s nature to let a target –  prey – escape like this. Without fighting for it. It was one thing to be outsmarted during a hunt, but to just walk away – 
 No,  Din thought.  That is not the Way.  
“Thought so,” said Fennec. She didn’t sound too irritated about it. Fennec had, like Din, decided that she’d do this or die trying. Din could see it in the way she stood. “I’ll try again when we get up the stairs. Maybe the disruption’s just down here, to prevent any of Jaasa’s captives from getting a distress call out. This  sleemo still in the building, Jedi?” 
Quinlan turned away from Din, lidding his eyes again, and nodded after a moment. “She’s here,” he said. 
“Then let’s go,” said Fennec, taking charge. It was easy to let her. Din nodded and moved so that he was braced off her right side, ready to go. He thought briefly about drawing his blaster but decided against it – Gella’s Place was  small, and the darksaber would make more of a point anyway. 
“Fill me in,” Fennec said, starting off towards the mouth of the cave. “Who else can I expect?” 
“There’s at least one other Weequay on Jaasa’s crew,” Din said. “Onno. Looks a lot like that one back there.” By unspoken agreement, all three of them left Ikbo and Hyarid where they’d fallen. There was no point in dragging along dead weight, not when Fennec could call in and have them removed later. 
Fennec nodded. “Anyone else that you know of?” 
Din hesitated. He wasn’t sure. Ikbo and Onno had clearly been part of Jaasa’s crew – or at least Ikbo had been, if he’d come down here with Hyarid – but Din didn’t know about the rest of the cantina’s patrons. 
 Civar… he’s just a mechanic,  Din thought. The red Devaronian had been friendly and genuine.  And Evie… she won that card game Hyarid was trying to rig in Ikbo’s favor. But does that mean that she’s not part of the crew, or that she is and just likes to kark around with her crewmates? What about Big Blue? The Ithorian Jaasa’d been yelling at? Haske? 
The cantina had been full of people. How many of them had been at Gella’s because they were part of Jaasa’s crew, and how many had just come for a drink or a game of cards? 
“It’s hard to say,” Din confessed, irritated with himself. They were moving through the tunnel now, the walls close and cold. He should have – he should’ve paid more attention. Should’ve done his best to sort out the acklay from the air shrimp. But it was too late now. “Haske, the other bartender – he probably knows what’s going on here, even if he’s not involved. Human man, blonde hair, about my age.” 
Din saw Fennec nod again, committing the description to memory. 
“She’s got a Devaronian on her crew,” Quinlan put in. “Big blue-skinned fellow with a nasty temper. He does a lot of the moving for her.” 

   Big Blue.  

“Weequay, bartender, big kark-off Devaronian,” Fennec repeated. She’d stowed her knife away and drawn her MK-II instead. “Anyone else?”
“Anyone who starts shooting?” Quinlan suggested, tone wry. “Jaasa’s pilot is a Duros. Female, no name. I’d  love it if we grabbed her without killing her too, but I doubt she’ll be here. I haven’t seen her run with the regular crew.” 
Fennec snorted. “Helpful, Jedi. We can take four, at least. You got any kind of weapon, Jedi?” 
Vos smiled. “I do,” he said. 
“Use it, then,” said Fennec. She jerked her chin upwards. They were nearly at the stairs. “We better do this fast. Quietly, too, if we can – I don’t want to draw too much attention. Folks in the business district get nervous when our sort runs an op here.” 
 Our sort,  Din thought. He nodded. “Quick and quiet,” he said. “We need Jaasa alive, Fennec. I’m pretty sure she’s the one who’s been helping Gorga, but we still need to know what  she knows, and how she knows it.” 
“Then we’ll take her alive,” Fennec said. “Let’s go. Before they get tired of waiting and come for us instead.” 
Din looked at Quinlan, who nodded. His expression was blank and peaceful. Vos was ready. 
There was little need to say anything else. Din and Fennec knew what they needed to do. Din wasn’t sure what  Quinlan would do – Luke Skywalker had been quick enough to dismantle the darktroopers, but had expressed hesitation over the idea of killing anyone – but Din trusted that Vos would at least help Din and Fennec out. Guard their backs, maybe. He had a goal here too – he needed to find out where Jaasa had sent her last shipment of slaves, because that shipment had included a Force-sensitive child. 
Din’s stomach burned with anger. It was better at focusing him than any mantra, any sense of duty. 
 That could’ve been  my  kid, Din thought, leaning on that anger. It was good, clarifying. It helped him shift back into the mindset of the hunter. Din had a job to do. He needed to take Jaasa alive. Everyone else – 
Fennec reached the bottom stair. Hyarid and Ikbo had left the door ajar when they’d come down, letting more light in at this end of the tunnel-like hallway. It illuminated Din and his companions as they began to climb. 
Fennec went first, blaster drawn. Din followed hot on her heels, the hilt of the darksaber in his hand and Quinlan right behind him. Fennec cleared the top stair, stepped into the hallway and swung her rifle out in the direction of Gella’s main room. 
“Clear,” she said. She moved up a little to let Din in beside her. The hallway was too narrow for all three to fit shoulder-to-shoulder. Din edged his way past Fennec, taking point, and looked down the hall. 
The music had stopped. A few chairs were overturned. A deck of sabacc cards had been tossed aside, spilled across the floor. There were overturned drinks, abandoned plates of food. There was no one in Din’s immediate line of sight. 
“Djarin,” Fennec began, voice low, but Din shook his head. 
“Let me go first,” he murmured. Din still had the darksaber in his hand. And he had an idea. “Just back me up, okay? Vos?” 
“She’s on this level,” Quinlan murmured. “Ahead of us. I can sense her.” 
That was good, at least. Din knew the layout of Gella’s Place. He hadn’t been upstairs so he didn’t know where Jaasa could hide or dig in on that floor, but if she was on  this floor, and if she was still ahead of Din – 
 She’ll be behind the bar,  Din thought.  There’s cover there. A good angle to draw down on whoever comes out from this hallway.  
Judging by the emptiness in front of Din, the overturned chairs, the scattered cards, most of the cantina’s ordinary patrons had – hopefully – heard the stun grenade go off and made a run for it. With any luck – 
 No, Din thought, stopping himself. Luck didn’t have any place here. Luck didn’t matter. Getting a hold of Jaasa mattered. Everything else was just a distraction. 

   Focus, Mandalorian.  

It wasn’t right, the phrase. The words Din had said to himself a thousand times over the years. But it  worked. Cold, clear focus filled him. His grip on the darksaber didn’t waver. 
Fennec studied Din for a split second, then nodded. “I’ve got your back,” she said. 
Jaasa, Din knew, was going to shoot Din as soon as he walked into that room. She’d realize that he wasn’t Hyarid or Ikbo, and she’d shoot him. Din didn’t have any armor. His borrowed smuggler’s clothes wouldn’t stop a plasma bolt. 
 But,  Din thought, studying the dented brass disks that Gida’s sister had hung on the wall of her cantina to represent Ryloth’s moons – to remind Gella of a home she’d never seen –  I don’t need to  stop  a plasma bolt. Just… deflect it, a little. Long enough to surprise Jaasa, to get the upper hand.  
Quietly – not that it mattered much – Din pried one of the disks off the wall. Brass was heavy but beskar was heavier, so Din managed it without too much trouble, hefting the disk up by a hook on its back. He chose one of the smaller disks. It was maybe two feet in diameter, an inch thick, and stamped with Rylish runes around its edge, symbols for sand and scorching suns and white mountains. The disk had been decorated to represent Ann Gari, a desert moon. Din had never been there – he’d only ever been to Ryloth proper – but he knew that it was a harsh, inhospitable place. 
The disk was large enough to protect most of Din’s torso. It was a little awkward to hold, but if Din’s idea worked, he wouldn’t need to hold the disk for long. 
“Behind me,” Din said softly. Both Fennec and Quinlan nodded. 
Din lifted the disk up a bit and went to the end of the hall. He didn’t bother trying to disguise the sound of his footsteps. He’d lost the element of surprise when Hyarid and Ikbo had thrown that grenade. 
“Ikbo?” Din heard Jaasa call. Her voice came from the right of the open doorway. 
 Behind the bar,  Din thought.  Just like I thought.  
“Hyarid?” Jaasa tried again. “You boys make it out okay?”
“No,” said Din, and stepped into the cantina’s main room. 
He took in several details all at once. 
Most of the cantina’s patrons  had left. The front door was open, letting the breeze in to stir up the abandoned sabacc cards, the forgotten jackets and scarves. Sand drifted across the cantina’s threshold. Those who’d left had left in a hurry. 
 But not everyone made it out, Din thought. Civar was kneeling in front of the bar, a blaster pressed to his forehead. Evie was slumped over on the floor, unmoving. She’d drawn a blaster but had died before she’d fired it. Haske the bartender was pressed against the far wall, eyes wide, and a pair of Twi’Leks huddled in a corner, also a blasterpoint. 
Jaasa was behind the bar, and she wasn’t alone. Onno had leveled the blaster at Civar’s head and Big Blue had cornered the Twi’Leks. One human, a middle-aged woman with short-shorn hair, and another Weequay had emerged from somewhere else in the cantina and were flanking Jaasa on either side. 
Jaasa stared at Din for a fraction of a second, her yellow Zygerrian eyes very wide, and then she snarled,  “Shoot him!" and fired. The woman and the Weequay did the same. Din raised the brass disk to shield his face and his chest, the metal growing hot in his hand as it took a series of blaster bolts, each one hissing and sizzling, shrieking as they ricocheted off the metal. 
It wouldn’t hold, not like beskar. Plasma  melted most metals, which was part of what made beskar special – beskar could only be heated by a special forge or prolonged contact with plasma. A lightsaber pressed against a cuirass would, eventually, melt the cuirass But a few blaster bolts were nothing to beskar. 
The bress didn’t hold up for longer than one or two seconds. Din hissed, skin starting to sizzle, but he’d only needed one or two seconds to rush the nearest body anyway – Din charged Onno, brass disk protecting him from most of the blasterfire, and body-checked Onno with the heated metal. 
Onno  wailed.  Weequay skin was tough and leathery, harder to burn than a human’s, but the brass disk had taken ten or fifteen bolts by the time Din made it to Onno. It was  hot, parts of its edge already melted to slag, and Din slammed it into Onno with all of the force he could muster. 
Onno went skidding backwards, smoking and howling. Jaasa shouted something, but Din didn’t hear it; the air was hot and charged, bolts screaming in every direction. Din whipped what was left of the brass disk in Jaasa’s direction and skipped backwards, raising the other half of his wild idea and flicking its ignition switch. 
The darksaber  sang as it snapped to life. The edge of its plasma blade crackled. 
 Kark,  Din had time to think, as Jaasa and her people reacted to the chaos Din had sown among them,  I hope I paid enough attention to Kenobi’s lessons to pull this off.  
The lightsaber forms Din had practiced with most were Shien, the novice’s form; Makashi, because its clean, graceful movements were close enough to  par’kad for Din to lean on that experience when practicing; and Anakin Skywalker’s Djem So, because Din liked the power and the forward motion of it. 
The other forms – athletic Ataru, gliding Soresu, Force-heavy Niman – Din had mostly left alone, because Din wasn’t a Jedi. He couldn’t use the Force to help him make gravity-defying leaps or whirlwind strikes. 
But Kenobi had said in his recording that his form was a  defensive one, meant for blocking, for deflecting, and that was what Din wanted here. Gella’s Place was close and small, almost cramped. Even with most of the cantina’s patrons gone, there were plenty of bodies in here. Using an aggressive form like Skywalker’s, with its broad strokes and wide swings, ran the risk of collateral damage. What Din needed here was precision. Control. 
 I  really  hope that I paid enough attention, Din thought, and then he didn’t have time to think at all. 
He hadn’t hit Jaasa, when he’d thrown the brass disk. He had grazed the human woman – she was climbing back to her feet, blood running down her face – and the other Weequay had half-turned to help her, which meant that Jaasa was the only one facing Din. Onno was still down, wailing. Big Blue was watching Din but he still had his blaster on the Twi’Leks, like wasn't sure what he should do. 
Jaasa’s face was twisted into a snarl of rage, her sharp teeth flashing. She took aim, and she fired. 
Muscle memory took over. 
Din brought the darksaber up into a high guard, twisted the blade, and sent the blaster bolt singing  back.  
Jaasa shrieked, ducking out of the way. Her Weequay companion reacted, firing wildly at Din, but Din had watched Kenobi for hours, because he hadn’t yet figured out a way to skip the parts of the holocron that he didn’t want to watch – if Din wanted to watch Skywalker demonstrate Form Five, he had to watch all four previous forms. He’d seen Kenobi do this half a hundred times by now. 
Din stepped neatly to one side, the darksaber moving almost on its own; he deflected another bolt, sidestepped a third, was two feet away and still moving from a fourth. 
It wasn’t – it wasn’t  easy, exactly, because Din was aware the entire time that the darksaber was dangerous to him, too. He knew that if he misstepped, twisted the blade too far, missed a step in Kenobi’s kata, that he could hurt himself just as badly as he could hurt Jaasa or her thugs. 
But it was – comfortable. Practiced. Din was in control of his body and of the blade. 
As he slid easily through the hail of blasterfire, Fennec and Quinlan both burst into the room. Jaasa didn’t take her eyes off of Din but her Weequay companion did, and died for it – Fennec shot him through the eye. He collapsed in a smoking heap. 
Quinlan and Fennec both paused a little at the sight of the darksaber, but got over it quickly enough. Quinlan had a lightsaber too, burning in his hand. It was pale green, almost yellow, and Quinlan moved like it was an extension of his arm, like he’d been wielding it for his entire life. 
Big Blue, seeing two more attackers burst into the cantina’s main room, decided that guarding his hostages wasn’t the best use of his time and finally swung around, firing at Quinlan. The two Twi’Leks he’d had at blasterpoint broke and ran. Din let them go. He wanted to shout a warning at Vos but couldn’t afford to break his own concentration. The darksaber was alive in his hand. The Weequay was down, but Jaasa was coming back up, blaster raised, and the human woman was firing too – 
The next several seconds played out in a haze of smoke and burning plasma. Onno tried to get up off the floor, smoking and wheezing, but Vos put a stop to that on his way to confront Big Blue. Fennec fired at the human woman but had to turn, because there was a great commotion behind them coming from the front door, and even more bolts filled the air. Jaasa kept firing straight at Din, screaming with rage, emptying her cartridge at him as he advanced. 
 Din just kept moving. Kenobi’s katas were short and graceful. The darksaber hummed as it turned Jaasa’s bolts aside, ringing in Din’s hand each time it was struck. He made it to the bar, went over it in a smooth motion, the darksaber blurring as he brought it down from a guard, and – 
Jaasa grabbed the human woman by the arm, snarling fiercely, and threw her in Din’s path. Din faltered for a moment, thrown off, twisting his hand a little so the darksaber didn’t take the woman’s head off. Jaasa spat a curse at him, yellow eyes flashing, and bolted. 
Din recovered faster than the human woman. The woman tried to raise her blaster and Din took her hand off at the wrist, the darksaber barely even shivering as it seared through muscle and bone. The hand, blaster still clutched in it, fell to the ground with a clatter. The woman screamed and clutched her wrist to her chest. She backed up, but there wasn’t anywhere for her to go – Jaasa had thrown herself through the door behind the bar, presumably aimed for the kitchen, and had knocked over a pile of crates on her way. Shards of broken glass and the sharp sting of  bogo naga were everywhere. 
Din brought the darksaber up to the woman’s throat, close enough that it singed her skin. She stared at him with wild eyes. “You’re finished,” said Din, firmly. “Give up.” 
The woman stared at him. “Jedi scum,” she spat. “I’d rather die, you – ”
Din didn’t have time for this. He rolled his eyes, reversed his grip and hit the woman in the temple with the darksaber’s hilt, very hard. 
She hit the floor like a sack of spice. The stump where her hand had been was still smoking. Din left her where she’d fallen and spared a second to check on Fennec and Vos before he went after Jaasa. If she got away, none of this mattered. 
Fortunately, even through the haze of smoke and the flashes of blasterfire, it looked like Quinlan and Fennec had Gella’s Place well in hand. 
Fennec had crossed the room, gone to the front door and was bludgeoning Jaasa’s reinforcements, a third Zygerrian and a spindly female Duros, with the end of her MK-II. Quinlan was still dealing with Big Blue, but Din could see that it wouldn’t take long – Blue was scorched and smoking in half a dozen places, covered in precise, straight burns that could have only been left by Vos’s whirling lightsaber, and was starting to stagger. He’d be on the ground within another ten seconds. 
 They can handle this, Din thought. 
“Fennec!” Din shouted. “I’m going after Jaasa!” 
She didn’t reply or even make any indication that she’d heard him, but Din was out of time – every second he wasted here was another second that Jaasa had to get away. 
 She’s not getting away, Din thought, fiercely. 
He deactivated the darksaber, clipped it to his hip and went through the kitchens. He caught a flash of blue fur at the far end – Jaasa, wrestling with the door, wrenching it open and bolting into the darkness beyond it. 
Din swore again, spitting in  mando’a and Huttese, and tore after her. The kitchen was cramped and filthy. Whatever care Jaasa’d put into Gella’s front room, all the effort she'd put in to pass the place off as a legitimate cantina, apparently ended at the kitchen door. Din skidded through broken glass and spilled  bogo naga, caught the back door before it closed entirely and saw that Gella’s opened up into a narrow alley, piled high with heaps of trash. 
Jaasa had gone to the left. She was  fast. Din saw her round left again, breaking for the open street – for the shipyard across the street, if Din had to guess – and gave chase. 
He did not, as a generality, get into chases like this. Chases could get messy. Could do more damage. Usually Din’s reputation was enough to stop a target from running, or Din had had enough time to box his quarry in, but tonight he was forty pounds lighter than usual and lit up from the inside with cold, seething fury, so this time Din  did give chase. 
He took off after Jaasa, jumping over a wilted box of empty bottles she’d thrown in his path and turning so sharply down another alley that he had to grab the edge of the next building to pull himself into the turn. 
His hand burned faintly, skin stinging, but the pain was small and quickly lost in the thrill of the chase. The  hunt.  
Din had never really thought about what a vornskr or an anooba or a loth-wolf felt, when their prey broke from cover and  ran.  And he’d never have to think about it – when his eyes found Jaasa, sprinting twenty or thirty feet ahead across the open street, bolting straight for the shipyards and docks at the end of Mos Eisley’s business district, Din  knew. 
His blood sang. 
 No,  he thought, giving in to the chase.  You’re not getting away. Not this time.  
Din raced after her, leaving the alley, crossing the street. He wasn’t alone out here – it wasn’t  that late, and in Mos Eisley most cantinas were open until dawn. There were all sorts of other beings out, from tired-looking mechanics coming off the late shift to well-off townsfolk out for the night. 
Some had probably been drawn in by the noise coming out of Gella’s Place. Din was vaguely aware of screaming, shouting. More blasterfire. 
He put it out of his head. Fennec and Quinlan would be fine, or they wouldn’t be. Din was going to catch Jaasa. 
The surety of that burned through him. It had its own kind of – fierce joy, maybe. Of  rightness. This was what Din did. He was a hunter. Prey sometimes but a hunter all of the time, and he had Jaasa in his sights. 
To the denizens of Mos Eisley’s credit, they saw Jaasa tearing off away from blasterfire and Din following behind her, teeth bared, eyes wild, and got out of the way. Din ignored them too. 
He was gaining on Jaasa. 
Jaasa was at a disadvantage. She had to find her ship in the dark, panicked, and get into it before Din could catch her. Din didn’t have to find her ship. He just had to follow Jaasa. And Zygerrians were uncommon on Tatooine – she wasn’t a grease-stained Rodian or a scruffy human who could fade into a crowd. She stood out. 
“WHATEVER FETT’S PAYING YOU, I’LL PAY YOU DOUBLE, JEDI,” Jaasa screamed. She undermined her offer by twisting around to fire a few more shots off at Din, both of which went wild. 
Din didn’t care. He couldn’t be bought. He gained another two or three feet on Jaasa, and then another two or three more. Less than twenty feet separated them now. Other beings all around them were shrieking and diving out of the way. Din saw two big, burly Gamorreans, both wearing nothing but chest harnesses and fur loincloths, turn and start to move towards the source of the commotion. 
“TRIPLE!” Jaasa shrieked. 
Mos Eisley’s spaceport wasn’t neat, orderly or well laid-out. It had grown like most of the city had grown; in fits and starts, bays and alleys and shops and towers sprouting up like poonten grass after a hard rain, nonsensical and nearly impossible to navigate. 
Especially in the dark. Especially with a Mandalorian on one’s tail. 
Jaasa gave a wordless shriek of frustration and dove down a narrow, twisting alley that must’ve been made when a mechanic’s shop had been built next to a cruiser-class landing pad. Din heard her claws shriek as she pulled herself around a corner. The alley was so narrow Din had trouble getting his shoulders through it, but he was moving too fast to care. 
Ten feet, now. The alley opened into another bay, this one smaller, fit for freighters or small corvettes. There was a ship at the far end of it.  Omicron-class. A hunter-killer. 
Jaasa made straight for it. She turned to fire another shot off at Din but her chargepack was finally empty; she screamed and tossed the blaster at him instead. Din ducked. Eight feet. Seven. Five, then three, then Din was close enough that when he reached his fingers touched the fluttering edges of Jaasa’s shirt – 
Din used all of his forward momentum to  lunge, shoving off as hard as he could, and tackled Jaasa around the waist. 
He didn’t have the impact that he would’ve had in his armor, but he was moving fast enough that it really didn’t matter. Jaasa pitched forward and slammed into the ground hard enough that Din’s teeth rattled. He thought he heard something in her chest crack. 
A broken rib or two didn’t stop Jaasa from shrieking like a loth-cat, though. She kicked, clawed feet scraping the ground, spitting sparks, and writhed in Din’s arms. She managed to half-twist and slashed him across the face with a paw – pain flared and Din had to blink blood out of his eyes, but he had a good enough grip on her that when Jaasa reared back to slash at him again, Din punched her square in the jaw. 
The blow didn’t knock her out, but it did stun her. Jaasa slumped to the floor of the duracrete bay. Her nose was bleeding. Somewhere during her panicked flight she’d picked up a gash on one cheek, which also bled sluggishly. 
She didn’t put up any more of a fight when Din relaxed his grip on her. She just lay where she’d fallen, eyes wide and dazed. Din, for his part, sat back on his heels and wiped blood out of his eyes. He felt several cuts stinging on his face and resisted the urge to groan. 
Boba wouldn’t be very happy. 
 But,  Din thought, looking down at Jaasa,  I got her, so he’ll get over it. Probably.  
Din stood up. He felt eyes on the back of his neck, on his face, on Jaasa – the crowd that had been so quick to get out of Din’s way was pressing in now that the blasterfire had stopped. 
Din let them look. 
“I am not,” he said, looking at Jaasa even as he pitched his voice loud enough to be heard over the anxious murmur of the crowd, “a karking Jedi.” 
Then he put an end to any plans of escaping Jaasa might have still been harboring by bringing his boot to the side of her head. She finally slumped completely to the ground, stone unconscious. 
Din stood over her for a moment, panting. He didn’t think he’d ever run so fast in his life. His heart was beating wildly. His body was starting to register the punishment Din had heaped onto it tonight. 
Din swung his gaze around to the gathering crowd. He didn’t have to guess at what he looked like. He felt blood dripping down his face. His clothes were singed. Hair wild. To most of these people – businessbeings, the ordinary people who kept Mos Eisley running no matter who ruled from the palace – Din probably looked like a nightmare. 
“This is Boba Fett’s business,” Din declared, before anyone could step forward and demand to know what Din was doing. Even the two Gamorreans – bay guards, most likely – stopped at that. “Clear out. The district’s closed for the night.” 
Din absolutely did not have the authority to do something like that. Fennec might have, because she was Boba’s right hand, but Din didn’t have a formal position in Boba’s outfit and he wasn’t standing here as a Mandalorian anyway. 
But despite all of that, the crowd dispersed almost immediately. Some beings even  bowed, bobbing their heads nervously, like Din spoke with Boba’s voice, like Boba was standing just off to the side, looming in the shadows. 
He wasn’t. Din checked surreptitiously, once he was sure that no one would give him grief over tackling a woman in a public landing bay. 
Boba wasn't standing there watching Din make an idiot out of himself, so Din bent and went through Jaasa’s pocket, tossing away anything that could be used as a weapon. He’d have to get her back to the cantina – Din wasn’t sure that Fennec had seen him leave. 
Jaasa had a fair bit on her. Another small, snub-nosed blaster, four knives, a wicked little electrical device that most likely delivered a shock when pressed. Din dug a small datapad out of one of her pockets, along with a handful of Hutt coins, a datachip and three identicards. One used the name “Jaasa” and listed her family name as “D’Quan,” but the second card read “Fey Grasau” and the third read, in stark little letters, “Gella Anu.” 
Din studied the cards for a moment, anger bubbling up in his chest again, breaking through the studied calm of Kenobi’s lightsaber form or the clear, bright focus of a  beroya,  the wild thrill of the hunt.    
 She kept Gella’s name,  Din thought. Jaasa had  kept it, used it, probably, to pass herself off as a legitimate businessbeing while selling other sentients – while selling Gella herself – out of the basement. Anger buzzed in Din’s mouth. 
Din nodded to himself. Tucked the cards into one of his borrowed vest’s inner pockets, then hauled Jaasa’s limp body up over his shoulders and made his way back across the shipyard. 
Din’s adrenaline faded faster than he would have liked. He’d only made it twenty or thirty steps before the weight across his shoulders began to drag at him. Before his knees began to protest, his various little injuries registering their complaints. The cuts across his face stopped bleeding quickly, more scratches than true cuts, but throbbed. His palm hurt where he’d skinned it rounding that corner. His ribs hurt from his earlier fall in the cave underneath the cantina. 
 But we got Jaasa, Din thought. 
No matter what happened – no matter if Jaasa really  was Gorga’s accomplice – Din knew that she’d never sell another Force-sensitive kid – another Twi’Lek just trying to make a living – like a piece of meat again. 
 That’s good,  Din thought, firmly. Boba would agree, too. Even if Jaasa wasn’t the spy, she was breaking Boba’s law. Boba could be merciful, when the mood struck him, but he wouldn’t be merciful over  this.  
 I’ll have to tell Gida, Din thought, trudging across the shipyard. He was too old for wild chases through the city. Every muscle in his body protested as he made his way across the landing bay, following the main, crooked street through this part of Mos Eisley instead of the back alleys Jaasa’d led him through. 
Din wished that he had more for Gida. She hadn’t asked him to do anything, really. Had just – done what she’d promised. Looked for any Hutt ties that Din and Fennec might have missed, and brought them to Din’s attention. Her sister was long gone. Dead or lost along the sorrowlanes somewhere. Gida, Din knew, was practical. She hadn’t brought Din to Gella’s Place because she’d hoped that Din would – would find her sister, or would somehow find out what had happened to her. 

   But I can tell her anyway.  

No one stopped Din as he carried Jaasa from the shipyards to Gella’s Place. The street was mostly deserted now, though Din did pull up short when he caught sight of the cantina again. 
Its pretty facade, its pink walls and its neat little beds of flowers, were gone. The building was scored with blasterfire. Smoke billowed from its windows. And Boba’s guards were at the front door – Din recognized Kolburn, who had taken one side of the front door while a grim-faced Twi’Lek man with red skin and scarred lekku guarded the other. 
 Fennec must’ve reached them, Din thought. They’d gotten to Gella’s faster than he’d imagined – maybe Kolburn and his crew hadn’t been as far away as Fennec had thought. That was good, in any case. Din didn’t have any binders or a carbonite rig on him, and Jaasa wouldn’t stay unconscious forever. 
Din trudged across the street, relieved to see familiar faces, but drew up short when Kolburn, not an ounce of recognition in his usually-friendly face, leveled a WESTAR-34 at Din’s forehead.
“Woah,” Din said, drawing up short. He held out a hand. “Easy, Kolburn.” 
“Cantina’s closed,” Kolburn said, his tone flat. “Fett’s business.”
“I’m  on Fett’s business,” Din said, startled. 
 He’s never seen me out of my armor,  Din realized. Din didn’t always wear his helmet in the palace these days, but when he was  outside of the palace, going around on Boba’s business, he was always fully armored. 

   Kolburn knows the Mandalorian. He doesn’t know me.  

Kolburn cocked his blaster. “Dunno about that,” Kolburn observed. He looked Din up and down. Din’s borrowed outfit, already old and worn, was filthy now. Damp with sweat and blood, torn in a few new places, smeared with smoke and dirt. “You don’t look like one of ours.” 
“I – ” Din started, still thrown, mind working to try and come up with something to say. 
He was saved for a second time that night by Fennec Shand, who stuck her head out of the front door, looked Din up and down, then hissed at Kolburn, “Put the blaster down, you idiot. It’s Mando.” 
“It’s –  oh, ” said Kolburn. To his credit he did drop the blaster, staring at Din in shock. He actually flushed a little, which wasn’t something that Din had imagined a man like Kolburn could do. “Uh, sorry, boss. I just, uh. Didn’t recognize ya.” 
“It’s fine,” Din said, tiredly. 
“Get out of the street,” Fennec snapped. Her eyes flickered over Jaasa’s limp body, then softened. “And good work.” 
She stood aside and let Din cross the threshold into Gella’s Place again. 
The cantina was a wreck. Its walls were pocked and burned. Murals ruined. Chairs and tables broken, overturned. 
Din surveyed the destruction, then looked at Fennec, who grimaced. 
“Jaasa called for backup,” she said. Fennec gestured at a corner, which was heaped with bodies. Most of them were dead – the Weequay Fennec had shot through the eye, Evie, Big Blue, who’d ended up with a lightsaber burn across his throat. The third Zygerrian and Haske the bartender, who’d apparently stopped cowering behind the bar at some point and had met the burning end of Quinlan’s lightsaber. 
But a few were alive, and stirring faintly. Someone – maybe Kolburn or one of his crew – had found binders somewhere and slapped them on everyone who still lived. The human woman who’d lost her hand to the darksaber. Onno, burned and whimpering. Civar, who was so pale underneath his red skin that he looked almost pink. 
And the Duros who’d come in as Din had chased Jaasa through the kitchens. She must’ve been part of the reinforcements who’d come in for Jaasa. Quinlan, singed and bleeding sluggishly from a cut over his eyebrow but otherwise unhurt, was crouched over the Duros, a hand pressed to her forehead. His eyes were closed. 
“Kolburn got here quickly,” Din said, dumping Jaasa on the floor. He rolled his shoulders out, biting back a groan. “Good call.” 
“I didn’t call him,” Fennec said, tone sour. Din looked at her, surprised. 
She’d taken her helmet off at some point, propped it up on one of the few tables that was still standing. Her usually-neat braid was starting to come loose, strands of black and purple hair drifting across her forehead, and she was smudged with smoke. 
She didn’t look like she’d taken any injuries, though. That was good. 
“My fob went dark too,” Fennec said. “When I went after you. Jaasa’s crew knew what they were doing – they rigged some kind of frequency suppression device down there, to keep any signals from getting out. Boba wasn’t watching your fob – I don’t know if he knows you have one, actually – but he  was watching mine. He saw it go dark.” 
Din winced. 
“Yeah,” said Fennec, still sour. “We’re definitely gonna hear about it. The boss called Kolburn in – and just about everyone in a five-mile radius, which is great – to converge on my last known location and find out what happened. Now they’re all here.” 
Din winced. 
“Not exactly a quiet op,” he said, apologetic. 
Fennec snorted. “No,” she said. “But this is Tatooine. Nothing goes the way it should. It’s fine. Neither of us are dead, so Boba doesn’t have to make Mos Eisley a pyre in our memory. You even got Jaasa.” 
“I did,” Din said, resisting the urge to kick the Zygerrian woman again for all the trouble she'd caused.  
“She make a run for the shipyards?” 
“She did,” said Din. He paused. “You should send someone over there. There’s an  Omicron- class hunter-killer at the end of one of the public bays. Jaasa was running for it.” 
“The ships that attacked the palace were hunter-killers,” Fennec observed. “Good call. Kolburn! Palakwi!” She made for the door again. Din, too tired to heave Jaasa up on his shoulders a second time, just grabbed one of her legs and hauled her over to where Vos was crouched by the Duros, his hand still on her forehead. 
Quinlan’s eyes were still firmly closed. The air around him was – charged, almost. Electric with something. Din shied away, not wanting to brush up against the Force again. 
 Jedi stuff,  Din thought. He left Quinlan to it. He found a pair of binders and slapped them on Jaasa, making sure they were secure, then made his way over to the bar, found one of the few unbroken bottles of  bogo naga hiding at the back of the shelf, and helped himself to a drink. 
 Not much better than the taste of blood, Din thought, wincing. But he drank anyway, trying to get rid of the taste of blood and smoke and burned plasma. He wanted a sonic. 
 No,  he thought, almost longingly.  I want a swim. 
Din wanted to go to the little artificial oasis underneath Jabba’s old tower and float for a while in the warm water, letting it soothe away all of his hurts. 
 Probably not on the table tonight, he thought. If Boba thought that Fennec had died, he was probably… not in the mood for a relaxing swim. 
Din grimaced.  Great, he thought. 
There was nothing for it, though. This whole operation was Din’s idea. He’d been the one to push, to make Fennec come out here with him. If Boba needed to yell at someone, he could yell at Din. 
Din finished his bottle of  bogo naga and set it down with a decisive thump. His skin prickled. Someone was watching him. Din turned and found Civar the Devaronian, who was looking at Din with wide eyes. 
“You – where – you’re a  Jedi,” Civar said, his eyes fixed on the hilt of the darksaber where it rested on Din’s hip. Usually when Din wore it he wore his cloak, too, and Din had gotten used to pulling his cloak over the darksaber. But smugglers didn’t wear cloaks, so the darksaber was easy to see now, resting on Din’s hip like it belonged there. 
 Maybe it does, Din thought. It had certainly proved useful tonight. 
He sighed. “I’m not a Jedi,” he said. 
“There’s no  way you’re a smuggler!” Civar argued, eyes wide. “You – ! You disappeared, and then Ikbo and that other guy disappeared too, and there was an explosion – was that you?” 
“No,” Din repeated. “That wasn’t me. What are you doing in binders, Civar?” 
“I didn’t think so,” Civar said, more like he was talking to himself now. “But it made Jaasa panic, and she pulled a blaster on us, told us to leave or else, and – ”
“You decided to stay?” Din said, wryly. “This is Tatooine, Civar. If someone pulls a blaster on you and tells you to leave, you should  leave.” 
Civar snorted. “Yeah, I’m figuring that out,” he said. Then he paused. “Are you  sure you’re not a Jedi? And you – ” Civar craned his head around and got a good look at Fennec, who was coming back into the cantina, orders dispensed. “You’re with Boba Fett. Aren’t you?” 
“Why is he in binders?” Din asked her. “I’m pretty sure he’s harmless.” 
“I am,” said Fennec. Her tone was flat, inflectionless, but Din thought that she was almost  amused. “Not that I like to advertise that in this part of town. He’s in binders because he’s an idiot, Mando.”
“Mando?” said Civar, and was ignored. 
“He’s harmless,” Din said. “He’s just a merchant. Sells ship parts. Let him go.” 
“Not until he’s been vetted,” Fennec said. Her jaw was set. “A night in the palace should help him in the long run, Mando. Teach him the value of minding his own business.” 
Din sighed. Fennec wasn’t wrong there. Civar did not have much sense. That was apparent. Maybe a night in the palace dungeous would help him learn a thing or two about knowing when to walk away. “Don’t hurt him,” he said. 
“Mando?” Civar repeated.
Fennec rolled her eyes. “No promises,” she said, but the corner of her mouth turned up when she said it. She finally looked at Civar, who blanched again. “As long as he doesn’t give me any trouble. You gonna give me any trouble, Civar?” 
Civar shut his mouth. 
Fennec smiled. “See?” she said. “Trainable, at least.” 
Din rubbed his forehead. His headache was back. 
“C’mon,” said Fennec, hooking a gentle hand underneath Din’s elbow. “Kolburn’s crew will get these  skugs loaded up. And you, Civar.” 
The Devaronian wisely kept his mouth shut.
Fennec led Din a little ways away from the heap of bodies. Quinlan was still silent, doing whatever it was he was doing with the Duros. Fennec jerked her chin at him. “He came in handy,” she murmured, quietly. “And you’re not half-bad with that lightsaber you’ve got either, Djarin.” 
Din grunted. “It’s not a lightsaber,” he said. 
Fennec raised an eyebrow. “Sure looks like one to me,” she said. “What’s the difference?”
“Politics?” Din hazarded, too tired to be anything but blunt. He didn’t know why the darksaber was the darksaber instead of a lightsaber. Why whoever had made it had made it the way they had, to be so like a Jedi weapon, but still so different. It made Din’s head hurt to think about it, and he was already sore enough. 
Fennec, bizarrely,  smiled, like Din had cracked a joke. “Fair,” she said. She looked Din up and down. “How are you?” 
“Alive,” Din muttered back. 
Fennec made a vague noise. She tilted her head at Civar. “Sorry about that,” she said. “I know you were trying to work undercover. I don’t know if you’ll be able to use your face again.” 
Din shrugged tiredly. There was nothing to be done for it now. 
“Not much I can do about it,” he said, scrubbing the back of his neck. He was tacky with sweat and gritty with smoke. “If I’ve got an Imperial bounty out on me, it’s not a good idea to go out without my armor on anyway.” 
Fennec’s eyes softened. “I’ll look into that,” she promised. Din just shrugged again. He wasn’t sure what she could do about it either. 
 I’ve got a target on my back even without my armor on, he thought. It didn’t bother Din as much as he would’ve thought. He hated that the Empire knew what he looked like, but – 
 It was a choice I made weeks ago,  Din thought. He had chosen to show his face on Morak. And Din had defended that choice so many times now – to himself, to Paz, to Boba – that Din  knew it had been the right one. It had had unforeseen consequences, but – 
 But that doesn’t mean that I was wrong, Din thought. 
Taking his helmet off, letting that terminal scan his face, had helped Din save his son. Din could live with the rest of it. 
“Let’s deal with all of this, first,” Din said, waving a hand at the pile of bodies behind him. “You call Boba and let him know you’re not dead?” 
“Yes,” Fennec said, rolling her eyes. 
“What’d he say?” 
“‘Fett out,’” Fennec said, in a passable impression of Boba at his sharpest. Din winced, but Fennec was unbothered. 
“You mention me?” Din asked, apprehensive now. If Boba was that short with Fennec, who Boba openly adored, Din was dreading what Boba’d say to him. 
“I said you had the situation handled,” Fennec assured Din, still smiling. “Relax, Mando. You know Boba’s got more snarl than sting, right?” 
 He doesn’t regularly flog you,  Din thought, but kept that thought to himself. Din had been chewed out by an older warrior a time or two. He could handle Boba. Boba wasn’t – he wouldn’t be  wrong to chew Din out either. Din had – well. 
 The  idea  behind tonight was sound,  Din thought.  There were just – unseen factors.  
Din’d had no way of knowing that the Empire had put a bounty out on the nameless man who’d been involved in the destruction of the base on Morak. He hadn’t known that a Jedi would be running an op at the same time. Din had just been unlucky. That was all. 
 Not  too  stupid, I don’t think. If Din had really wanted to be an idiot, he could’ve tried to run this on his own. Not brought Fennec in at all. 
 I would’ve deserved a flogging, for that, he thought. Then he set that thought aside, because Quinlan finally lifted his head, drawing in a sharp breath, and opened his eyes. 
“Mandalorian,” he said, looking at Din. 

   Yeah, that secret’s shot.  

“Jedi,” Din returned, evenly. “You okay?” 
Up here, in the better light of the cantina proper, Quinlan’s cut forehead didn’t look so bad. Mostly superficial, a wound that had bled out but not something that would slow Vos down much. 
That was good. Din wasn’t sure how one took care of an injured Jedi. 
Quinlan brushed Din’s concern aside with an easy wave of his hand. “Fine,” he said. “You?” 
Din smiled crookedly, the motion pulling at the scratches across his face. “Are Jedi powers good for healing claw marks?” 
Quinlan grimaced. “Bacta’s better,” he said. “I’ve got a bit of healing – had to pick it up over the years – but it’s never been my strongest skill.”
“Fair enough,” Din said, resisting the urge to pick at the scrapes. He nodded at the Duros, who was still slumped over unconscious with the rest of Jaasa’s crew, her hands bound in front of her. “That the Duros you were looking for?” 
Quinlan’s answering smile had teeth. “As a matter of fact,” he said, nudging the Duros with a careful toe, “she is. This is Te’Wa. She’s the crew’s pilot.” 
Din’s instincts sat up, shaking off some of his exhaustion. “Does that mean that she knows where the last shipment of – where Jaasa’s been selling her captives?” 
“It does.” 
Something dark moved in the wreckage of Gella’s Place, then. It felt like an animal – a predator – prowling in the shadows. Hungry. Furious. 
 Quinlan is angry, Din thought. 
The way Luke Skywalker talked, Jedi didn’t  get angry. Or if they did, they did their best to set their anger aside. That was why Skywalker’d been so worried that Grogu had killed that bounty hunter – anger in a Jedi was dangerous. It led them to the Dark Side. 
But Vos had said in the cave that he’d been both more and less than a Jedi. Most Jedi had died in the Empire’s Purges, like most Mandalorians. Din imagined that most of the Jedi who  had survived had leaned on their anger a time or two. 
“If you’ve got the information you need,” Fennec cut in, once again at Din’s side, “you don’t mind us taking Jaasa, do you?” 
She phrased it like a question, but Din knew Fennec well enough to know that she wasn’t asking.  She wanted Jaasa. This accomplice of Gorga’s, this spy – she had frustrated Fennec in particular, because Fennec felt that it was her job to guard Boba from threats like this. 
Din still tensed. He didn’t want Fennec and Quinlan to get into it over Jaasa. 
Quinlan studied Fennec for a moment, cool and inscrutable – more Jedi-like than Din had seen him so far, actually – but then he inclined his head, gracefully, and backed down. 
“I’d like to – talk to her, when you’re finished asking your questions,” Quinlan said. “But I can get what I need from Te’Wa. In the short-term, anyway. I want to get after my kids before they move much further down the sorrowlanes.” 
 That makes sense. He looked at Fennec. “We can keep Jaasa alive for you,” Din said, lifting his eyebrows. 
Fennec just shrugged. “Probably,” she said. “How long do you think you’ll be, Jedi?” 
“Not long,” said Vos, grim. “Jaasa’s crew moves their cargo in short bursts. Through sublight, not hyperspace, to avoid New Republic checkpoints. A week, maybe? I’m taking Te’Wa.” 
He didn’t ask, but Din didn’t see why Fennec would need a slaving pilot anyway. They had Jaasa, who ran the crew – she’d know everything that was important to know. 
Fennec eyed Din, clearly not sure about striking up a deal with a Jedi, but Din trusted Quinlan and tried to say so with his face. Fennec relented. 
“Fine,” she said. “Consider yourself welcome at the palace. I’ll put the word out – no one will shoot you out of the sky, Jedi. You got a good memory?” 
“Decent,” said Quinlan. His eyes danced, which meant that he was understating. He probably had a very good memory. 
“What are you flying?” 
“An ay twenty-four.” 
Din whistled. A-24s were new, right out of the New Republic’s best starfighter factories. Luke Skywalker’s Jedi Academy must’ve had a friend high up in the New Republic. Or Quinlan had stolen it – he was mischievous enough, Din thought. 
Fennec nodded. “Comm in before you leave the system,” she said. “I’ll watch for your ping and transmit some clearance codes – just punch ‘em in when you’re finished with your hunting and you’ll be able to land at the palace no problem.” 
Quinlan folded both of his hands together, long sleeves falling over his wrists, and  bowed. It was such a surprising, formal motion that Din and Fennec both blinked, not sure how to respond. 
Vos, when he straightened back up, was grinning. “Thanks. May the Force be with you,” he said. 
Din and Fennec exchanged a wary glance. 
“And, uh, also with you,” Din said. He  thought that was the right reply, but he’d always done his best to avoid the Rebellion and the Republic that had grown out of it. 
“Happy hunting,” said Fennec. 
 Returc’ye mhi, Din thought, but didn’t say. He thought that maybe Quinlan heard it anyway. He was different from the other Jedi Din had met. More – immediate. More present. Stranger, too. 
“Sorry about your face, Mandalorian,” said Quinlan. He flicked a wrist and the unconscious Duros lifted a little into the air. When she was high enough, Vos caught her and swung her easily over one shoulder, his bright grin fading a little. He looked at Din, very seriously. 
“Next time we see each other,” he said. “We should talk.” 
Din’s skin prickled. He had a vague idea of what Quinlan wanted to talk about and didn’t want to think about it. But Din inclined his head. 
“I’ll be here,” Din said, simply. Fennec knocked her elbow against Din’s in a gesture of solidarity. He appreciated it. 
Quinlan inclined his head and took his leave, striding out of Gella’s Place with the Duros over his shoulder. The room seemed larger without him in it, like Quinlan Vos had taken up more than his fair share of space. 
“Jedi,” Fennec muttered. She knocked Din’s elbow again. “C’mon,” she said. “Kolburn’s crew can handle loading these  skugs up and getting them back to the palace. Let’s see what we can do about your face, yeah?” 
Din sighed. “Probably not much,” he muttered, but let her take over. 
Several strips of bacta later, Din found himself in the back of a landspeeder, propped up against Fennec, while Kolburn took them back to the palace. He and Fennec had come over using the tunnels, but going back that way was apparently out of the question. 
“Boba,” Fennec had said, sticking bacta to the four parallel scratches across Din’s face, “is probably going to try and make a point.” 
“What kind of point?” Din had asked warily. Fennec had given him some bacta to slap across his skinned hand, his signed fingertips, his bruised ribs too, and the cooling sensation was pleasant. Din wanted to sleep for a week, not get yelled at, but Boba was probably right to be upset – Din and Fennec had gotten themselves into trouble without telling him where they were, and if Vos hadn’t been there to deflect that stun grenade and help take out Jaasa’s crew, Din was sure that he’d be in the back of a different speeder by now, hauled off somewhere unpleasant. 
“Don’t worry about it,” Fennec told him. “We did good, today. You got Jaasa. I got to shoot someone. It was a good day, Djarin.” 
She was surprisingly – or maybe not surprisingly, given the care Fennec had shown him tonight, fixing his clothes, tidying his hair – tolerant of Din leaning against her as their speeder zipped over the sand road, Mos Eisley growing smaller and the palace growing larger. Din had counted Fennec among his friends for weeks now, but she’d always maintained a careful distance between them. Din had just assumed that it was her way. 
Now, though, she let Din slump against her without any fuss, shifting to make room for him, their legs pressed together from hip to knee. It was – nice. Familiar. Not quite like it was with Boba, but still…  yaim’la. Clannish. 
 Like she’s made a decision about me, Din thought. The edges of his thoughts were fuzzy. Despite the bacta Fennec’d slapped on his face, his headache, soothed by Quinlan before the fight, had come back. The rest of his body was protesting everything Din had put it through over the last two hours. 

   Like she’s decided that – I don’t know.  

Din didn’t understand Fennec. He didn’t  need to understand Fennec, but still. She wasn’t Mandalorian. She hadn’t been raised like Din had been raised, to decide her friends and allies quickly, because the tribe was always under threat; Fennec was more careful about it. 
But she had evidently made some kind of choice. And she hadn’t brought up her warning about Boba again, either. 
 Maybe she doesn’t think she needs to warn me again, Din thought. 
Fennec wasn’t the type to stick her nose in Din’s private business more than once. She’d felt the need to warn him after he’d flown off in the desert. To – to caution Din, to encourage him to guard his heart, to remember that Boba had other things to worry about. Had things that  mattered to him, more than favors Boba did for his friends. 
 But since she’s warned me already, she’s not going to do it again, Din thought. That wasn’t Fennec’s way. She’d told Din to be careful. To guard his heart. Din had immediately thrown her advice off the top of Boba's tower. She wouldn’t bring it up again. 
Din – appreciated that. He  knew he was probably being a bit of an idiot, where Boba was concerned. He didn’t need Fennec to point it out every time Din did something openly and outrageously stupid, like wander into a Hutt-run cantina without his armor on, unaware that there was an Imperial bounty out on his head. 
 Look at the bright side, Djarin, Din told himself bracingly. They were pulling up to the palace, now. Kolburn took them right to the front doors, which were flanked on either side by Theran and another guard Din had met a few times but didn’t remember. 
 I won’t get surprised like that again. Now that Din knew he had a bounty out on him, he could – handle it, he supposed. 

   Karga might be able to help. Can cancel any Guild hunters, at least. The Imps’ll keep trying, but…  

Fennec hopped out of the speeder first. Din climbed out after her, determined to do it on his own. He wasn’t  that badly hurt. Fennec’s quick first aid had helped him recover, at least a little. 
On his feet again, Din looked up at the imposing front doors of Boba’s palace and resisted the urge to fidget with his borrowed clothes. 
Fennec smiled wryly. “C’mon,” she said. “Boss’ll be waiting for us in the throne room. Best not to keep him waiting.” 
“No,” Din muttered, following after her as she made her way through the doors, into the familiar wide entryway of the palace. “Best not.”
Fennec’s instincts were right – they went down the hall, down the stairs and found Boba waiting for them in the throne room, armor on but helmet propped up on Noora’s bar. Boba was sitting, watching one of Fennec’s palace-maps with its constellation of fobs blinking in their own unique rhythms, nursing a clear glass of tihaar. When he saw them, he stood and made his way to the bottom of the stairs. 
Boba’s expression was almost aggressively blank. 
“So,” he said, once he was close enough to Din and Fennec that he could be heard without needing to shout. “You’re both alive, then?” He looked Din up and down. A strange expression flickered across his face as he took in Din’s – 
 Well,  Din thought.  My everything? The unfamiliar clothes, the scorches and singes, the cuts on Din’s face, the bacta. 
“Yes,” Din said quickly, taking a step towards Boba, wanting to assure Boba that he and Fennec were fine before Boba could really get himself worked up about it. “We’re both – wait. What happened here?” Din asked, drawing up so fast that Fennec bumped into his back. He’d finally looked around the rest of the throne room. 
“Ah.” Boba grimaced. “Minor disagreement.” He waved a hand. “‘S all fine now.” 
“Minor disagreement?” Din repeated, disbelievingly. The throne room was a  wreck. It looked like Boba had been the one fighting slavers, not Din and Fennec. Over the last several days, Noora had been working hard to replace all of the broken furniture, the singed tapestries. She’d directed battalions of cleaning droids, helped them scrub carbon burns off the walls and bloodstains off the flagstones. 
There weren’t any new carbon burns or puddles of blood, but there  was a huge, gagged line of stone melted to slag off the wall behind Boba’s throne. The throne itself was missing six or seven inches of its back. The smell of molten plasma and burned wood – burned stone, like the lava fields of Nevarro – hung heavy in the air. 
 Wait, Din thought, too stunned to speak for a moment. Fennec leaned around Din and whistled. 
“Noora’s gonna kill you,” she said. 
 Molten plas –  Din thought.  Paz.  
Din stared at Boba, who was watching Din carefully, expression unreadable. Din felt his own eyes widen with the realization. 
“You – Paz attacked you,” Din said. Paz would’ve started the fight, Din knew that. Din knew Paz, and he thought that he knew Boba too. 
 Boba promised me that Paz was safe here,  Din thought, a little wildly.  But if Paz attacked him first –  
Boba held up a gloved hand, catching Din’s thoughts before they could run away from them both. “Like I said,” he rumbled, “it was a minor disagreement. A… misunderstanding.” 
“That is not,” Din said, still staring at the ruin of stone and wood behind Boba’s head, “very reassuring.” 
Din had seen what Paz’s plasma cannon could do to a person. Paz didn’t use it often, because getting the refined plasma for it could be tricky, but he’d pulled it out a few times. Din had seen it melt a stormtrooper into a steaming puddle of slag and burning plastoid, once. Boba’s armor would’ve given him a little protection, but – 
 But nothing,  Din thought, uneasily.  Boba’s fine. He’s – Paz didn’t hurt him.  
There was no blood on the floor either, so Din hoped that Boba hadn’t hurt Paz. Even if Paz had broken the peace first. 
Boba spread his hands, letting Din take a proper look at him. He hadn’t yet painted his armor again, hadn’t covered up the scuffs and scratches he’d acquired during the raid on the palace. Din didn’t see any new dents, though. No singes, no burns in Boba’s kute or fresh, shiny scratches in the green paint of his cuirass. 
“I’m fine,” Boba assured Dn. “‘S not the first time I’ve had to duck a plasma cannon, actually.” 
“A  plasma cannon?” Fennec hissed, leaning farther around Din to take a better look at the throne room. 
Din swallowed. “And – and Paz?” he asked, lifting his chin. If Paz had been the one to break the uneasy truce Boba’d agreed to – the  alain’ah,  the Tuskens’ hospitality that Boba had extended to Paz and the  verd’ike, the kids – then Boba would’ve been within his rights to kill Paz. 
 Within the skill, too.  Boba was a better fighter than Paz. If Paz had surprised Boba with the plasma cannon he  might have been able to injure Boba badly enough to take him, but he clearly hadn’t managed to get Boba, so – 
Boba snorted. “Still alive,” Boba said. “And only a little bruised, I think.”
Din’s shoulders sagged, relief nearly knocking him over. “Thank you,” Din said, sincerely. Fennec was still staring at the damage, tight with tension. 
Boba waved an irritable hand. “The  verd’ike had things in hand,” he said. “That Strill…” Boba shook his head.
“What was – why did Paz come at you?” Din asked, warily. “He’s – I didn't think that he wanted anything to do with you.” 
Boba chuckled. “He doesn’t," he said. “And I think he wants even less to do with me now that I’ve rung his bucket. Don’t worry about it, Djarin.” 
“Don’t worry about it?” Din said, incredulous. “But – ”
“It’s a matter between  verda,” Boba said. His tone was firm. “And it’s settled, anyway.” 
Din eyed him, suspicion prickling in the back of his mind. 
 What do Boba and Paz have to fight about? he wondered. It wasn’t like they were going to fight over ideology – Din had already told Paz that Boba didn’t follow their Way. Paz hadn’t been happy to hear it, but – 
 But he – he was going to let it go,  Din thought.  For me. Because we fought, and I won. He was going to let it go.  
“It’s settled,” Boba repeated, seeing the stubborn set of Din’s jaw. “And it’s not going to happen again. Kasyyk returned from Mos Pelgo. Cobb Vanth’s willing to quarter your people, and your people are willing to be quartered somewhere quieter. Kasyyk took them off an hour ago.” 
Din blinked, thrown again. “They’re – they’ve left?” 
Boba nodded. He was watching Din keenly. 
“That’s – good,” Din said, trying to recover. That  was good – Mos Pelgo would be safer. Gorga had the palace in his crosshairs, and anyone who stayed here was in danger of another attack. Mos Pelgo was a nowhere town out in the middle of the Great Dune Sea. Its anonymity would protect it, and everyone in it. 
Din had just – he’d thought that he’d have another chance to talk to Paz and the  verd’ike before they left. That was all. To check in and make sure Paz was recovering. 
 I’ll – maybe I’ll see them at the gathering, Din thought. He doubted it, since Paz had made his opinion on other Mandalorians – Mandalorians who didn’t follow his Way – very clear, but still. Din could hope. 
He looked at Boba again, meeting Boa’s eyes – with only a little jolt, this time, since Din was too tired to feel as exposed as usual – which had softened. 
“You’re hurt,” said Boba, quietly. 
“He’ll live,” said Fennec, finally sliding out from behind Din. She was frowning, clearly unhappy that Boba had gotten up to a fight without her around. “I checked him over, Boba. No one’s too badly hurt. Well, a few of our prisoners are – Djarin here’s pretty dangerous with that lightsaber – but  we’re fine.” 
Boba studied Din for another second, then turned to handle Fennec. “Prisoners?” said Boba. 
Din, grateful that Fennec had taken the attention away, edged into the throne room proper, circling the half-melted throne to lay a hand on the wall behind it. 
 Paz really – he really tried to kill Boba,  he thought. The melted rock had cooled now, forming drips and bubbles like the lava fields of Nevarro.  If Boba hadn’t ducked –  
 What was Paz thinking? 
Trying to kill someone who’d offered him shelter – Paz was stubborn and had a temper, but he wasn’t  stupid.  He must’ve known that attacking Boba put the others at risk. Strill and Jaig, the kids. Paz was – Paz was the closest thing they had to an  alor, for now. Until Paz could find what was left of the covert, he was responsible for them all. To put them at risk but attacking their protector – 
 I thought I cured him of his stupidity,  Din thought, gritting his teeth.  Guess not.  
Din knew where Mos Pelgo was. He could get there without missing the rock shaped like a sleeping anooba, now. Mos Pelgo’d protect the other Mandalorians from Gorga, but not from  Din.  
 It’d only be a day trip, Din thought, briefly fantasizing about taking a speeder out there, kitted out in his full armor, and tackling Paz to the ground. 
Behind him, Din heard Boba and Fennec sniping at each other under the guise of Fennec delivering a report – he very clearly heard Boba say, tone cold as a desert night, “Definitely seems worth the risk of going off on your own, then,” to which Fennec made a dismissive sound. 
Din sighed and took his hand off the wall. He could think about beating the kark out of Paz later. He turned around. 
“It was my idea,” Din said, loudly. 
 That  got Boba and Fennec to look at him. Fennec looked long-suffering, like she’d expected Din to step in front of this particular blaster bolt, and Boba looked  furious.  
Din locked his knees. He didn’t flinch. 
“It was my idea,” Din repeated. “I got some intel from Siolo. Gida’s friend. I thought – it was the only lead I had, so I thought I’d check it out.” 
“Without your armor on?” Boba said, tone dangerous. 
Din lifted his chin. “Yes,” he said. 
“Why?” 
“Ah, no,” said Fennec, stepping in again, neatly. Her expression was bored, but her eyes were sharp. “You wanna have it out with Djarin later, fine. But it was a  good idea,  Boba. It  worked. No one knows what Djarin looks like without his armor on. He was able to infiltrate a Hutt front. We bagged three prisoners.” 
“Three?” said Boba, narrowing his eyes. He didn’t back down, exactly, but he didn’t bristle at Fennec’s rebuke, either. “Kolburn said he was bringing four.” 
Fennec waved a dismissive hand. “The Devaronian’s not involved,” she said. “I’m just teaching him a lesson. We got the crew leader – the Zygerrian – and two of her underlings.”
“While storming the business district?” 
“There were complications,” Fennec allowed. “I’ll have a full report for you tomorrow, boss. But it was a good job. As neat as anything is, these days. Neither of us died. Kolburn pitched in.” 
Fennec was not, Din noticed, mentioning the presence of a Jedi. Din swallowed. He wouldn’t lie to Boba. 
 Neither will she,  Din reasoned. Fennec – Fennec was as true as beskar. She  would put together a full report. That was the kind of person she was. But she was – she was trying to set Boba at ease. 
 To help me, Din thought. 
Boba caught her at it too, because his scowl deepened. “Don’t try and manage me, Shand,” he growled. “I’m not Jabba the Hutt.”
Fennec surveyed Boba coolly. “Don’t act like him, then,” she retorted. “This was a good op. You trust us, right? Our judgment?” 
Boba and Din both froze. Din had – Din hadn’t heard Fennec talk to Boba like this before. She always spoke her mind – was always encouraged to speak her mind, because Boba valued her counsel – but usually she was at least  polite about it. Fennec had never needed to get sharp to get her point across. 
“...Yes,” Boba finally said, sounding a little grudging. 
 He has a temper, Din thought. He’d forgotten, a little, even though he’d been on the end of Boba’s temper a few times now. 
“So accept the results of that judgment,” Fennec said. “None of us died, or even got that badly hurt. I know you like Djarin’s face, Boba, but it’ll heal.” 
“Hey!” Din said, flushing.  Boba flushed too, which caught Din by surprise. He hadn’t thought that Boba could get embarrassed. 
“Shand,” Boba warned, though his voice had lost most of its growl. 

   What did Fennec say earlier? That Boba’s snarl’s worse than his sting?  

Fennec softened some, apparently satisfied that her point had been made. “You and Djarin wanna have it out on your own time, you’ve got a private room,” she said. “But this room’s for business. So, on business: Djarin here has potentially identified Gorga’s accomplice. Even if Jaasa turns out  not  to be the Hutt contact, she’s a slaver with an active operation. Bringing her down will send a message to all the rest of the  skugs who think they can worm their way around your edict. Sounds like a productive day, to me.” 
“Point taken,” Boba muttered. He still didn’t sound  happy, but – 
Din took pity on him. Boba was just – Boba was concerned about them both, that was all. Fennec had said that Boba’d seen her fob go out. 
 He must’ve thought that she had died, he thought. Like Fennec must’ve thought the same of Din, when his own fob had blinked off. 
Din swallowed. For the first time since that grenade had gone off under the cantina, Din felt –  guilty.  
“It was my idea,” Din said again. “Fennec backed me up. We were – there was a bit of fighting, but we had it handled. And we’re both fine.” 
“Like I said,” said Fennec, tilting her head in Din’s direction. “You’ll get a full report tomorrow, boss. And some useful intel out of all of this too, I think. Djarin here’s quick on his feet. This was a  good op. Djarin – I’d ride with you again. Okay?” 
Din tried not to be obviously flattered by Fennec’s words. She was a tough, skilled fighter. Her regard wasn’t easily won. 
“Okay,” he said. Din would ride with Fennec any time she asked him too, and thought that she knew that. Everyone could apparently read Din’s face, after all.
“Now, I would like a drink,” Fennec said. “And a chance to review the guard rotations, since I’ve been out all night. Djarin could use some proper medical care. I think he’s got bruised ribs.” 
Boba swung back around like a colo claw fish scenting blood in the water, eyes narrowing. 
Din glared at Fennec, some of his good will towards her evaporating. “My ribs aren’t – they’re definitely not broken,” Din said, quickly. “I don’t think they’re bruised, either.” 
“Come with me,” said Boba. He wasn’t asking. Din could have resisted, he supposed, but – 
 But there’s nothing else stopping me,  he thought. Paz and the  verd’ike were gone. Gida was home safe. Fennec was here, throwing Din on Boba’s thin mercy. Din didn’t have any excuse to turn down Boba’s care. 
“Fine,” Din said, though he shot another glare at Fennec. 
Boba was on him in a heartbeat, crossing the distance between them and immediately wrapping a strong arm underneath Din’s shoulders, forcing Din to fling his own arm across Boba’s shoulders to stay upright. Grip secured, Boba guided them both in the direction of his rooms. 
“I want that report first thing tomorrow, Shand,” Boba warned. 
Fennec waved them both off, taking over the glowing map of the palace and Boba’s seat at the bar. Boba left his helmet behind. Din wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or a bad one.
“I’m  fine,” Din insisted, as Boba steered him out of the throne room and down the long hall towards his rooms. Boba only tightened his grip, holding Din more securely against his side. 
“You don’t look fine,” Boba grumbled. “You look like – where the kark did you find those clothes?” 
 Is that what this is about? Din wasn’t – he was grateful for Boba’s support, of course. Enjoyed the feeling of Boba’s body pressed against his like he always did. But he could walk on his own, damn it, and didn’t need to be coddled just because he’d been thrown around a little. 
“In some old closets,” Din admitted. “In some of the rooms behind the throne room. Took me a few tries to find enough of an outfit.” 
Boba huffed. “I can imagine,” he said. “Some of those rooms haven’t been touched since Jabba’s day.” 
It occurred to Din then that he might have pulled on the clothes of someone Boba had hated, from back in Jabba’s day. Din hadn’t been a part of that court – he had no idea who Boba’s enemies had been, under the Hutt. Who his allies had been, if he’d had any. 
Din flushed a little, apologetic. 
“None of  my clothes would’ve worked,” Din said. “I needed to look like a – well.” 
“Like a degenerate spacer?” Boba suggested. 
Din grimaced. “Yes?” 
“You hit your mark, then,” Boba muttered. Din would be offended if not for the care Boba was still demonstrating, his arm secure underneath Din’s shoulders. His steps were slow and measured, so he didn’t outpace Din and make him stumble. 
“Clothes aside,” Din said. “I’m alright. Really.” 
“You clearly took a few hits, Din,” said Boba. 
Din’s grimace deepened. “I… did,” he said, honestly. “But none that were too serious.” 
“What hurts?” There was no give in Boba’s tone. “Aside from your face, though those scratches don’t look too deep.” 
“They’re not,” Din said. “I’m just – sore, that’s all.” 
“Djar’ika,” Boba warned. The endearment was good. A positive sign. 
Din signed. “My head hurts,” he admitted. “I – fell. My ribs. I don’t think anything’s broken,” Din added hastily. “I was able to run and fight just fine. I have a couple of burns.” 
“From the darksaber?” 
“No,” Din said, a little sheepishly. “From – I didn’t have my beskar,” he said. “So I… improvised.”
“You improvised,” said Boba, flatly. 
“If it helps,” Din said, “Fennec’s already told me that I’m crazy.” 
“Crazy doesn’t even begin to cover it,” Boba growled. “Gar jare’la. Gar gana jaro.”  
“I do not,” Din said, his own temper flaring a little. “It was just – I had to do  something.  So I did what I thought would work. And it  did. ” 
Din wasn’t a novice fresh to a firefight – he knew what he was doing, most of the time. The brass disk, the darksaber – they had  worked. Din had been able to sow enough chaos among Jaasa’s crew that he, Quinlan and Fennec had been able to take them out, even though they’d been outnumbered. 
Boba made a rough sound, clearly angry. He and Din took the lift up to Boba’s rooms in prickling silence. Din worked his jaw. He didn’t know how to make Boba  understand.  He didn’t even really understand why Boba was so upset. He’d calmed down in the throne room when Fennec had pointed out that she and Din had  won, after all. That their plan had worked. 

   Is he – is it just because we didn’t tell him?  

The doors chimed open on Boba’s rooms. Din supposed that it was a good sign Boba had dumped Din off in his own little room, leaving Din to tend to his injuries himself. It was a good sign that Boba didn’t let him go, either, that he guided Din over to Boba’s bed and deposited him more-or-less gently on it, before ducking into the ‘fresher to dig out his medical kit. 
But Boba’s expression was stormy when he came back, opening the kit and tossing it on the bed. His hands were gentle as he peeled off the temporary strips of bacta on Din’s face, easing the scratches with the  really good stuff, the high-grade bacta Boba usually reserved for his care after a flogging, but his eyes were dark and fierce. 
Something in the back of Din’s mind prickled. 
“You’re angry,” Din said, slowly, something like comprehension dawning. He thought that he might know, now, why Boba was so upset. 
Boba, to his credit, didn’t dispute Din’s observation. He bared his teeth. “I am,” he allowed. 
“Why?” Din said, even though he thought that he knew. He wanted to make sure before he – well. 

   Before I cap tonight off with another spectacularly stupid idea.  

Still, though. Fennec had told Din to trust his instincts, at the beginning of all of this, and Din’s instincts had not only kept Din alive, they’d seen his job through, too. He’d been  right.  He’d gone to Gella’s Place, had listened to instincts, and had caught his target. Din could trust his instincts. He  knew he could trust his instincts. 
“Why?” Din pressed. “I didn’t go alone. Fennec came. We were  fine,  Boba.” 
“Until you got jumped by slavers and bounty hunters,” Boba growled. “Kolburn said there were at least ten bodies in that cantina.” 
“I get jumped by hunters all of the time,” Din said. It had been admittedly less common ever since Din had cleared his debt to Greef Karga and the Guild, but he and Grogu had been hunted for  months before they’d gone back to Nevarro to settle Din’s accounts. 
“More reason to  tell me before you go out and do something stupid, then!” Boba snarled, slashing a hand through the air. Din had been expecting it, so he didn’t startle. 
 Ah,  he thought, a little satisfied despite himself, despite how obviously affected Boba was.  I was right.  
Din worked his jaw for a moment, trying to choose his words more carefully than usual. 
Boba had told Din himself, months ago, that Boba liked to be in control. That was part of the reason he’d started this whole endeavor in the first place. Not just what – not just what he did with Din, but taking Jabba’s throne for himself. Boba had wanted to run the outfit. To be in control, for once. 
 But it’s hard to be in control,  Din thought, fitting the pieces together,  when your people don’t tell you what they’re doing.  
 We scared him, Din realized. Boba had seen Fennec’s fob go dark. He’d seen it, and he probably hadn’t even realized that Fennec was out on a job – for all Boba’d known, Fennec had just been – going about her night, completely ordinary, and had been attacked. Jumped. Killed. 

   If we’d told him what we were going to do, Boba at least could’ve at least had a few teams standing by to support us. He could have helped.  

Din took a deep breath. Boba was still angrily applying bacta, working the cooling gel into each of Din’s scratches, gentle even in his fit of temper. 
“Off,” Boba said, shortly. 
Din blinked. “What?” 
Boba snarled something under his breath –  mando’a,  peaked and rough – and decided not to ask again. He just set each of his hands on either side of the open collar of Din’s shirt and  pulled. 
The poor shirt, old and worn even before Din had put it through its paces, tore. Din didn’t  yelp,  exactly – he caught the sound before it could leave his mouth – but he did hiss, startled, “Boba!”  and was promptly ignored. 
Boba did not apologize, but tearing Din’s shirt seemed to settle him some. He smeared more bacta on a forming bruise down one of Din’s flanks. 
“Boba,” Din said. 
Boba didn’t lift his head. He usually had no problem looking Din in the eye – seemed to enjoy it, in fact, seemed to treasure the idea that Boba got to look Din in the eye more than anyone else, got to see more of Din than anyone else – but now was refusing to, focusing instead on Din’s various bumps and bruises. 
“Boba,” Din said. 
Boba hadn’t told Din that he could move. That he couldn’t touch. 
So Din was the one who reached out, this time, and caught Boba’s face in his hands. Boba froze. His skin was warm. Rough with stubble. Din could feel the muscles working in Boba’s jaw. 
Din waited until Boba finally, reluctantly met Din’s eyes. He was  furious. Din could see it. Angry and wild with anger, trying very hard not to take that anger out on Din, who was injured. 
But he was angry.

   And it’s my fault.  

“I’m sorry,” said Din. He reached for the words in  mando’a,  the apologies he’d learned from Boba himself. “Ni ceta.” He knew what that meant.  I kneel.  He  would kneel, actually, if there had been room between his body and Boba’s. His knees would protest something fierce, but Din would do it. Kneeling always seemed to work, with Boba. Always seemed to – to remind Boba, maybe, of the agreement he’d made with Din. 
That muscle in Boba's jaw worked again. Bunched underneath Din’s fingertips. 
“Tonight was my idea,” Din said. “It was – I had to do it.” 
“Why,” Boba said, biting the word off. 
Din took another breath. “To prove that I could,” he said. “That I’m – that I’m not just a Mandalorian, Boba. That I’m – ” 
Din stopped himself and shook his head. He didn’t have the right words for it yet, what he’d needed to do tonight. What he’d  done. The way the darksaber had sung in his hand like it had belonged there. How he’d run Jaasa down, thrilled by the hunt. 
“You’re still on that?” Boba growled. His hands curled against either side of Din’s ribs, slippery and cool with bacta. 
“It’s not something I can just  get over, Boba,” Din snapped. “It’s – I was a Mandalorian my whole life! It mattered to me!” 
“It still matters to you,” Boba challenged, eyes flashing. 
Din winced, but took the rebuke in stride. “It does,” he admitted. Honesty.  He could be honest. He didn’t  want to be honest. It was – it wasn’t easy to talk about, even now. Even with Boba. 
 But I  can  talk about it.  
If Din could walk into enemy territory unarmored, face bare, and come out alive – come out the victor – then he could do this. 
“It’s always going to matter to me,” Din said. “Even if you wish it didn’t. Even if  I  wish it didn’t. But – I didn’t need my armor tonight. I didn’t need to be a Mandalorian. I was just  me, and it worked.” 
Boba stared at Din. His expression was still thunderous. Hands curled into fists, pressed to Din’s sides. 
“It worked,” Din repeated, softly. “But I’m – I’m sorry. I should’ve – told you what I was going to do. So that you knew what was happening.” 
Boba’s shoulders lifted. Din blinked, surprised. It almost looked like – it almost looked like Boba was  defensive, like Boba was curling his shoulders to protect himself. Din had never seen Boba do that before. 
“You don’t need my permission,” Boba muttered. “I’ve never – you and Fennec are seasoned warriors. You know what you’re doing.” 
“I wasn’t going to ask,” Din said frankly. He hadn’t asked Fennec either. 
 That’s not quite right. Din had asked Fennec to go to Mos Eisley with him. To watch his back. But he hadn’t asked her for permission to go in the first place. 
“But I could’ve – I  should have,” Din corrected himself, “let you know. So you – so you knew what was happening. So you could’ve backed us up if – when things got violent.” 
 So you could’ve been in control, or at least  felt  like you were in control, Din thought. He didn’t say it, wary of provoking a deeper anger, but from the way Boba’s shoulders pulled even tighter, then loosened, Boba heard Din think it anyway. 
They were both silent for several seconds. 
“You know me,” Boba finally said, hoarse, “too well,  ni cyare.”
 Cyare was an endearment. Din’s heart leapt. 
“That’s… not a bad thing, is it?” Din asked. “You know me too well too.” Boba knew Din better than anyone else alive. He could read Din’s face like Quinlan Vos had read the Duros’s mind. Like Din was entirely open to him, all of the time. 
It wasn’t – comfortable, having Boba know Din that well. Din had always been private. He’d always kept to himself. 
But if  anyone had to know Din like that, he was glad it was Boba. 
That wasn’t a sentiment he knew how to express, though. He couldn’t find the words to get that feeling out without tripping himself up, all of it catching inside of him. 
Boba’s fierce eyes searched Din’s face for a moment, then softened. Not entirely – the thunderstorm was still there, the howling sands, the dragon’s rage – but he did ease, some, and his shoulders slumped. His hands loosened at Din’s sides. 
Din took another breath. “If I – if I hurt you,” Din said, stumbling over the words a little. This probably  was  a crazy idea. Wild.  Jare’la.  
But it felt  right.  
“If I hurt you,” Din continued, nerves twitching. Boba searched his face again, a faint frown pulling at his forehead. Drawing his eyebrows in. “Ni ceta,” Din said. “And I’d – I’d like to make up for it. To – ” his words caught again. This was – it was hard to talk about. To ask for. 
But Din had promised to be honest, even when he was afraid, and he  was  being honest. He wanted to make it up to Boba. To do something, anything, to ease that terrible anger in Boba’s eyes. That  hurt.  
 We left him behind,  Din thought.  He couldn’t look out for us. That – that  hurt  him.  
And it wasn’t what Din had intended to do, when he’d gone off with Fennec to take a look at Gella’s Place, but it was what had happened, and Din had always tried to be responsible for his actions. To face the consequences. 
“I want to make it up to you,” Din said, lowly. 
Boba’s expression shifted. His hands, still pressed into Din’s ribs, pressed harder. 
It was  good. The pressure, the promise. It made Din’s breath catch in his throat. 
“Djar’ika,” Boba said. His expression was terrible and intent. “Are you asking me to punish you?” 
Fear – desire – curled in Din’s belly. He lifted his chin. “Yes,” he said. “I am.”
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  ehn’eta. 
 
Boba stared at Din for a long, fraught second. His eyes were dark and his expression, framed between Din’s hands, flickered between surprise, understanding and desire so quickly that it was hard for Din to parse it all. 
But Boba was quiet. He didn’t say anything. He just looked up at Din with his eyes fierce and intent, until Din wanted to look away, feeling too exposed. The look on Boba’s face cut Din deeper than anything else had that night. Deeper than the looks he’d gotten at Gella’s Place, than the feeling of Quinlan Vos swimming around in Din’s head, than Jaasa’s claws. Boba, as always, was seeing too much of Din. More than Din wanted him to see. The words Din had spoken –  you know me too well too – hung between them. 
Din couldn’t bear it. He dropped his hands, letting Boba go. Boba didn’t do the same; he still had one hand on either side of Din’s ribcage, was still gripping Din almost tight enough to bruise, but Din couldn’t bear to meet his eyes any more. 
“Forget it,” Din muttered into the quiet air between them, looking away. “It was – ”
Boba shut Din up all at once, rising from where he was crouched in front of Din in a single motion, catching Din’s mouth with his own. His fingers curled over Din’s ribs. The kiss was  searing, hot and fierce and edged with teeth. It stole Din’s breath and knocked every thought – every doubt – out of his head. Left Din with nothing to do but open up to it, lips parting to let Boba in. 
Boba made a pleased little noise against Din’s mouth and pressed his advantage, skimming his tongue over the sharp edge of Din’s teeth. 
Like this Din couldn’t take Boba’s face between his hands again, but he still wanted to touch Boba, so he reached out and tangled his fingers into the handspun, textured fabric of Boba’s robes. He held on tight. 
Boba made another approving sound, this one deep in his throat, almost a groan, and pressed in. There was nowhere for Din to go but further backward, towards the center of the bed. He obeyed Boba’s wordless command and wriggled back, clearing room for Boba to prowl over the edge of the bed on top of Din, blanketing him from every side. He didn’t pull his mouth away. Didn’t stop kissing Din, didn’t stop digging his thumbs into Din’s sides. 
It was overwhelming, but it was  good,  too – Boba’s hands, his scent, the warmth of his body, now as familiar to Din as his armor was. Din’s body welcomed the weight. The pressure. And his heart welcomed the  relief – if Boba was doing this, kissing Din, hanging on to him like this, half-desperate, then Din hadn’t ruined everything after all. 
Despite the teeth in his kiss and his bruising grip, Boba was gentle enough. His fingers were still sticky with bacta and he shifted so that most of his weight was borne up by his knees and elbows, not Din’s body. Din curled his fingers tighter into Boba’s robes and made a hungry, desperate sound. He wanted more. 
Boba obliged. 
He kissed Din until Din had no breath left, until Din was dazed and flushed and his lips felt hot and swollen. Din’s heart was kicking against his ribs. His blood was sparkling. His belly was filling with heat, cock twitching against the unfamiliar fabric of Din’s borrowed clothes. His chest was bare, his arms tangled in the ruins of his borrowed shirt, and the tug and scrape of Boba’s robes against his skin made Din shiver. 
When Boba finally pulled away, propping himself up on his elbows to look down at Din, all Din could do was blink back up at him, panting and hot and thoroughly confused. 
 Confused,  Din thought, blood still hot,  but willing. If Boba wanted to work his feelings out by fucking Din instead of flogging him, or whatever else Boba could think up for a punishment, Din was willing. He spread his legs a little to better accommodate Boba’s body and was rewarded with a pleased rumble. Boba smoothed his thumbs over the bottom of Din’s ribs. 
Din blinked up at him. “What was – what was that for?” he asked, licking his lips when his voice, rough with want, broke a little. 
Boba studied Din for a minute. He leaned back, gave Din enough room that Din could prop himself up on his own elbows. For once Boba looked just as affected as Din felt – pupils blown, expression open, hunger plan in his face. He was breathing hard too, and Din could see Boba’s own heartbeat fluttering in his throat. 
Boba swallowed and said, his voice just as rough as Din’s, “A reward.” 
Din blinked again. “A reward? For what?” Din hadn’t done anything that should be rewarded. He’d gone off on a job without telling Boba. Had done it without his armor, without doing proper recon, without any backup or support but Fennec. He’d hurt Boba. He’d – 
Boba stopped Din before Din’s thoughts could take over, could pull him out of the pliant, willing space he’d stumbled into when Boba had started to kiss him. “For asking for what you want,” Boba said. 
Din’s eyes widened. He had – he had asked for punishment. “Oh,” he said, surprised. “I just…” he trailed off. Din hadn’t said what he’d said, hadn’t  asked to be punished, because he wanted to be rewarded instead. Quite the opposite, in fact. It was muddied by desire, now, but Din could still feel guilt stirring like a sleeping krayt beneath the bottom of his ribs, ready to roar awake. 
 I hurt you,  Din wanted to say. He  had  hurt Boba, he knew that he had. Boba had been so  quiet, when Din’d told Boba what he’d done. His expression had been so heavy. 
That wasn’t something that Din wanted to be rewarded for. It wasn’t something that he ever wanted to do again. 
“Hey,” said Boba, reading Din’s thoughts as they flashed across his face. He smoothed a palm flat over Din’s flank. The skin there was warm and sore. Din would have fingerprint bruises in the morning. He was glad. “I mean it,” Boba continued. “Thank you. For telling me what you want.” 
The sincerity in Boba’s voice made Din’s skin prickle. Something dark shifted in his chest. Flashed a tooth, a claw. 
“I don’t  want punishment,” Din muttered, looking away. His eyes found the endless sprawl of the desert beyond Boba’s rooms. The dunes and the ridges and the stars above them all. The night sky was almost blue tonight, and would soon be grey with dawn. Din and Fennec had been gone for hours. The suns would soon rise. 
Boba made a considering noise. “Maybe not,” he allowed. “But you want  something. Don’t you?” 
Din lifted one shoulder as best as he could. The muscle twinged; despite the bacta, Din was still sore, aching from his fall in the cave underneath Gella’s Place. 
 Want  was maybe not the right word. It wasn’t desire that Din felt – well it  was,  a little, because Din’s head was still so full of  Boba,  all of his senses still reeling, his lips still tingling, the skin underneath Boba’s hand still warm and sensitive – and it wasn’t a need either. Din didn’t  need to be punished, he didn’t think. But it was – 
“I  should be punished,” Din finally said, trying to fit what he was feeling into words, into something Din could say and be understood through. Boba was uncannily good at reading Din’s expression, but this – Din wanted to make sure that he got this right. He didn’t want anything to be understood. Mistranslated. 
Boba’s brow furrowed. “Should?” he said, placing careful emphasis on the word. 
“I deserve it,” Din finally said. The word stuck in his throat a little. He made himself meet Boba’s eyes again, and found them almost unbearably warm with understanding. Some of the raw desire in Boba’s expression had faded, replaced by a faint confusion that pinched his brow. Concern. 
Din’s stomach twisted unhappily again. He’d done that. Taken the pleased surprise, the open hunger, off of Boba’s face, replaced it with more worry and more concern. 
“Hey,” Boba said again, catching Din’s attention. “Udesii. Be easy. It’s alright.” 
Din felt his lip curl. Faint anger stirred in his gut. Not at Boba, mostly at himself, but still. It was there, and it wasn’t  right. Wasn’t what Din wanted to be feeling. 
Boba was still watching Din’s face, his head cocked a little to the side. 
“Maybe it’s not alright. You feel,” said Boba, slowly, “that you  deserve punishment.” 
He put the right emphasis in the right place, so Din nodded. “Is there – is there a word for that?” Din asked. “In  mando’a,  I mean.” Maybe it would be easier to say in  mando’a. Clearer. Easier for Boba to understand. 
It was – Din was just so  guilty. He had caused Boba grief, and Din hated it. He wanted – 
Boba tilted his head a bit more, thinking. “I don’t know,” he admitted. At the surprise that must have flickered across Din’s face, Boba offered him a small smile. “I was ten when my father died,  Djar’ika,” he said. The endearment eased some of the guilt spiking in Din’s chest. The admission of affection. “He hardly sat me down and went through a dictionary. Most of what I know I picked up through stories or eavesdropping when he talked to the old guard on Kamino. Or from that trip I took to Keldabe, when I was younger.” 
 When there was still a Keldabe to visit, he didn’t say. 
“I – oh,” said Din, wincing. He should’ve thought of that. Of course Boba wouldn’t know everything there was to know about  mando’a – he had a decent grasp of the language compared to someone like Din, but Din had to remember that Boba had never had a tribe or a clan; Boba’d had his father, and that was it. Of course he was missing a few words here and there. 
Boba patted Din’s side gently. “There’s  parjir,” he offered. “That means ‘to win.’ But that’s not what you’re saying, is it?” 
Din shook his head.  Definitely not.  He hadn’t  won a punishment. That wasn’t something that Din could win. 
“Hmm,” said Boba. “What about…  Sa jaig jorso’ran meg jorso’ran sa jag?” He narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. The phrase was almost lyrical, for  mando’a  – it had its peaks and valleys, like most of what Din knew of the language, but Boba lent it a particular cadence. Din could almost hear the song buried in Boba’s voice. 
“What does that mean?” Din asked. “It seems like a lot of words for – well.” For a simple concept. Or a concept that should be simple, anyway. 
Boba dug his thumb into a sore spot underneath Din’s bottom rib, making Din hiss. He tried to squirm away but there was nowhere to go. “It is a lot of words,” Boba admitted, letting up again. “‘S poetry. An old story. Dad told it to me a few times. About one of the old  ka’ra. The ancient kings.” 
“Poetry?”  
Din didn’t know much about Jango Fett, not really. He’d heard the name, the reputation, and Boba had shared his father’s story with Din when he’d been giving Din a lesson in Mandalorian history, but none of that had made Din think of Jango Fett as a man who had enjoyed poems or songs or stories. 
Boba caught Din’s disbelief and smiled, quick and flashing. “You had to get him drunk enough,” he said, half-explaining. “My father was only philosophical if he'd had enough tihaar. Skirata and  Ba’Vodu Rav were the only ones who could get him in just the right spot.” 
Din startled at the familiar name.  Skirata,  like Annika and her clan, even though Din knew that there was no way  this Skirata, a friend of Jango Fett’s, was the same. 
“But he knew the songs,” Boba continued. “Some of the poems. He was – he’d learned them when he’d been a boy. Mandalorians – some of ‘em, my father’s people, they were like the Tuskens. They kept all their history here.” Boba touched his chest. 
Din nodded. He understood. 
“So what does that mean?” Din asked, skirting around the wistfulness in Boba’s voice. “Sa jag – a man?” 
Boba nodded. “I don’t know the exact translation,” he said. “But Dad said that it means… it means that a man has to carry what he’s picked up.”
Din thought about that for a moment, then nodded again. He thought – he thought that he understood. “A man has to live with the consequences of his actions,” Din murmured. 
Boba dipped his head. “Sounds about right,” he said. “I’m not one for poetry, though,” he warned. “It could mean kark all, for all I know.” 
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “That sounds – that sounds right.” That sounded like what Din had meant to say, or at least closer to it than Din had managed to get so far. Din had hurt Boba. His actions had caused Boba pain. Fear. Din had gone into Mos Eisley. Boba had even seen Fennec’s fob blink off, had thought that Fennec had died and that maybe Din had died with her. That was – 
 It  hurt  him,  Din thought.  And not in a way that Boba could get out of.  
Din and Boba had had that conversation before. About the difference between hurt and harm. 
 What I did,  Din thought, sitting up a little straighter,  harmed Boba.  
Guilt was alive in Din’s belly again, shifting and seething, but underneath it was – was  relief,  almost. Din understood what he’d done. And he understood what he wanted to do to make up for it, as much as Din  could make up for it. 
Din couldn’t go back and wind the stars eastward, couldn’t find himself in his room again as evening started to descend on Tatooine; Din couldn’t undo his decision to go into Mos Eisley. To purposefully avoid Boba while he did it. Din wouldn’t take it back, honestly. He had gotten what he needed. Jaasa, who was a slaver and also probably Gorga the Hutt’s contact in the city. 
It's like – breaking the Creed, Din thought, surprising himself by drawing a connection between the two. Din had done that – broken the Creed – because he’d had to. Because it had been the best way to save his son. And this – taking his armor off and going around without it, that wasn’t on the same scale as what Din had done on Morak. The two were so different that trying to compare the two was like trying to compare a sand dune to a mountain. A twig to a cedru tree. 
But Din had done it. And if he could bear the consequences of breaking the Creed, he could definitely handle the consequences of  this.  
 Maybe,  Din thought, a new, fragile emotion unfurling itself in his chest,  I can – atone for it.  
Din could not atone for breaking the Creed, because the Creed wasn’t a living thing. It couldn’t punish Din for breaking it. It didn’t  care that Din had broken it, because it couldn’t care about anything. It was just – words. 
But Boba was alive. Boba was alive. And he’d talked about punishment before. Punishment implied forgiveness, implied atonement – that was what punishment  was.  
And Boba once again saw too much on Din’s face – understood Din too well – because he leaned back a bit further to get a proper look at Din, eyebrows pulling together. Din let him look even as it made his skin rickle uncomfortably. 
“You want,” Boba began, slowly. “You want –  gar copaani gotal’ur serim,” he said. “You want to make it right.” 
He said each word slowly, carefully, choosing each one as methodically as he’d spread bacta over Din’s cuts a few minutes earlier. 
Relief made Din’s eyes prickle too, wet at the corners. He blinked to clear them and said, raggedly, “Yes. If I – if I can.” 
“Why?” Boba asked. 
That made Din draw up short again, some of his relief fading. Boba had offered Din the right words. Din had thought that he understood. “Because – well,” Din said, thinking about it for a second. “I wasn’t – I wasn’t honest with you.” 
“You didn’t lie,” Boba pointed out. His tone was almost deliberately mild. “You broke no rule that we agreed to.” 
“No,” Din allowed. “But I might have lied, if you’d – if you’d caught me before Fennec and I’d left the palace.” 
That  did make Boba frown, though he caught himself and smoothed his expression back out quickly enough. “You would have?”
The question was so plaintive that Din couldn’t help but flinch. “...No,” he admitted. He wouldn’t have lied to Boba. Din – Din was  dar’manda  now, honorless, but he’d already decided that he could still act as though he had honor. He didn’t think that he had it in him to sink so low in the galaxy that he’d be the kind of man who lied to his friends. To  Boba, who was more than Din’s friend. 
 At least not like that,  Din thought. He was aware that he was still keeping secrets from Boba. Withholding information. Din knew that he’d probably have to keep at least a thing or two from Boba for as long as they knew each other. Secrecy was a language that Din had grown up speaking. He knew the location of Skywalker’s Jedi Academy. The particular secrets of the covert. Things that Vanth or the  ahra had asked Din to do. 

   But to have Boba ask me – if he’d asked me what I was doing, before we left, I wouldn’t have lied to him.  

Din would have gone into Mos Eisley anyway, even if Boba had told him not to, but he wouldn’t have lied. Hidden his plan. Din didn’t think that he was capable of doing that. 
 Or,  he thought wryly,  that if I even tried to lie that Boba’d  believe  me.  
Boba knew Din too well, now. He could read Din’s face as easily as Quinlan Vos had waded into Din’s mind. There was a kind of comfort in that. Like being down in the covert and knowing that his brothers and sisters would keep him on the right path. Following the right Way. Boba wouldn’t  let Din lie. He’d keep Din honest. 
Boba must have thought so too, because he took Din at his word; he relaxed a little, and nodded. “You’re saying that you made the choice not to tell me where you were going,” he said. “Because you knew that I’d try to stop you.” 
Din nodded. 
“And for that,” Boba continued, “you deserve punishment.” 
“Not for – not for  going,” Din said. “I was right. It worked. I wasn’t finding anything out when I went into the city in my armor, so going  without my armor – it worked. I’m not – I don’t need to atone for knowing how to do my job.” 
Boba, to Din’s surprise, smiled faintly. “Then what do you need to atone for?” he said. 
“For hurting you,” said Din. 
“Why?” Boba repeated. 
Din scowled. He didn’t understand why Boba was making this so difficult. “Because – because I – because it bothers you,” Din said. “Because it’s – I know that it wasn’t – we didn’t have a rule about it. It wasn’t something that we talked about." Boba’d said, when he and Din had renegotiated their rules after Boba had learned that Din was  dar’manda, that he had wanted to set firmer boundaries, about what he would and wouldn’t punish Din for. He hadn’t said anything about punishing Din for choices Din made while working, because they’d agreed to as much separation between their private and their working lives as they could manage. 
 But I didn’t just keep something from Boba as my – as an  alor, Din thought.  I hurt him as my friend. As – as whatever we are, when we’re like this. As cyare’se.
That was what Boba called Din, sometimes.  Cyare,  sweetheart. Din knew that he was probably overestimating their relationship to call them  sweethearts, like young warriors courting down in the covert, but Din didn’t have a better word for it. 
“It wasn’t one of the things that would earn a punishment,” Din continued. “But I still…” he trailed off again, frustrated. He couldn’t understand. Boba had said the right words. Din had thought that Boba understood him. But now – 
“You’re angry,” Din said, beseeching. He gestured at Boba. “I know you’re angry. I can see it And I just – ”
Din had made a choice. That choice had caused Boba pain. Din wanted to make up for that pain, and if it meant taking a flogging or the clamps again or some other punishment that Boba dreamed up, Din would do it. Din  wanted to do it. 
He wanted to make things right between them. 
“”I am not,” Boba said softly, stroking Din’s flank again, fingers sticky with bacta, “asking you this because I’m going to say no,  Djar’ika.” 
Din looked at Boba again. His skin itched, pulled too tight over his bones. He swallowed. 
“I just want to make sure that I understand,” Boba continued. “So that I – so that  we – are clear with each other. This is not something that I want to be misunderstood, Din. Punishment. It is – it can be intense. Different. Harmful, if it’s not done right.” 
Din chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment, trying to tamp down his frustration. He could – he could understand that, he supposed. He knew that Boba didn't want to harm Din. Hurt him, yes, but not – not so deeply that Din wouldn't heal again. 
“Different,” Din ventured. “Different how?” 
Boba shrugged. “That’s up to you,” he said, which was a maddening non-answer. “But I don’t want to do more harm than hurt, and with punishment,  harm can be done pretty easily. So before we do anything, I wanna make sure that I understand you, and you understand me. I will ask you again. What do you want?” 
Din swallowed. As he’d explained himself, Boba’s voice had gotten steadier. Had gotten more intent. Boba was sure of himself, and sure of what he was saying. He meant every word. 
“I want you to punish me,” Din said, slowly and clearly. 
Boba’s eyes glittered. “Why?” 
“Because I hurt you.” The words came easier, this time. “And I – I feel guilty. I knew what I was doing. It wasn’t an accident. I – I  deserve  punishment.” As he said the words, Din felt them in his belly. His chest. They flickered like forge-coals, hot and bright. The words were  true. Din had acted. Actions had consequences. And Boba – Boba knew that too. 
 He can give me what I need,  Din thought.  What I – what I deserve.  
The thought made him shiver. 
 And maybe,  Din thought, watching Boba’s expression shift, something just as hot and forge-bright as the conviction in Din’s belly burning in Boba’s eyes,  it’s what Boba needs too.  
Boba wanted control. Din had denied him that. But maybe, this way, Din could give it  back. Boba liked that too, Din knew. Liked not just taking control from Din, but having it given to him. Being trusted with it. 
Boba looked at Din for a long moment, steadily, and then he leaned in again. When Boba kissed Din the second time, it was slow and intent and pointed. Din knew it for what it was – a  reward  – and he couldn’t help but make a thin sound of relief. Boba  hmmed in answer, the sound rumbling against Din’s skin, and stroked his thumb again over the ridge of Din’s bottom-most rib. 
Din leaned back on his elbows, making more room for Boba. He angled his hips wider in invitation and thrilled low in his belly when Boba settled more of his weight over Din, bore down with another rumble deep in his throat. 
But then Boba pulled away again and when Din tried to follow him, unwilling to break the kiss, Boba put a hand on Din’s chest and nudged him back against the bed, firmly. 
“I’m not gonna do anything right now,  Djar’ika,” he said. 
That threw Din off balance again. “You’re – you’re not?” Din asked. It was his turn to sound plaintive. 
“No,” said Boba. His tone was apologetic, but his expression was set. Firm. 
Din flopped back down onto the bed. Disappointment broke out cold in the center of his chest. “Oh,” he said. He couldn’t say anything else, not without flirting with disrespect. The idea of provoking Boba’s anger intentionally –  making him punish Din – flitted through his head, but Din brushed it aside. Boba had a temper that was easy enough to rouse, that was true, but making him angry on purpose wouldn’t help anything. “Why not?” 
“Aside from the fact that you look like you got run over by a ronto?” 
Din bared his teeth. “I’m fine,” he said. “I’ve had worse.” He  was fine, really. The scrapes on his face hurt some, that was true, and if Din thought about it he did still have a headache, had stiffness in his shoulder, pain in his chest that hadn’t yet been soothed by bacta, but – 
“I’m not flogging you before you’re healed,” said Boba. The apologetic tone in his voice vanished entirely. “You’re hurt. You’ll heal first, or I won’t touch you at all.” 
Din’s jaw worked for several seconds. “It’s just a few bruises,” he said. He was torn between irritation and desire. Irritation, because Din was  fine,  and desire, because Boba had  agreed. He was going to punish Din. Flog him. 
Din still remembered how it had felt, that first time. The deceptively soft tail of the flogger. The sound it had made as it whistled through the air. Din shivered again, his body betraying him. Heartbeat picking up in anticipation. 
“You’ve flogged me when I’ve had bruises before.” 
That first time, when Din had had the bruise on his thigh, the pressed-in color of it livid and dark. When he’d had the shadow of bruises around his throat, each one an imperfect impression of Boba’s fingers. 
“Bruises that I put there,” Boba said. 
Din scowled. 
Boba sighed. “You clearly took a hit,” he said. His tone was gentle enough, despite the news he was delivering. “And since I don’t know how bad it was, I wouldn’t even put you over my knee right now,  Djar’ika, let alone hit you any harder.”
Din flushed. He couldn’t help it. He could imagine it too easily – being pulled across Boba’s lap like a misbehaving child. Ass bare. Boba’s big hands on him, smarting and stinging. 
Boba caught Din’s flush and grinned, teeth flashing. He’d probably said what he’d said to get this exact reaction out of Din – he seemed to like doing that. 
“But just because I won’t do it tonight,” Boba continued, soothing, “doesn’t mean that I won’t do it. I want you healed up first, that’s all.” 
“But you’ll – we’re agreed?” Din asked, nervous again. All of this – he didn’t know what he’d do if Boba said  no. If Boba decided that there was no way for Din to atone. For Din to make this right. 
“Yes,” Boba said, quietly. His expression was fierce again. “We’re agreed. You want to make it right? I’ll let you.” 
Din had to close his eyes against the relief that punched through his chest, then, strong and bright and sweeping. It overrode almost everything else. Din’s fear. His guilt. His frustration. 
“When?” Din asked, when he felt like he could speak again. 
Boba snorted. “That depends on you,” he said. “You didn’t answer my question. You took a hit, didn’t you? More than one, knowing you.” 
 Damn him, Din thought, scowling harder. Boba did know Din too well. 
Din had already decided not to lie to Boba. That wasn’t going to help anything. And this – maybe being made to  wait,  to think about what Din’s punishment would look like, what it would feel like – was part of the punishment. Din remembered that, vaguely, from his time in the Fighting Corps. How his trainers would make him wait, after he’d gotten into trouble fighting with Paz or breaking curfew. How the  alor had made make him kneel before the forge for hours before assigning him latrine duty or extra training. 
He couldn’t lie. “I took a few hits,” Din admitted, grudgingly. 
“How bad?” Boba prompted. 
Din wanted to bare his teeth at Boba and hiss  a cornered loth-cat. “I was – there was a concussion grenade,” he said. 
All of the playfulness disappeared from Boba’s face all at once. He made a furious, shocked sound, clearly outraged, so Din hurried to add, “Not a serious one! It was – there was a Jedi there,” he said, grudgingly. 
 Best to get it all out now,  Din decided. He knew that Fennec would give her report to Boba in the morning, and she wouldn’t leave anything out.  Best to get ahead of it.  Like presenting himself to the  alor, when he’d been a boy and she’d asked why Din and Paz had been fighting outside of the sparring ring again. 
“Hunting slavers,” Din continued, before Boba, whose expression had gone sandstorm-dark again, could get a word in. “That was – the prisoners we brought back, Jaasa, the Zygerrian, she’s a slaver. She used to work with Jabba and Bib Fortuna. She sold some kids, recently. One of them was Force-sensitive, so the Jedi got involved. The Jedi – he was with me when the grenade came in. He blocked most of it with the Force. I was only out for a few minutes. 
“The grenade,” said Boba, tone completely flat, “knocked you unconscious?”
Din dropped his head back against the bed and groaned. 
The whole story came out, then. Din started from the beginning – from deciding to go into Mos Eisley dressed as a nobody smuggler to ending up here. The only details he kept back were Vos’s name, since that was the Jedi’s business, and Quinlan wading into Din’s head to help him heal a little before the fight, because Din wasn’t sure how to describe that to Boba. He still barely understood what had happened there himself. 
Din told Boba everything else. The name Din had invented for himself, everything he’d seen at Gella’s Place, even the bounty puck Hyarid had been carrying, the one that had had Din’s face on it. The stun grenade, the fight in the cantina, the darksaber, the chase through the shipyards. 
Boba let Din up to give his report. He was still angry – Din could see that he was angry – but at least he listened, and kept his questions professional. Focused on what had happened, not on how much of an idiot Din had been. 
 It worked,  Din told himself.  But I could’ve – I should have done things differently.  
“I’ll see what I can do about the bounty,” Boba said, when Din had finally finished giving a full report. 
Din flashed Boba a surprised look. Boba had settled next to Din on the bed, letting Din sit himself back up. Din was even more irritated that Boba had torn his borrowed shirt, now; Din knew that he looked ridiculous, scraps of fabric hanging off his shoulders, bruises darkening across his skin, and now he was  cold, too. 
Boba just shrugged. He had settled some, as Din had given his report. Lost some of the fierce edge to his face when he realized that Din was, while sore and knocked around a little, probably not in danger of falling over dead. 
“I still have a few Imperial contacts,” Boba said. “Vader couldn’t afford me all that often, but – ” he paused, catching the way Din’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. The casual way Boba’d referred to Darth Vader, a being even Din’s armorer had feared, startled Din. Boba smiled faintly. 
“He wasn’t that bad,” Boba said. “‘S long as you knew what you were doing, anyway. Vader always paid up. Some of the Moffs… I preferred Vader. He’s long dead, I hear, but there were others I did jobs for. Others who’d probably hire me again, if I came around sniffing after work.”
Din took a moment to sort that all out. “You’d… take the bounty on me?” 
Boba’s smile widened, just a fraction. “Sure,” he said. “It’s always a good time, dragging out a job on the Empire’s clink. Could be a fun few months. Looking for a man who clearly died in the explosion on Morak.” 
Din didn’t understand, for a moment, and then he understood all at once. 
He huffed, affection swelling behind his ribs. “You’d lie to the Empire for me?” The Empire – even the Remnants – wasn’t an enemy to make lightly. Din should know. He’d crossed Gideon and paid dearly for it. 
 “Djar’ika,  I’d lie to the Empire for my worst enemy,” Boba said. “Let alone for  you.” 
His words, oddly, made Din flush a little, pleased. He hadn’t been sorted in among Boba’s enemies, then, despite how angry he’d made Boba tonight. “Oh,” he said. “Well, thanks?” 
Boba waved a hand, smile fading. “We can deal with the bounty,” he said. “We can deal with slavers, too. As for the Jedi – I don’t want anything to do with him, but if he’s  your friend, not mine, I can tolerate him.” 
“He’s going to stop by the palace,” Din said, apologetic. At Boba’s glare, Din hastily added, “Fennec gave him a comm code. He’s gonna stop by and do some Jedi mind trick on Jaasa, when he’s done trying to track down those kids. In a week or two, he said.” 
Boba growled under his breath, but he looked more annoyed than truly angry. That was good. Din could work with that. 
“So,” Din added, before Boba could get worked up about Quinlan Vos, “like I said, I’m  fine,  really. Fennec gave me some bacta.  You gave me some bacta. It’s – it’s fine. I’m alright.” 
“You’re gonna get more bacta,” Boba grumbled. He cut Din a sharp glance, then relented some. “You’re right. You’re – fine. It could’ve been worse. And the op – ” Boba grimaced, like the next words hurt to say. “The op was fine too. This Jaasa… I think you’re right. She sounds like a good candidate for the fly that’s been buzzing in Gorga’s ear. And even if she isn’t, you’re right to disrupt her sorrowtrade.” 
Din brightened a little. “You’re not – you’re not angry?” 
“Oh, I’m angry,” Boba said. His eyes flashed. “But – the op was good. Too many slavers’ve been thinking that they can get around me. Sending a message like you did – starting to root them out – is good.” 
“But you’re still angry,” Din said, deflating. 
Boba spread his hands. “I am,” he said. 
Din looked away again. Dawn was breaking now, thin and grey. The colors of the desert were shifting. “I hurt you,” Din said to the stars. 
Boba was quiet for a second. “You did,” he said. 
“So why won’t you – why won’t you let me make it  right? ” Din asked. He gripped his knees. “I want to make it right.” 
Boba was silent for a long minute, looking out over the stars too. 
“Because I am trying,” he finally said, “not to let my temper run away with me.” 
The honesty surprised Din. He flashed Boba another glance before he could stop himself, eyes wide. Boba’s answering smile was bitter. His eyes were fixed on the desert. 
He’d said something like that to Din before. Weeks and months ago, now. Din had almost forgotten about it – that argument seemed so small, now, after everything else that had happened. But he  did remember. Din and Boba had argued over the holocron, and Boba had left. Stalked out, shaking with fury. 
Then, later, he had apologized. “My temper is my own problem,” he’d said. “Not yours.”
Din bit his lip, thoughtful and tentative. “You can – ” he started, wanting to offer Boba – something, anything, but Boba shook his head. 
“No,” said Boba. “I can’t.” 
Pushing Boba wasn’t going to get Din what he wanted. He knew that, but he still wanted to push anyway. If Boba was angry, surely it’d be better to get it out now? It was dawn, which meant that Din and Boba both had an entire day in front of them. Din didn’t have many other active jobs to worry about right now – he’d take Gida home again if she was working tonight, would pitch in on a patrol or two, but that was it. 
But Boba had the whole outfit to run. If he could get over his temper  now, he could – 
“Din,” Boba said, reaching out again. His fingertips skimmed Din’s knee. Din swayed towards Boba with his whole body, wanting to be close to him again. “I need a few days. Alright?” 
Din wanted to argue. A few days – he didn’t want to sit around with this guilt in his chest for a few days. With knowing that he’d done this, that his choice – and Fennec’s choices too, though Fennec had gone along with the plan because Din had asked her to – had caused this.
 But this isn’t just about me, Din reminded himself. He was still itching with guilt, but – 
 But what Boba needs matters too. And if Boba needed time, needed to get over that first hot flash of his anger before he’d consider punishing Din – 

   He said – he said that he’d do it. That he wasn’t making me explain all of this just for fun. Just to watch me stumble over my tongue.  

“Alright,” Din said, pushing the word out with some effort. “I – I understand.” 
Boba’s fingers skimmed his knee again. “Do you?” said Boba. “Or are you just saying that?” 
“Mostly just saying it,” Din admitted, frankly. “But I – I don’t need to understand. You’ve – ” Din cleared his throat a little. “You’ve told me what you – what you want. What you need. So. Thanks.” 
 That  got a chuckle out of Boba. His own words turned back around on him. He knocked his shoulder against Din’s. “Don’t start,” he warned. “I won’t make you wait forever,  Djar’ika. Three days. Maybe four. Alright? And it’s not – I’m not going to change my mind. You feel like you need to make it up to me? OKay. We can do that. But I need some time.” 
“Alright,” Din agreed. The reassurance that Boba wouldn’t change his mind settled Din some. Four days – Din had never waited that long in front of the forge for the  alor  to give him a lecture and a mouthful of sludir soap.  At most he’d waited a few hours. And before he’d been a Mandalorian, Din wasn’t sure that he’d  been punished, as a child. His memories of that time were old and faded, but he didn’t think that he’d ever been spanked or even punished with anything sterner than a scolding. 
 But I can wait a few days. Din had been on long hunts before. Some of them had taken weeks, all of that time spent waiting, holed up somewhere, unable to do anything until Din’s quarry had come by. Three, four days – Din could survive that. 
“Long enough,” Boba added, looking at Din again, the stars faintly reflected in his eyes, “for you to heal up. Yeah?” 
“Yeah,” Din agreed. The scratches on his face did itch. 
“Then we’re agreed,” said Boba. “Now, c’mon. Up with you. I’d like to take a closer look at those bruises, and get you out of those karking clothes.” 
“You don’t need an excuse to see me naked, you know,” Din groused, and earned a snort and a firm hand settling at the back of his neck for his cheek. 
Din sighed. He knew by now that Boba wouldn’t be dissuaded, and he  did want to get out of what was left of his borrowed clothes. He was sticky with dried sweat and dried blood, covered in dust and dirt. 
Din let Boba herd him into the ‘fresher, shrugging off the scraps of his shirt while he went. He shucked off his boots and his borrowed pants, too, and let Boba kick the pants aside and manhandle Din into the sonic. 
The last time Din and Boba had been in the sonic together, Boba had fucked Din into the wall until Din had been too dazed to stand up on his own. That was obviously not going to happen tonight – Boba still crowded Din against the sonic wall, the space almost too small for the both of them, but instead of shedding his own clothes and pressing kisses to Din’s jaw, Boba turned the sonic on and helped Din get the grime of the night, the smoke and the sand and the blood, all of the dirt and the dust, off of his body. Out of his scrapes. 
Then Boba checked over each of Din’s little injuries – his sore shoulder, his bruised ribs, the scratches across his face and even the pain behind Din’s right eye, his headache returning with the rattle of the sonic – and applied even more bacta, ignoring Din when Din began to protest. 
“You’re gonna pay Ushib a visit too,” Boba said, smearing the last of his bacta behind Din’s right ear. It was the good stuff, immediately cool and soothing. “She’s gonna want to take a look at you.” 
“She doesn’t have to,” Din grumbled. “She has other things to do.” 
“If you don’t pay her a visit on your own, I’ll set her on you,” Boba warned. “You were knocked out, Din. I’m no medic. You could be badly hurt.” 
Din grimaced. He had been pursued by irate Tusken grandmothers before. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll pay Ushib a visit. Happy?” 
“No,” said Boba, frankly. Traces of anger still glittered in his eyes. “But getting there.” 
The admission was honest enough, even if it made Din wince to hear it. 
 It’s – we’ll call it part of the punishment,  Din decided. Like a lecture delivered by a teacher, by the  alor. Boba’s anger made shame flicker in Din’s chest, but shame could be a teacher too. 
Boba foisted a fresh set of clothes off on Din, then took Din down to Din’s room as the suns began to rise red and bloody over the eastern horizon. He was the King of Tatooine, now, the man on the throne, not Din’s friend Boba, but he was still gentle when he said, “Need help with your armor?” 
Din hesitated. It was – he could manage to get his armor back on. He  could. He wasn’t that sore. 
 But Boba likes to – he likes to take care of me, sometimes, Din thought. Boba liked taking care of Din – feeding Din, tending to his injuries, shaving him – almost as much as he liked hurting Din. 
Din couldn’t get Boba to take his anger out on Din, not yet, but maybe he could help Boba settle another way. 
Din dipped his chin, feeling shy. It was – armor was important, still. The ritual of putting it on. Boba had helped Din before, of course, but he’d never actually  asked to help. He’d just done it because he’d been there, and Din had done the same. 
“Please?” Din asked. 
The King of Tatooine softened. “Of course,” he said. 
Din managed to get his kute on on his own. He got his greaves on, one of his thigh plates, and was hissing as his shoulder twinged while he wrestled with the other when Boba gently moved Din’s clumsy, tired fingers out of the way and took over. 
Boba was efficient. He fixed Din’s second thigh plate to his kute, then worked his way up, helping Din with his cuirass, his pauldrons, his gauntlets. He handed Din his helmet last. Din studied its silver face for a second and then tucked it under his arm. He was too tired to wrestle it over his head. 
“Thank you,” Din said, when Boba was finished checking all of the seals, making sure that Din’s beskar was secure. 
Boba made a rough noise, but his expression was still soft enough. “You should rest, if Ushib clears you,” he said, instead of acknowledging what he’d just done for Din. “There’s no court this morning. Take some time. Sleep. You’ve earned it, Din.” 
Din rolled his eyes. “I’ll sleep when you do,” he said. 
Boba snorted. “Then you’re a fool,” he said, but he didn’t argue any further. 
They went down to the throne room together. Fennec was waiting for them, as usual. The few hours they’d spent apart had brightened her up considerably – she hardly looked like she’d been up all night, running around all over Mos Eisley, getting shot at and thrown across a cantina floor, at all. 
Din was a little jealous. 
Fennec had the nerve to wink at him, as Boba directed Din off down to the infirmary where Ushib could take a look at him. 
Din replied with a rude gesture he’d picked up from the young scouts of the White Bantha.  She hadn’t spent the last hour watching all of those emotions play out across Boba’s face. Hadn’t realized what Din had done to Boba, in trying to prove to himself that he didn’t need his armor. 
Fennec just grinned. 
 Your report’s next,  Din thought in her direction, feeling needled.  And it was  your  fob that went dark.  
Fennec’s report – and her relationship with Boba – was her own business, though, not Din’s. Din kept his thoughts to himself. Boba gave Din a long, hard look and tilted his head in the direction of the infirmary. 
Din knew better than to argue or try to slip off – Boba’s expression told Din that if Din didn’t report to Ushib Boba would hear about it, and Din wouldn’t like the consequences. 
Din, helmet still tucked underneath his arm, inclined his head. He’d go. 
“Shand,” said Boba, his voice a low rumble. “You better have a very interesting report for me.”
Din left them to it and made his way down the hall to the infirmary. 
It was early enough that most of the rest of the palace was silent, still sleeping. There were guards around as usual, more of them every day, but everyone else was asleep. Even the cleaning droids were still powered off. 
Ushib was in the infirmary when Din ducked through the doorway, though. Din wondered if Boba’d told her to expect him, or to at least expect  someone  – at this hour Din would’ve expected Ushib to be in front of her cookfire, starting on the morning’s  easda and red tea. 
Ushib looked Din up and down. Her womp-rat tusks glinted in the early morning light. 
 Armor off,  she said.  Boba told me that someone was hurt. I did not know that it was you. What did you do?  
 Got blown up,  Din admitted, mining an explosion with his hands.  I’m fine, though.  
Ushib growled.  Young men,  she said, disgusted.  You’re fine when I say you’re fine, and not before. Come here.  
Din submitted to Ushib’s  thorough  examination without argument. He  had  been hunted down by an angry  jida  before. When he’d been much younger, Din had tried to leave the White Bantha, those first few weeks after he’d been trampled by the bladeback. Elhama, the  jida of the White Bantha, had furiously disapproved, and she’d made Din aware of her disapproval too. 
Din tried not to make too many of his mistakes twice, so he didn’t argue with Ushib. He peeled off his armor again and let her examine him. She checked his ribs –  Only bruised,  she confirmed,  despite your best efforts – and she checked his head, too, feeling carefully at the ridge of his eye, the tender spot behind his ear – for cracks or breaks or swelling. 
Din hissed and bit back louder sounds of pain while she poked and prodded him. She wasn’t  rough with him, exactly, but he handled Din rather like a mother anooba might handle an unruly pup, with much growling and a willingness to show Din her teeth. 
Din’s brain would, apparently, stay inside his skull. Ushib gave him a bacta injection, the relief of it sharp, sweet and immediate, and smeared pungent  jurab paste over the claw marks Jaasa’d left across Din’s face. 
When she was finished, Ushib pointed to the cot Fennec had occupied after the raid on the palace. It was empty now, as were the rest of the cots in the infirmary. Her meaning was clear. She wanted Din to stay. 
Din still balked. “I don’t need to sleep,” he protested. “You’ve – I’m not going to die, right?” 
Ushib lifted her chin like a bladeback flashing its tusks, preparing for a charge. 
Din got into the cot. 
Ushib drew the curtains around him, at least, leaving Din in relative privacy. Before she left, she set a cup of water at Din’s side and said, fingers sharp,  Don’t even think about leaving before noon. I’ll hear of it if you try.  
Din tugged his helmet on over his aching head so that she didn’t see him scowling at her. 
He knew that Ushib meant every word that she sketched into the air, though, so Din followed her orders and made himself – well, not  comfortable, between the hurt in his head and the hurt in his chest, the guilt, but – 
 I could’ve done that better,  Din thought.  Smarter. I could’ve – I  should  have – thought it through.  
If Din hadn’t gone into Mos Eisley with Fennec, he’d probably be – not dead, maybe, because Vos still would’ve been there, but Din could’ve been more badly injured. He might not have been able to take Jaasa. He could’ve gotten himself killed, gotten Vos killed, gotten  Fennec killed, and Boba wouldn’t have learned of their deaths until later. 
 He protects us, Din thought. 
That was important to Boba. Din knew that it was. Boba liked to be in control, yes, but he liked to look after his people too. It – made Boba happy. Content. Protecting them all. Giving them, Din and Fennec and Noora and whoever else Boba took under his protection, what they needed. 
 Kark,  Din kept thinking, guilt mounting..  Kark, kark, dank ferrik, kark – 
Despite that, though, despite the thoughts seething in his head and the guilt swelling in his chest like an infection, Din must have been more tired than he thought. He rolled over on the cot and blinked; when he opened his eyes again, the suns had changed position and the infirmary was cast in warm gold instead of dawn pink. Afternoons were lazy and languid, on Tatooine. Din could feel the change in the air. He blinked again, and registered the fact that he must’ve slept for hours. 
Din sat bolt upright. 
“Kark,” he said, out loud. 
The rest of his day did not improve much from there. Ushib returned and declared Din fit to leave, though she did give him another bacta injection before she turned him loose. It left Din feeling groggy and off balance, his head too full to think clearly. 
Din did not end up having to trek out to Mos Eisley again, which was good – Noora had the bar, not Gida – but that was about all that could be said for the rest of Din’s day. 
IN fact, Din’s next few days were tense and miserable. Boba and Fennec had resolved  their disagreement with much less friction than Din and Boba had managed, and were back to business as usual by the time Din stumbled out of the infirmary, helmet askew on his head. 
Boba didn’t bring up the idea of punishment again. Din wanted to press him at lastmeal, which they still shared despite Din speeding two lonely nights in his own bed, but every time Din worked up the nerve, over the next few days, to open his mouth and ask Boba if he was ready yet, he’d catch a look in Boba’s eyes that warned him away. 
Boba was not, as far as Din could tell, making Din wait to drag things out for Din, to let Din sit like a haunch of meat and stew in his guilt and discomfort. Boba’d given Din his reasons for wanting to take a few days, after all. All of those reasons had even made sense. 
But waiting was still its own kind of torture. 
 He doesn’t mean it to be, Din thought, three days after he and Fennec had gone into Gella’s PLace and come out with Jaasa. 
Din was pacing around the crowded edges of the throne room, his mood sour even as the crowd was boisterous and loud, all of the guests and visitors clearly ready for Boba to finish up his evening session of court and turn the throne room over to drinks and dancing. 

   But that doesn’t mean that this isn’t torture.  

Waiting to be punished – waiting for Boba to decide just what Din’s punishment would be, and when – was almost worse than any punishment Din could  dream up on his own. He could dream up several.  Was dreaming about it, in fact. 

   At least, I think that’s what I’m dreaming about.  

Din had spent the last two nights in his own bed. His own rooms. Not because Boba had told him to, but – Din could tell that Boba wanted space. Wanted time to himself, to think, to work through whatever anger he thought would be too terrible for Din to bear. 
He and Boba still shared their lastmeal, just like Din had firstmeal with Fennec and Noora and now sometimes Kasyyk, who’d returned from Mos Pelgo, but after the meal was done, Din said his good nights and retreated to his own room two floors underneath Boba’s. 
He slept poorly, without Boba’s body beside his. Without Boba’s arm thrown over Din’s hips. Din tossed and turned and woke up half a dozen times in the night, heart between his teeth and the darksaber in his hands. And his dreams, what he remembered of them, were disordered. Full of pain and blood. Boba was in some of them, his expression cold and terrible, and sometimes the  alor was in Din’s dreams instead. Sometimes it was Paz or Din’s parents; sometimes Din was the one bleeding and sometimes he was trying to hold someone else together, his hands wet and red. 
Sometimes Din had the darksaber and dreamed that he was swinging it wildly, wounding anyone who came near him. Sometimes he was killing with it, and after those dreams he’d wake up with a scream half-buried in his throat and an awful guilt coating the inside of his mouth, metallic, like fresh blood. 
Din didn’t like it. He didn’t like the dreams or that he couldn’t remember all of them, and he didn’t like that his dreams were making him short-tempered and irritable. His thoughts were noisy, jumbled. Din wanted – he  needed something. Something to settle him. 
Something to help him  sleep. To wipe the guilt away. 
It had festered inside of him. Like a wound Din hadn’t let heal. The rest of his injuries faded quickly under Ushib’s care, but the guilt in his chest only swelled, hot and painful, like an infected wound. 
 He only asked for a few days, Din reminded himself. Boba wanted Din to rest, to heal. Boba wanted time with his own thoughts, to soothe his own temper. 
And he’d had other matters to deal with too, including several panicked holocalls from Mos Eisley’s guild heads, its cantina owners, its brothel madams and its merchants and its smugglers and its scum, all of them scrambling to figure out what had happened at Gella’s Place. Who wanted to know whether or not they could expect their own doors kicked in, like Jaasa’s had been. 
Boba was probably getting less sleep than Din. He looked ragged, over lastmeal. He hid it well but there were shadows under his eyes. During court, Boba didn’t move around as much as he usually did, and when he took his helmet off his scars were more pronounced. His skin drawn and pale. Looking at him like that only made guilt spike in Din’s belly. 
 I did that,  he’d think, his appetite vanishing no matter how good the food put in front of him was.  I did this. Boba’s cleaning up after me. 
Din understood why Boba had asked for more time. He  did.  
But waiting was driving Din steadily mad. It had him pacing, prowling around the crowd like a leashed predator, instead of leaning up against the wall in Din’s favorite spot by the stairs. 
Din couldn’t be still. Usually he could post up in a spot for a few hours, at least, calm and watchful, so still that most of the throne room’s visitors forgot that Din was there. 
 He hadn’t been able to manage  that since he and Fennec had come back from Gella’s Place. 
Granted, Boba’d only held court three times since then. Tonight was the first evening court Boba’d held in several days. 
 But still, Din thought. He was off-balance, and he didn’t like it. 
 It’s not Boba’s fault, Din told himself, flexing his fingers. He was fully armored for court, safe behind his helmet. The Mandalorian again, inscrutable. Din hadn’t tried to report for work without his armor since he’d gone into the city. 

   It’s not his fault. It’s not.  

It wasn’t even Boba’s fault that, until just a few hours ago, Din had been confined to light duty. Ushib had forbidden Din from going out on patrol or doing anything strenuous, citing a head injury, which was ridiculous. She and Boba both had given Din some bacta and the med droid, the one they’d borrowed from Kryze’s light cruiser, had even scanned Din and announced him healthy enough. 
That hadn’t persuaded Ushib, though so for the last three days Din had been trapped in the palace, unable to even work his growing anxiety – and his growing frustration – away. 

   I did this to myself.  

Din had done this. Angered Boba, gone into Mos Eisley, gotten himself injured. He’d even managed to, somehow, change the way his own armor felt against his body. It was different now. Heavier. Din was more aware of it, its weight, the way it fit on him, the way he moved inside of it, than he’d been since he’d been a newly-armored teenager. A foundling just past his Trial, just past the swearing of the Creed. 

   Boba didn’t make me take it off. He didn’t make me go into Mos Eisley without it.  

Boba’d given Din the  idea, since Din hadn’t even thought about it until after he’d wandered around the palace without it, lulled into calm blankness by what he and Boba had done together. 
But Din had acted on that idea. 
Scowling, Din finished another circuit of the throne room and cast a look in Boba’s direction, trying to gauge how long Boba’d be up on the throne tonight. Boba was fully armored too. He hadn’t bothered to repaint his armor yet, to buff out the scratches and scrapes he'd collected during the Hutt raid and after, and the resulting effect made Boba look battle-worn and dangerous. 
Usually, that’d spark some arousal in Din’s gut. Attraction. 
Tonight it just sparked a pang of longing. Of guilt, for the distance that had grown between Din and Boba. Of frustration, because Din just wanted to get this  over with. To atone, however Boba decided that he should atone, and get back to the way things had been. 
Din pushed all of that aside.  Work,  he reminded himself.  Focus. You can’t – you can’t expect Boba to fix it – to fix  you –  every time.  
Din had lived nearly forty years without Boba. He had survived all of those years. He could survive this too, while Boba took the time and the space that he needed. 
He made himself focus on the throne room and its crowd. 
A small family of Wookiees – a mother and her two sons, both golden-furred and gangly with youth, growing into their long limbs like young trees growing towards the sky – stood just below the dias, petitioning Boba for help. Din had been listening to them with half an ear; not many Wookiees had come before Boba Fett. 
“ – gone many months,”  the female Wookiee was saying. “We’ve looked everywhere but my Erishurr, my littlest, is gone.”  
“You think he was stolen,” Boba rumbled. 
 Ah, Din thought, understanding what the female Wookiee was asking for. 
She wanted Boba to help her find her son, who’d most likely been stolen away from his home and sold. Probably into the fighting pits of Nar Kanji or Bendeluum – Tatooine had a few of its own, but most of the big credits in pit fights and gladiator rings were spent offworld. 
Wookiees, like Mandalorians, were prized in the fighting pits. Din winced behind his helmet, sympathetic to the pain in the Wookiee’s voice. 
The Wookiee warbled an affirmative. “I want my son,” she said. 
“I don’t like slavers,” Din heard Boba say, pitched over the noise of the crowd. “Yes, Deyyeri, I will help you. Kasyyk?” 
The big, black-furred Wookiee hunter stepped forward with a comforting rumble, nodding at the female Wookiee and her two remaining sons. Deyyeri made a shocked sound of gratitude. 
 At least that’s one thing that went right, at Gella’s, Din thought. He let himself be pleased with that. Proud. 
The raid on Gella’s Place – for all that it hadn’t been planned as a raid – had sent a very pointed message to those in Mos Eisley who still bought and sold other beings. Boba Fett would not tolerate slavers in his territory. Din – through Fennec – was receiving reports of skinshops shuttered overnight. Nightclubs abandoned. Mining collectives folding up and fleeing for the stars. 
 Good, Din thought. 
And it wasn’t just that slavers were now running scared, convinced that if they stayed in Mos Eisley it’d be their door Boba kicked down next – it was that the  ahra, the people, were coming to Boba for help. 
They were searching for stolen relatives. Reporting masters who thought that they could sneak past Boba’s law. Revealing secret tunnels and passageways and hidden ports that sorrowtraders used. Even looking for work – despite the threat of Gorga the Hutt hanging over their heads, the  ahra  were coming and offering to work as cooks or guards or runners or scouts. Mechanics, moisture farmers, even  regular farmers. 
That, at least, was a good thing. Din could take pride in that, if nothing else. The operation out to Gella’s Place hadn’t gone according to plan – Din really had just intended to go in, get some information and then come back out – but it had still done  something for the outfit. For the people of Tatooine. 

   It’ll do more, once Jaasa cracks and gives up her slaving network. 

Din had left Jaasa in Fennec’s capable hands. Boba was too busy fielding requests like Deyyeri’s, on top of all of this other business, to interrogate any of the prisoners Din and Fennec had brought back, so he’d passed the responsibility for all of them on to Fennec. 
Fennec was here tonight, instead of down in the dungeons. The big crowd made her nervous too. Wary. She was waiting for Gorga to come back and blow them all into atmo, Din knew that she was, even if she was doing a good job hiding that wariness from the rest of the room. 
Tonight she and Din had switched places, almost. Usually Din was the statue and Fennec the prowling anooba circling Boba’s throne, scanning the crowd for threats with a blaster on her hip, but now Din was the one pacing, brimming with restlessness, and Fennec was leaning still and watchful against the bar, listening to Noora even though her eyes were fixed on Boba. 
Din and Fennec’s changed positions hadn’t gone unnoticed by the palace’s guests. Probably hadn’t gone unnoticed by Boba, either, though so far he’d made no comment. He had more or less left Din to his own devices since he’d sent Din down to see Ushib. 
Din wondered if Boba missed having Din in his bed at night too, missed the warmth, the companionship, then shook away the thought like a troublesome kirik-fly and started up his pacing circuit again. He was going to wear a hole right through the palace floor and into the old rancor cage, at this rate. A gouge in the floor to match the one melted into the wall behind Boba’s throne. 
Someone – Din suspected Ushib – had gone and replaced Boba’s half-melted throne with a new one made of polished black jugga wood. Boba had also accepted its mysterious appearance before yesterday’s morning court without comment, but he still hadn’t called for anyone to come and start replacing the stone behind his throne, which had been melted to slag by Paz’s plasma cannon. 
Boba still wouldn’t say what he and Paz had argued about, either. Neither would anyone else Din had cornered – Noora hadn’t been in the room when Paz and Boba had fought, and if any of the palace guards had been, they were  very closed-mouthed about it. 
Knowing Paz – and knowing Boba – the fight could’ve started over any number of things, not the least the fact that Paz was just sometimes outright unpleasant, especially to outsiders, but still. Paz hadn’t even gone for his plasma cannon when he’d been fighting  Din. That he’d gone for it against Boba – 
Din shook his head irritably. His circuit took him past the bar. A band of jawas slid out of his way. One of the musicians fumbled a note on his beshniquel, wincing as Din passed. Everyone else – even the beings who’d come tonight to try and curry power with Boba – gave Din a wide berth. 
He curled his lip behind his helmet. He wanted – 
“Mando!” Noora called, waving an elegant, pale blue hand at him. She did that often – she knew Din’s name, even called him by it over firstmeal in the morning, but during court she always called him Mando. Din appreciated that, even if he shouldn’t. Noora should call him by his name, now. Not  Mandalorian.  
But it was nice that she was always trying to set Din at ease. 
“C’mere a second,” Noora said. 
Din obeyed. He altered his course, doubling back around, and made an effort to calm himself down, to soften the line of his shoulders, before he spoke to Noora. Din was frustrated with himself. With Paz. With Boba, a little. He wasn’t frustrated with Noora. 
She smiled at him and shoved a glass of something –  tihaar, if Din had to guess – into one of his empty hands. 
Din blinked down at it, then looked at Noora. 
“You’re scaring off all my paying customers,” she said, still smiling. “Have a drink and settle down, will you?” 
Din scowled. She couldn’t see it, of course, but he set the drink down and hoped that that would be enough to get his point across. 
“I don’t need a drink,” he said. The last thing Din needed was to add  tihaar, strong and dangerous, to the discontent burning in his belly. 
“Something to eat, then?” Noora asked, false-sweet. She gestured at the bar’s comms array, which connected to the kitchens. “I can get you anything that you like,  ma nerra.” 
“Noora,” Din started, tired. 
“Don’t ‘Noora’ me,” Noora said. Her smile had slipped some, giving way to plain concern. Din looked away from it. He was fine. Just – tired. “The strong, silent warrior act might fool some of the idiots out there on the floor, but it doesn’t fool me.” 
“Noora,” Din said again. Her lekku stiffened in annoyance, but her eyes were wide with concern. With hurt. 
Fortunately, before Din could dig himself in any deeper with a woman who frequently handled his food, Boba appeared at Din’s elbow. Din and Noora both startled. For a man in plate armor, Boba could move quietly when he wanted to. 
“I’ll take some of that, Djarin, if you don’t want it,” Boba said His voice was modulated smooth, emotionless. His visor gleamed. 
Din wordlessly handed over the little glass of  tihaar. Din didn’t want any, anyway. 
Boba took the glass, lifted his helmet up enough to get it to his mouth, and drained it all in one swallow. Then he set the glass down, dropped his helmet again and looked at Din. 
Din looked back. He could see his own reflection, silver and cold – unaffected – in Boba’s visor. 
Boba had the uncanny ability to see  Din, though. To see Din even past his armor. With the helmet on, Din looked just like any other Mandalorian, but Boba still knew him. 
“Are you hungry?” Boba finally asked. Noora was watching the exchange between them with keen interest. 
“No,” said Din, honestly. His heart was starting to pick up despite himself. 
It had been three days. Boba had said – he’d said that he wanted those three days. Maybe four. Din had been prepared to give him those four – to give him  more, because it was – because Boba told Din what he needed so rarely that Din wanted desperately to give him this. To give Boba the space and the time he needed to feel that he could punish Din without harming, even if Din still wasn’t sure that he understood the difference that Boba was so concerned with. The distinction between hurt and harm. 
Boba watched Din for a second. The throne room, the crowd, all of it still surged around them. Boba had come down from his throne, ending the formal proceedings for the evening, so now his guests could drink and dance, could cut their own deals and go about their own business. 
 And us?  Din couldn’t help but think.  And our business?  
“D’you wanna go upstairs?” Boba finally asked, his voice still modulated, smooth and flat. He spoke quietly enough that none of the palace visitors around him could hear. Din couldn’t tell what Boba was thinking, like this. Not as easily as he could when he could see Boba’s face. Could hear him speak without the helmet in the way. 
 I think – I think he sounds tired, Din thought, so he made himself set aside his rising hope and focus. 
“I can – you’re tired,” Din said, also pitching his voice low. “We can – I can take care of myself, tonight. You should get some rest.” 
Boba looked at him. 
“Come upstairs,” Boba said. “We should talk.” 
Din’s stomach dropped down into his boots. He balked. Boba saw Din’s reticence, because he grimaced and said, “That wasn’t – kark,” he said. 
Din blinked at him, more off-balance than ever. 
“I’m not doing this right,” Boba muttered, so low that Din almost didn’t catch it. “I meant – I would like it,” he said, starting over, “if you came upstairs with me.” 
 He’s nervous, Din realized. 
The thought was so clear and so surprising that it knocked most of Din’s lingering anxiety right out of his head. 
“Does that mean,” Din said, carefully, his heart lifting despite himself, “that you’ve – that you made a decision?” 
Boba snorted. “I made the decision days ago,” he said. “You were there for it, even. But – yeah. I’ve had my time. I’m good.” 
Din’s whole body came to life. His exhaustion evaporated. “Alright,” he said, eagerly. Din stepped away from the bar, armor rattling. 
Boba chuckled. The sound softened some of the hard lines of his presence, the angles of his helmet. “C’mon, then,” he said. “Noora – bar’s yours. Shut it down when you’re ready, and comm me if you need anything.” 
Noora twitched her lekku in acknowledgement. 
Din wasn’t sure what she thought of him and Boba. He was sure by now that Noora  knew, or at least knew something. Din and Boba were – well. 
 We’re not subtle, Din thought. Even though they’d been carefully avoiding each other for the last few days, Din knew that they were still close. The average palace visitor probably didn’t notice, but someone like Noora – 
 It doesn’t matter, Din thought, turning towards Boba. Boba’d said that he was ready. 
Anticipation was starting to build inside of Din’s chest. Boba had said – he’d agreed to punish Din days ago, but Din had still been half-convinced that Boba would change his mind. That he’d decide that he was too angry, that there was nothing that Din could do to make amends. 
 But he’s – he’s ready. Boba never lied. 
“Alright, then,” said Boba, his voice softer than it had been before. “C’mon.” 
Din followed after him eagerly. His heart was beating a little faster. His stomach starting to tighten. It felt like – it felt like flying, honestly. Like being in the  Razor Crest  or in the  Kirik-Fly, stooping into a dive. The moment of weightlessness before gravity kicked in. No one else in the throne room mattered but for Boba. 
They went up to Boba’s rooms together. Din thought for a moment that Boba was going to drop Din off in his own room, tell him to – Din didn’t know, change out of his armor, put on different clothes,  something, since he was unlikely to beat Din in his beskar – but Boba didn’t. 
They stepped out of the lift together. 
Din had been here roughly a day ago, picking over a stilted, awkward dinner with Boba, both of them trying to pretend that they couldn’t sense the tension that had festered between them. The space that had grown. 
The evidence of that meal had been cleared away. The rooms were much like they always were, open and airy, desert breeze drifting through and stirring up the curtains. Boba’s bed was neatly made and the worktable had been cleared of its ever-present heaps of datapads and maps and files. There was something on the table, still, but Din couldn’t see it from this angle. 
Boba stopped Din by the lift, looking him up and down. “Ushib told me today that you’re off light duty,” he finally said. “How’re you feeling?” 
“I’m alright,” Din assured him, quickly. He resisted the urge to fidget. He held himself still and straight. “About as fully-healed as I’ll get, anyway.” 
Boba made a considering noise. “Good,” he said. 
Din hesitated, nerves twinging. He didn’t know how to start this. How to – how to get ready for what he knew – what he hoped – was coming next. “You’ve – and you’re… okay with this?” Din asked, coming closer to Boba. “You’ve – you’re not angry anymore?” 
“I am – I’m still angry,” Boba admitted. 
That made Din pause, sudden fear spiking through his chest. 
“But it’s not going to run away with me,” Boba continued. He finally took off his helmet and smiled at Din, crookedly. Din was relieved to see his face. “Thank you,” Boba added. “For giving me time. Probably wasn’t comfortable for you, yeah?” 
Din shrugged, pulling his shoulders up to his ears and dropping them again. “It was – it’s fine,” he muttered, embarrassed. Boba shouldn’t have to thank him. This was – Din knew that this arrangement wasn’t just about him. Boba had things that he needed too. 
 I need to be better,  he thought.  About making sure that Boba – that he’s also getting what he needs.  
Boba made another considering noise. “Before we start this,” he said. “I want to – we need to be looking at the same datapad,  Djar’ika.” He used the nickname to settle Din, and just like always it worked. It  helped.  Hearing it convinced Din’s body that Boba was  serious. That this wasn’t a trick or a trap. 
“Alright,” Din said, warily. “What am I – what do you need me to say?” 
“It’s not what I need you to say,” said Boba. “It’s what I need you to understand.” 
“And what is that?” 
Boba studied Din for a moment, then tapped his forehead, between his eyes. “Can I see your face?” he asked. 
Din blinked, but nodded. He undid the seals on his own helmet and tugged it off, blinking as his eyes adjusted to his normal vision instead of the sight of the galaxy through his visor. Boba had turned off the light cells for his room, leaving it open to the silver light of the desert, and the room was limed with blue. 
That helped settle Din too. He had been hurt in this room. Panicked, too. Anxious, afraid, angry, in agony. But Boba’s room was  safe. Din was safe here. Protected. It would all be alright. He set his helmet carefully on the floor, then looked at Boba. 
“What do I need to understand?” Din repeated. 
Boba blinked, shaking his head a little. His expression cleared. “What I’m punishing you for,” he said. 
Din’s heart leapt again. “For hurting you,” Din said promptly. “Right?” 
“Yes,” Boba agreed. “But also – specifically,  Djar’ika, I’m only punishing you for choosing not to tell me that you were going to Mos Eisley unprotected. Can you tell me why?” 
“Because it – because it hurt you,” Din repeated, though he was unsure, now. 
Boba’s expression was patient. Still angry, there around the corners of his eyes, but not the wild sandstorm anger that Din had seen in him a few nights ago. 
“Because you  frightened me,” Boba corrected Din, gently but firmly. “Din, you’re a blooded warrior. I am not,” he said, “punishing you for using your best judgment. For taking initiative, and doing your best to solve a problem.” 
“Then – then what are you punishing me for?” Din asked, confused again. If Boba wasn’t punishing Din for the worry and fear he’d caused Boba – 
“I am punishing you,” Boba said, drawing Din’s attention back to himself, “because you  asked.” 
Din froze. “But – ” 
This wasn’t supposed to be about  Din. This was supposed to be about Boba. 
Boba held up a hand, cutting Din off before he could speak. “Wait a moment,” he said. “That is not to say that you won’t be atoning. Right? That’s what you want.  Gar copaani gotal’ur serim. Don’t you?” 

   You want to make it right.  

Din nodded. “I do,” he said. 
“I want that too,” said Boba. “This is for me too. I understand that.  You understand that. You made me angry. You put yourself at risk. And now you’d like to apologize. Right?” 
Din nodded again. His heart hammered against his ribs. This wasn’t what he’d expected, when he’d followed Boba out of the throne room, and Din was struggling to regain his balance. To understand the conversation. 
 This is atonement, he told himself. Boba had said that, and Boba – Boba could be trusted. This was still atonement. 
“I want to hear you say it,” said Boba, softly. The low power in his voice, the rolling thunder, made Din shiver. He wanted to sway towards Boba. 
Wanted to drop to his knees. 
Din licked his lips. “You want to hear me say what?” he asked. 
Boba’s eyes darkened. “That you’re sorry,” he said. 
Din  did  sink to his knees, then, armor rattling. It was easy. Instinctive. A gamble, in its way, but that was the apology in  mando’a, wasn’t it? 
“Ni ceta,”  said Din, sincerely.  I kneel.  
Boba’s expression opened with hunger. “Very good,” he said. “You won’t believe me just yet,  Djar’ika. But I forgive you.” 
Din’s head jerked up again. He frowned, eyes narrowing. “You can’t forgive me,” he couldn’t help but say. “You haven’t – you haven’t flogged me yet. You haven’t – ”
Boba held up his hand again and Din cut himself off, though he did it a bit more mutinously than he had before. 
“I know,” said Boba. “I understand. But I want you to remember that, okay? When we get started. I want you to remember  why I’m punishing you, and what I just told you. Can you do that?” 
Din nodded, slowly. 
“Good. Then come here,” Boba entreated. “I have something for you.” 
He did not tell Din to stand, so as Boba walked over to the worktable, Din followed on his knees. It was uncomfortable, his armor digging into his kute, his skin, but Din was alright with that. His heart was still beating too fast. He didn’t understand. 
 Boba forgives me?  Din kept thinking.  But I haven’t – I haven’t  done  anything yet.  
Boa did draw Din up from his knees when they made it to the worktable, which was clear of everything except for three tools. Din recognized them – they’d come from Boba’s box, the one he’d emptied onto this same table weeks and weeks ago. 
Din froze again, staring at them. 
Boba’s smile grew a few more teeth. “Tonight,” Boba said, “I had something different in mind, than what we normally do. This is a punishment, yes?” 
Din nodded. His throat tightened. He knew that his eyes were wide. 
“So,” Boba said, sweeping a hand out over the tools he’d laid out for Din on the table, “tonight, I want you to choose.” 
Din’s mouth went dry. “I – you want me to choose?” 
Boba inclined his head. He didn’t say anything else, just gestured at the table again. 
Din licked his lips and obeyed, stepping closer to examine the tools on the table. 
Boba had never let Din  pick, before. Din’s heart began to beat a little faster. This felt like – it felt like a trap, honestly. Boba’s eyes were glittering, bright and nearly amused. 
 Definitely a trap, Din thought, but there was nothing to be done for it. 
He stepped up to the table, and looked down. 
Boba had laid three of his tools out for Din to choose from. 
One looked like a short length of intricately-braided rope, about a foot long and studded with knots, each stacked one on top of the other. It was as thick around as three of Din’s fingers together.
One was a flogger of some kind, except stiff instead of flexible; the handle and tail were separate pieces of leather. The handle looked supple and well-used, but the shape of the tail was different; the leather was folded together near where it joined at the handle as it flared as it moved away from that join. 
And the third thing that Boba had laid out on the table for Din to inspect was one of his reed canes. 
Almost every thought Din had abandoned him. His expectations, the conversation he’d just had with Boba, his confusion, all of that deserted him. The only thing that Din could hear, for a long moment, was his own thundering heartbeat. 
Din had seen this exact cane before. Had touched it, even; he reached out on autopilot, moving before he realized that he was moving. He couldn’t feel the cane through his gloves so he stripped them off and tossed them aside, then reached out and touched the cane again. He ran his fingers over the edge, finding it deceptively thin, and felt chillbumps break out down his arms. 
The cane was damp. Just touching it sparked a memory, more clearly than it had ever sparked before; Din closed his eyes and remembered the place he’d come from. The low fields by the river, the reeds growing as tall as Din’s head. The sky turning grey before the winter rains. Reeds nipping at his bare arms and legs. 
Din pulled his hand back and swallowed. 
Boba was watching Din keenly. “Well?” he asked. “Know what you’d like?” 
Din looked down at the three tools. 
It was not, he knew, a matter of which one would hurt more. All three of them would hurt – that was probably the point. Boba wouldn’t have laid out two floggers that would hurt and one that would just tickle. No matter which one Din chose, he was still going to be in pain. 
His heart beat faster. 
Boba had let him touch the cane without comment, so Din figured that he was allowed to touch the others, too. He skimmed his fingers over the knotted rope and shivered harder. The fibers were rough enough to catch against the pads of Din’s fingers. Each of the stacked knots was almost two inches in diameter and the rope, Din thought, was  eidan – a hardy plant that grew in Tatooine’s mountain regions, nourished by the winter rains. 
Din didn’t have to imagine how much it would hurt to be struck with; the texture would leave him red and raw, grazed open. 
He took his hand away and touched the leather of the flogger, too. This one looked the most familiar – the tail was wider than the tails of the floggers that Boba had used on Din before, but Din at least had a good guess as to how it would feel. How it would  sound, cracking through the air. Catching Din across the shoulders. 
The leather was deceptively soft. Broken-in. Boba had clearly used this flogger before. Din wondered what made it a tool for punishment instead of a tool for normal flogging. 
 Does it hurt more?  he wondered.  Break skin?  
The cane would break skin. Didn’t need to reach out and touch it again to confirm that, afraid of showing his preference, but he looked at it out of the corner of his eye. Maybe it wouldn’t break skin at first. It would probably just raise thin welts, for the first few strikes. But Din knew how strong Boba was, and he knew how sharp reeds could be. 
With that cane, Boba could make Din bleed. 
 I forgive you,  Boba’d said. Din wasn’t sure how Boba could forgive him before Din had even made his penance – the apology was nothing, was just words – but he knew that if Din let Boba flog him with the cane, Din would  earn his penance. 
Din swallowed. He let go of the leather flogger and looked at Boba. He knew what he wanted. 
Boba’s eyes glittered. “Go on,” he said. He held out a hand. “Choose.” 
 He wants me to – what?  Din thought, heart beating even faster.  He wants me to choose? To give him – to give him what I pick?  
Din wasn’t sure that he could do that. 
It had been one thing to – to  ask for punishment. To feel like he deserved it. But to put the cane in Boba’s hands – 
 I forgive you,  Boba’d said, but Din hadn’t earned it yet. He wanted to earn it.  Needed to earn it. 
He could do this. 
Heart pounding. Din curled his fingers over the edge of the reed cane. It  was damp. Supple. Like it had been soaked in water or oil to make it flexible. 
 Like Boba knew that I was going to pick this one anyway, Din thought. 
Boba had noticed how the cane affected Din. Like the wyyyschokk silk – Boba’d seen how Din had lingered over the cane. How his pupils must have dilated the first time Din had touched it. The memory it had sparked showing on Din’s face. 
Din’s hand was shaking when he picked the cane up. Not too badly, not enough to prove him a coward, but enough that the cane wavered in the air. 
 I can do this, Din thought. If he could walk into Mos Eisley without his armor on, he could do this. 
Din made himself pick the cane up off the table, hand trembling, and held the cane out. Boba looked at it for a second. In that brief second, Din’s heart dropped into his stomach. He thought that Boba was going to refuse. That Din had chosen wrong. 
But then Boba took the cane by the handle, his fingers brushing Din’s, and said, “Ori’jate,” and his voice was rich and warm. 
Din’s shoulders dropped, relief surging through him. He hadn’t even realized that he’d pulled his shoulders up, already anticipating a blow. 
Boba examined the cane for a moment, then looked at Din again. 
“You – you knew that I was going to choose that,” Din said. 
Boba half-smiled. “I guessed,” he corrected. “You still surprise me,  Djar’ika. But I guessed.” 
Din looked back at the table. He didn’t regret his choice, even though he knew – he  knew – that the cane was going to hurt. 
“This,” Boba said, tapping a thumbnail against the cane. He was watching Din’s expression keenly. “Affects you. It has a hold on you. Why?” 
Din  did pull his shoulders up then, defensive. He flexed his empty fingers and looked away. 
“You don’t have to tell me,” Boba added. Some of his fierce expectation faded. “Maybe you don’t even know why it affects you. Yeah?” 
Din looked at the cane again. “There were – reeds,” he made himself say. “In the low fields behind our village. In my – my parents’ village. Along the river.” 
Boba stilled. 
If Din closed his eyes, he could still see that sky. Iron grey, beskar grey, the grey before the rains. The river shining like a silver snake, the water cold with snowmelt. And the reeds. Their tufted heads. Seeds sticking to Din’s fingers. 
“We used to play in them,” Din continued. “Me and my – my cousins, I think.” Din’s parents had only had one child. He couldn’t remember if they’d wanted more or not – he couldn’t even remember their names.
But his father’s father had been the head of the village, and both his father and his grandfather had had brothers, sisters, and they’d all had children too; Din hadn’t wanted for company growing up. All of the children had played in the fields together. Din remembered their high voices, their shrieks of laughter. 

   “Uarana’s coming, uarana’s coming!” 

“We’d – we’d cut ourselves, sometimes,” Din said. His voice had dropped to a near-whisper. He didn’t want to look at Boba. “That was all. It just – reminded me of that.” 
“Djar’ika,”  Boba said, a little helplessly, and when Din made himself look at Boba he saw that Boba’s expression had cracked open. It was tender.  Fond, of all things. Boba was standing there with a cane in his hands, ready to hit Din with it, and he just looked fond. 
Din didn’t know what to do with that. Something hot and hard caught in his throat. It hurt to swallow around. 
“That’s all,” Din finished, forcing himself to speak around that lump. “That’s – that’s all.” 
“Thank you,” said Boba, sincerely. 
Din shrugged, uncomfortable, throat aching. 
Boba looked at Din for another long moment, pensive – there was a question in his face, Din could see it out of the corner of his eye – but then set his pensiveness aside and took a practice swing with the cane. It whistled through the air, making Din startle. 
It didn’t sound anything like a flogger. Those sounded  heavy, almost, as they moved through the air. Those hissed or sang or thudded. But the cane – 
Boba did it again. The sound of it was almost  sharp. Boba made a satisfied noise. 
“Alright,” he said. “Armor and clothes off,  Djar’ika. You wanna be tied?” 
Din set his fingers on the seals of his chestplate, then blinked. “I – you want me to choose?” 
Boba shrugged. “You can, if you think you’ll need to be tied to bear it,” he said. “We’ll do this up against the wall. Just like the first time.” 
Din licked his lips. The thought of the cane  and the wyyyschokk silk – 
“I don’t – I don’t need to be tied,” he said. 
Boba raised an eyebrow. “You sure? You don’t know how many times I’m going to hit you.” 
He said it like Din had better be sure. Like Din’s punishment would increase, if Din rejected the ties and then needed them later. Like Boba had already picked Din’s punishment, knew exactly how many times he’d strike Din, and that all Din could do was bear it. 
Din set his jaw. “I’m sure,” he said. 
 He’d stood against that wall the first time and hadn’t needed to be tied to it. Hadn’t needed it the second time, either. Din could – he could take it. He wouldn’t move or try to get away, no matter how much the cane hurt. 
“Alright, then,” said Boba. He looked pointedly at Din’s armor. 
Nerves climbing, Din took his armor off piece by piece. Boba didn’t help, this time. He just waited, the cane in his hands, while Din’s own hands shook and fumbled over the seals on his armor, the buttons of his kute. Din took it all off, his armor and his flightsuit and his clothes underneath, until he was bare and shivering, half from the breeze and half from anticipation. 
Boba’s eyes raked over Din’s body, searching for injuries. Din held his arms out for inspection and tried not to prickle with embarrassment. His bruises and scrapes from his adventure in Mos Eisley were healed. All of the regular bacta applications had even softened the edges of some of Din’s very old scars. His ribs were fine, full motion had returned to his shoulders and the scratches on his face had scabbed over and flaked away, leaving very faint scars that Din knew would also fade within a few more weeks. 
“How are you feeling?” Boba asked. 
He wasn't asking if Din was nervous or not. He could probably tell that Din was nervous anyway. He was asking if Din was up for this. He was giving Din one more out. 
Din lifted his chin. “Healed,” he said. Ushib had cleared Din for regular duty, satisfied that his brain wouldn’t leak out through his ears. The rest of his injuries had mostly just been superficial and strain, and a few days of light duty had let Din recover. 
Boba smiled. Not one of his usual, warm smiles, or even one of his quick, flashing clever ones, but a smile that a loth-wolf might give a jumperjack just before it pounced. A hungry smile. 
“You know the position, then,” said Boba. 
Din nodded and dropped his arms. Anticipation throbbed inside him, twined bright and thready underneath his ribs. He went over to the pillar in the center of the room and looked at it for a second, then raised his arms again and braced himself against it. The sandstone was rough against his palms. 
Din spread his stance, too. Felt the breeze drifting in from the desert as it raised chillbumps on his arms. Down his legs. 
Din resisted the urge to look back at Boba. To make sure that he was doing this right. 
Boba left Din in silence for several seconds. He didn’t say anything further. Then Din heard him cross the room, his footfalls deliberately loud, so Din could hear him coming. Din’s breath picked up to match his heart and he had to remind himself to breathe. 
 This is nothing new, Din reminded himself. He had been here before. And even when he hadn’t known what to expect, Din had enjoyed it, in the end. He doubted that he’d enjoy this as much, since it was a punishment, but he knew that he could bear it. 
“Udesii,” Boba murmured, behind Din. Din tried not to startle at his nearness and failed; his hands jumped where they were braced against the wall. 
Boba made a low, pleased sound. He brushed the tip of the cane against the back of Din’s thigh, light as a feather. Din tried not to startle at that and failed again. He shivered. 
“Sure you don’t need to be tied?” Boba asked. 
Din didn’t look at him. He studied the sandstone instead. The bands of it, different shades of red stacked on top of each other. The dips and divots in the wall, the marks of the desert’s wind and rain. 
“I’m sure,” Din said. 
“Very well, then,” said Boba. “Close your eyes for me.” 
Din obeyed. As soon as his eyes were shut, he felt Boba touching him. Not with the cane – Boba brushed a knuckle gently over the curve of Din’s cheekbone, and then something soft and smooth brushed across Din’s face. 
His eyes flew open, but it didn’t matter. Boba had pulled a blindfold out from the folds of his robes, and tied it around the back of Din’s head. Din curled his fingers hard against the wall in reflexive alarm, scraping the pads of his fingers. 
“You’re alright,” Boba said. His voice was gentle enough but there was a thread of steel moving underneath it. “Breathe, Din.” 
Din obeyed. It wasn’t – it wasn’t bad. Boba often had Din close his eyes. Din wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because the rest of Din’s senses picked up to compensate. Maybe if Din couldn’t see the blow coming, the pain was sharper. Sweeter. 
“I’m fine,” Din said, automatically. “It’s fine. It’s just – you didn’t ask if I needed this, this time.” 
Boba tied the blindfold off and cupped the back of Din’s head, running his fingers lightly through the curls at the base of Din’s neck. “This one’s not optional,” he said. 
Din nodded. That was – that was fine. Din had had more choice than he’d thought he’d have, actually. More – conversation. Din had expected Boba, when Boba’d finally decided that he was ready, to just bend Din over the worktable or the bed and flog him until Boba was satisfied. This – this care, this preparation – left Din feeling more fragile than he wanted to feel. 

   It’s just a blindfold. I can handle it.  

Din made himself blink against the fabric a few times, examining the sensation. It wasn’t wyyyschokk silk. It felt like spun fabric, like the light linens Tuskens wove, and it was dark. Despite the light of the moons, Din couldn’t see anything through the fabric at all. 
“Used to it?” Boba asked. He touched Din with the tip of the cane again. Rested it against the swell of Din’s ass. The wood was cool and damp. 
Din blinked into the blindfold again and nodded. “Yes,” he said. His voice had roughened. Fear climbed in his belly, but there was something under the fear, too. Anticipation. Eagerness, almost. Desire. 
 What does that say about me?  Din wondered. Boba was going to hit Din. Hurt him. And Din was excited for it. 
“Alright,” said Boba. His voice was rough too, but there was no fear in Boba at all. “You remember your word?” 
Din started a little. “My –  gev?” he asked. 
“Yes.”
“I remember it,” Din said. But he was confused. “But isn’t this a punishment?” 
“It is,” Boba allowed. He was close behind Din. Din could sense the warmth of his body. His presence, looming behind Din like a mountain. “But the usual rules still apply,  Djar’ika . If you need me to stop – if it’s too much for you – you can tell me. I want you to tell me.” 
Din swallowed, unsure again. He thought – 
“But if we stop – ”
“Hey,” said Boba, crowding even closer. He took the cane away and replaced it with his hand, smoothing a circle over Din’s shivering flank. “Udesii,  be easy. This is not – Din,” Boba said, and he nudged Din away from the wall. Turned Din towards him and fit a hand against the back of Din’s neck, pulled Din in – 
 Oh, Din thought. 
Boba brought their foreheads together. Pressed hard against Din, until Din made a thin sound of relief. This was – this was better. Familiar. Boba’s forehead pressed reassuringly against Din’s. It wasn’t quite the same as doing it with a helmet, when pressing foreheads meant pressure against Din’s nose too, his cheeks, but it was good. 
“Me’dinui ni haal,” Boba murmured. The hand at the back of Din’s neck had the cane in it. He felt the reed digging into his skin. This part of it was warm where Boba’d held it, and smooth. Din focused on that. On Boba’s forehead, soft with scars. 
 Breathe with me , Boba said. 
Din drew in a shuddering breath, and made himself settle down. He didn’t understand, but – 
 But I don’t need to understand. If Boba wanted Din to remember how to stop this, if it got to be too much, then Din would remember. He had no intention of using the word, but he could remember it. 
“You can stop even a punishment, if you need me to,” said Boba. “There are no limits on your safeword, Djar’ika  . Its purpose is to keep you safe. I know you, now, but I’m not  you.  I know what I think you can take. But I’m not inside your head,  cyare.  Understand?” 
Din nodded into the  mirshmure’cya.  “I – think so,” he said. “And you can – you can stop too, right? If it’s – if this isn’t what you need?” 
“Right,” Boba confirmed, sounding fond. “Okay?” 
Din nodded again. “Okay,” he said. 
“Good,” said Boba, and pulled away, letting go of Din’s neck. He guided Din back into position. “Take a few seconds, Djar’ika, ” Boba suggested. “You’ll need it.” 
 Ominous,  Din thought. 
But Din wasn’t half as afraid, now. 
His senses had expanded to fill in the gaps left by the blindfold. The texture of the sandstone wall was finer. Din could feel every detail of it against his fingers. He could feel the wind, cool and gusty, and hear the curtains all around Boba’s room whispering and rustling against each other. He could hear Boba, testing the cane again. Boba’s feet against the floor as he took up a position behind Din. Could feel his warmth just out of reach. 
The reed cane wasn’t as long as some of Boba’s floggers. Boba was just a few feet away. 
The cane whistled through the air again. Din’s shoulders bunched, braced for the blow.
“You’re going to take thirty strokes,” Boba said, quietly. He didn’t ask Din how many strikes he thought was enough or how many Din thought he could take, and the relief Din felt for it made his knees weak. “I want you to count them, alright?” 
“Alright,” Din agreed, hoarse with anticipation. Thirty – that wasn’t so many. Din could handle that. He could – 
Boba struck, so fast that the cane hit Din before his brain registered the sound of it moving, and the line of white fire that erupted across the backs of Din’s eyes drove any thought of what Din could or couldn’t do right out of his head. 
He shouted. The pain was sudden and immediate and overwhelming – it wasn’t the build of the flogger or even the bite of the clamps, the growing pressure of Boba pushing Din’s thigh plate into his leg. It was a narrow pain, burning, and it flared up hot where the cane had fallen. 
Din realized that he had made a miscalculation. 
Before, Boba had flogged Din across his shoulders. Down to the middle of his back. But this – he had swung the cane with a marksman’s accuracy, and had caught Din on the soft skin of his upper thighs. 
Din hadn’t been expecting to be struck there. Hadn’t been prepared, and as a result the pain invaded him, swarmed up his spine, flashed like a flare in the sky. 
“That wasn’t a ‘one,’ Djar’ika,” said Boba. He sounded smug, sounded pleased with himself, his voice rich and dark with satisfaction, which helped Din get himself back under control, a little. He gritted his teeth and took in a shuddering breath. 
 It’s just pain. It’s just pain. It wasn’t what Din had been expecting, but he could take it. He would take it. 
“One,” he said. His voice had broken already and it shamed him. The tops of his thighs burned. 
“Ori’jate,” said Boba. His voice was a low rumble in the dark. “Twenty-nine more. You know enough  mando’a?” 
“To count to thirty? No,” Din said. 
Boba made a noncommittal noise. “Basic’s fine, then.” He moved and this time Din did hear the cane, a split second before it hit him. He braced himself and gritted his teeth to catch a shout as another line of white fire bloomed behind his eyes. Boba had aimed a little higher and had struck Din across the meat of his ass. 
It  hurt.  
But Din didn’t cry out. “Two,” he said. 
Boba chuckled and the sound made real fear thrill up from the base of Din’s spine. Boba was only just getting started. 
“Ori’jate,” Boba said, and then he struck Din again, and again, and again. He laid parallel lines of fire across Din’s ass, the small of his back, his thighs, even the backs of Din’s knees. He was vicious with it, too – each strike was strong, Boba’s whole body behind it, and the pain stung. It burned. It cut. 
“S-six,” Din managed, when Boba hit him again. His cheeks were already wet. The backs of his thighs were wet too. Boba had cut Din. He had to have cut Din – Din felt something warm trickling down his right leg.
He couldn’t see it, but he could feel it. His arms were trembling. 
Boba didn’t give Din any time to collect himself, either. No sooner had Din counted six than Boba hit him a seventh time, an eighth, a ninth. He was starting to layer his blows over top of previous hits, now, building welts, building agony. 
The cane was brutal. Din had known that it would hurt, but he hadn’t quite understood just how much  it would hurt. How sharp the pain was. Not like being cut, not really – Din had been stabbed and slashed dozens of times – but almost like being  pared.  The welts were precise. Stinging. They didn’t blend together like the strikes of the floggers had, after a time. Each one burned on its own.
Boba didn’t let up. By the time he’d given Din fifteen strikes, half his punishment, Din was crying. Tears wet the blindfold and soaked into the fabric. His cheeks were damp. Boba had struck Din hard enough to break skin three or four times, now – Din could feel which welts had split open and which hadn’t. 
But Din kept his count, even as his voice stuttered and broke. He didn’t know what would happen if he stopped, if he couldn’t keep track – would Boba start over? Would he stop entirely? 
Din wasn’t sure which was more frightening. If Boba started over, he’d have to work lashes over skin that was already hot and swollen and broken. Din would be a mess by the time Boba was through. 
But if Boba stopped – 
Boba struck Din again and again. Each time Din waited for the pain to become more manageable. For the rhythm of the blows to fill him, like it had before, and bring him into that quiet place inside his own head. The space like a hyperlane, where all Din had to do was bob along and let Boba guide him. 
But it never came. Din made it to twenty, his voice in ruins. His hands were shaking. His legs were shaking too. His whole body was buzzing and trembling. He hadn’t moved – he hadn’t moved – but he had scraped his fingers raw on the sandstone wall. 
Something was building in Din’s chest. In his throat. Hot and painful, as sharp and stinging as the cane. He didn’t know what it was. Grief, maybe. Guilt. That swollen, poisonous thing in his chest. Blood trickled down Din’s legs and dripped to the floor. Blood dripped down his chin – at some point, Din must have bitten his lips or his tongue. 
Pain rocked him. Reduced him. Made Din feel small and stunned, helpless. It was – 
Boba hit Din for the twenty-first time, and Din cried out. 
“Shh,” said Boba, and he was there, suddenly, not a few feet or even a few inches away. He was at Din’s side, warm and solid, and he reached a hand out to steady Din’s hip. His fingers slipped a little in Din’s blood. Grazed over the superheated welts, the swollen skin. “It’s alright,  Djar’ika. It’s alright. You’re taking this so well.” 
Din turned blindly towards the sound of Boba’s voice. He had nowhere else to turn – the sandstone pillar was solid, but there was no warmth to it, no comfort. Boba was warm. 
“You’re taking this so well,” Boba said. Din couldn’t see him, but he didn’t need to see Boba to know that Boba was telling the truth. Even in the midst of all of this pain, Din knew that Boba had promised Din honesty. 
 He doesn’t lie,  Din thought. He wouldn’t.  So – so he’s telling the truth. I’m doing – I’m taking this well.  
It didn’t feel like Din was taking this well. It felt like Din was flying apart. Was on the edge of giving up, of collapsing to the floor and begging for mercy. It felt like Din couldn’t possibly take another strike. 
He hadn’t thought that the cane could hurt like this. The reeds of his childhood – they’d cut Din, but at worst the hurt of them had only stung. This was more than a sting. More than a bite, a burn, a blister. It was overwhelming. All-encompassing. 
But if Boba said that Din was doing well – 
Din could draw strength from that. He could. He’d taken twenty-one strikes. That was more than half. Only nine strikes stood between him and – what?

   Forgiveness?  

The word floated through Din’s head, the only cool thing he could feel in the midst of all of his pain. 
 No,  he thought.  Not forgiveness. Atonement.  
Boba had already – he’d already said that he’d forgiven Din. That his anger was behind him. And Din – 
 Nine more strikes,  he thought.  And then it will be behind me, too.  
That was something he could understand, even like this. Wasn’t that how it had always worked? Din had made a mistake – fought Paz when he shouldn’t, ignored a trainer, disobeyed the  alor,  and then he had done his penance. Laps around the covert. A mouth full of sludir soap. Weeks and weeks of latrine duty. Extra drills. When he’d failed at a new kata, Din had practiced it even as he’d broken his fingers. When he was too slow on a hunt, when he took a hit, when he misjudged a jump, Din took his fall or his injury and he worked through it. Atoned for what he’d gotten wrong through pain. 
He’d never done it deliberately, not like this. Not with  intent.  The covert had never flogged its children. No bounty had ever put a cane or a whip into Din’s back. 
But pain – 
Pan was a language that Din understood. And it was a language Boba understood, too. That’s what this was – Boba was giving Din a way forward. A way out. A lance for the poison in his chest. A balm for the guilt. All he had to do was endure it for just a little while more. 
 Nine more strikes,  he thought. And then it would be done. Finished. 
“Nine more strikes,” Boba said. Din leaned towards him and made a thin sound. Boba touched Din’s hip again. “Nine more, Djar’ika.  Okay? And then it’s done.” 
“Then it’s done,” Din agreed, raggedly. 
Boba stepped away again. The brief respite hadn’t eased Din’s pain. If anything, it had brought it more into focus. His ass, his thighs, the backs of his knees – they burned.  
But there was a purpose to it. Din was hurting for a reason. Bleeding for a reason. It was good. It was what he needed. 
 What I deserve,  he thought. 
“Twenty-two,” Din choked, when Boba hit him again. The pain sang through him. Blazed, bright as a star. Instead of trying to hide from it, this time Din embraced it. He let himself  feel  it. It was everywhere. Against his skin, behind his ribs, flickering up and down his spine. Throbbing like a heartbeat. It was in his teeth and his eyes and his fingertips. It roared in his ears like a wildfire. Blocked out everything else; the wet sound of Din’s breath, the unsteady beat of his heart, the whistle of the cane as it moved through the air. It was everywhere. Inside him and around him and through him. 
Boba didn’t drag the last handful of strikes out. He delivered them one after the other, again and again and again and again, as Din’s voice broke and his legs trembled and his head dropped down low between his braced arms, tears falling freely to mix with the blood on the floor. 
Din was so deep in the pain that he almost didn’t notice when Boba stopped. When he choked out, low and broken, “Thirty,” and then Boba was there pulling in into his arms. Prying Din away from the wall. Catching Din when Din, no longer braced, stumbled and sagged, his knees trembling. His legs half-refusing to bear his weight. 
Boba let Din tuck his face into Boba’s neck. He didn't seem to mind that the blindfold was wet and that Din couldn’t get a good grip on Boba himself, his fingers too weak, trembling too hard, to tangle into Boba’s robes. 
Boba was speaking. It was nonsense, Din was pretty sure. Low and sweet, a balm against the fire that tore through him. 
 “Udesii,”  Boba was saying. 
Din was speaking too. The words tripping off his tongue, tearing their way out of his throat. “I’m sorry,” Din said, mumbling it into Boba’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m – ”
“I know,” Boba said, cradling the back of Din’s head. His voice was warm and deep and fond again. Even like this Din could hear the honest affection in his tone. That cut almost deeper than the cane had, but it was a sweet, near pain. It was something Din felt too. 
“I know,  cyar’ika.  You did well.  Gar ori’jate.”  
 You’re good,  he said.  You’re good.  
Later, Din thought that he’d probably be embarrassed. To be clinging to Boba like this, undone by a little pain. To be crying into Boba’s neck like a frightened child. 
But now he just felt safe. 
 “Ni ceta,”  Din mumbled.  “Ni ceta. Vor entye.”  
 “Nu entye,” Boba replied. “There is no debt. I forgive you.” 
This time, when Boba said it, Din believed him. 

  

  

  

  







  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: Kink negotiation. Din is intensely uncomfortable during the negotiation. Blindfolding, mentions of restraints. Further kink negotiation. A negotiated punishment scene, including impact play, caning and some blood play (Boba canes Din until Din bleeds, then examines the cuts later.)
Chapter notes:
-CHAPTER NOTES ADDED MARCH 12, 2022:
-Din has not yet figured out that showing up covered in blood with fresh injuries is a good way to wig Boba out. He will maybe figure it out eventually.
-Negotiation! Is! Important! I know a lot of this fic -- a disproportionate amount, maybe -- is Din and Boba talking, but negotiation is really crucial here! Boba talks a lot about the difference between "hurt" and "harm," and with a punishment scene it's really important to find out what or where that difference is.
-Din and Boba are also so. So. So not subtle. I'm not saying there's a palace betting pool about whether or not Din and Boba are together -- Fennec would never allow it -- but they're so obvious.
-Noora does not get paid enough for this.
-Boba's toys, in order:
1) A knotted jute paddle. There are variations in our world made of synthetic rope. Boba's is most likely made out of hemp or something similar; he seems like the sort to locally source his tools. Don't ask me why I think that. It's just a vibe.
2) A dragon tail (also called a dragon tongue) flogger. A particular kind of flogger with long triangular shape, like a dragon's tail.
3) A reed cane, soaked to make it supple. Din really has no good options here. If you are interested in visuals for any of the above items, Google it! Maybe in incognito mode, if you share your Google with other people, because when I tell you that you'll start to get some targeted ads,
-Not to get too deep into, like, the pathos of Din Djarin -- there's already over 500,000 words of that!! -- but man do I think a lot about the way he has to view relationships. 
The Mandalorians of the Creed are ride-or-die, supportive, ready to drop everything and rush to help Din even if it means their own exposure.... when the person needing help is another Mandalorian. 
But all it takes -- and this is canon, he says it in Episode 4 -- is taking your helmet off, or losing it, or some other thing that could range from a simple mistake to a deliberate choice, and all of a sudden you're not Mandalorian anymore. It is implied that if you break the Creed, you forfeit your right to everything about the culture along with it. Your armor, your community, all of it. 
So it makes sense, to me at least, that Din would have kind of a fucked-up relationship with making a mistake, or making a choice that puts him at odds with someone he's close to or cares about. You know?
 
Your song of the week is “Violence,” TENDER. An anon on tumblr turned me on to it yesterday and I revised this whole chapter like, basically on loop to it. It’s SO GOOD. (A runner up song of the week is “Come on Mess Me Up,” Cub Sport, but it is a little pitchy in places so if you wanna give it a pass, I get it.)
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    Chapter Summary

    In which, sometimes, indulgence is good for you.



    Chapter Notes

      I will be honest, the last two weeks have been absolutely awful and while the first few drafts of this chapter had significantly more plot attached, this version ended up winning out because I think we all could use some really indulgent, lazy smut with only minimal plot complications. The chapter count has already gone rogue, so. [shrug emoji]
The world kind of sucks right now. I love you all, and hope you're doing what you can to take care of yourselves. <3 
As always, content warnings are in the end note.
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  sharal.
 
Din drifted in and out of awareness, for a little while. He felt held and cherished and pulled along, protected,  safe. His whole body was warm with satisfaction. The entire galaxy had been simplified into a series of sensations. 
The most present sensation was pain. Flickers of grazed-open rawness across the palms and fingertips that Din had scraped against the wall. A wrung-out ache in Din’s calves, in his back, from where he had tensed up before taking each blow. A scratchy kind of hurt in his throat, a soreness in his chest. And the keen, white-hot burn across his thighs, his ass, the backs of his knees. Every welt and cut still blazed with its own pain. Din could feel each and every stroke like Boba was still laying them into his body. The hurt of them roared and ebbed like the wind in the desert, gusting and reshaping everything in its path, then settling down into playful eddies before roaring up again whenever Din drew in a shaky breath. 
Din loved it. Hated it, too, because it  hurt, but he loved it like he loved the Great Dune Sea. The pain was brutal, but it was – clarifying. Like the wind sweeping sand away to reveal the strong bones of the desert, the banded bedrock, the roots of ancient trees. The pain was clear and bright and beautiful. 
There were other sensations, too. Gentle hands in Din’s hair, at the back of his neck. A deep, rhythmic rumble against his cheek. A blaze of warmth. Skin. The earthy scent of a cut cedru tree and the hot metal scent of beskar or blood. A cool breeze. Words and touches slipping through Din’s awareness like stars streaming past the  Razor Crest in hyperspace, with Din tucked safe inside. 
Din left himself drift. 
It was easier to parse everything that he was feeling, like this. The pain gave him a layer of protection from the turmoil he’d felt since he’d come back from Gella’s Place. Since Morak, if Din were being honest with himself, and here, like this, he saw no reason to be dishonest. 
Pain had wrapped itself around Din like beskar. His guilt, the way Din had hurt Boba – none of it could touch him, like this. The pain was proof that Boba had forgiven Din. That Din had made things right. 
 Good,  Din kept thinking, the word echoing through him.  Good. It’s good. I’ve – I’ve been good.  
That was what Boba had said.  Ori’jate. Very good. 
That thought was an anchor. It kept Din from drifting too far outside of himself, pulled along by the pain and the peace that had settled over him. Din was drifting, but he wasn’t lost. He wasn’t pulled too far away and cast out on his own. Boba was here. Boba had forgiven him.  
Awareness began to gradually filter itself through Din’s comfortable haze. The deep rumbling he felt against his cheek was Boba speaking; Basic and  mando’a and even some endearments that were a blend of both. The warmth that Din felt all around him was Boba’s body, skin pressed to Din’s skin. At some point Boba had shed his shirt to let Din burrow as close to him as possible. 
They had moved, too. They weren’t standing any more. As Din had drifted in and out of awareness, Boba had moved them over to the bed, where he was now sitting with his back propped up against the wall, Din arranged on his belly in Boba’s lap. Cool breeze licked over Din’s back, his legs, soothing some of the painful heat that still throbbed there. 
Din’s face was still damp with sweat and tears. He didn’t know how much time had passed since he’d reached thirty strikes. He was shivering a little, faint tremors that had him tucking even closer to Boba’s body. 
Boba himself was carding a hand through the soft curls at the base of Din’s neck. Speaking softly, fingertips working away some of the tension Din always carried around in his neck, his shoulders. 
It would be easy, like this, for Din to slip back into the stream of stars in his head and fall asleep. Doze until Boba made him get up for morning court. 
 I shouldn’t,  Din thought, with some effort.  I should –  
He didn’t know. He wasn’t sure what he should do. He thought vaguely that he should check up on Boba. Make sure that Boba was doing alright. That this had been what Boba had wanted – had needed – too. 
 And,  Din thought, prying his face off of Boba’s chest with a faint groan, blinking to clear the stars out of his eyes,  I want to see what Boba did. 
Din’s thighs were tacky with sweat and dried blood. He had taken thirty strokes of the reed cane. Din wanted to see what that  looked like. 
“Take it easy,” Boba said, when Din began to stir in his lap. “You don’t have to come back up if you’re not ready yet,  Djar’ika.” 
“‘M fine,” Din said, thickly. His mouth was very dry. He pushed himself up onto his elbows, though he didn’t pull himself all the way away. Boba was too warm for that. 
Boba chuckled. “You sure?” he said. He tugged on a few of Din’s curls, though he was very gentle about it. “There’s no rush,  cyare. You’re not that heavy.” 
“Yeah,” Din said, propping himself up. His elbows managed to hold his weight, which gave Din some faint surprise. He felt – not weak, exactly, but loose. Languid, despite the soreness in his shoulders, despite how tightly Din had braced himself before the cane. 
“Alright,” Boba said, and let Din up. “You don’t need to stand if you don’t want to,” he added. “But if you can, I’d like to get you into the ‘fresher.” 
That sounded like a test. Din nodded. He could manage to stand. 
He wasn’t so sore that he couldn’t roll over, which was a good start. He made it gingerly onto his side, wincing as the motion made his new welts twinge, but it wasn’t too bad. He felt every welt that he’d earned, the pain of them hot and insistent, but it was a manageable pain. Something Din could endure. 
Or so he thought, until he levered himself up onto his feet and asked his legs to support his weight. 
Agony jolted up Din’s spine, bright and intense, and he was stumbling before he fully realized what was happening. Din choked on a shout. 
Boba swore and reached out, catching Din before he went all the way down, and Din clutched at him gratefully, struggling to breathe. To get himself back under control. 
It was almost like being caned again. Intense, sharp, without the comfortable buffer afforded by the calm, starry space between Din and the pain. Din had to breathe through his nose for a handful of seconds, gripping Boba’s arm tightly, before he could master the agony again. 
“Ne atin’la,” Boba said sharply. Din winced, heart dropping. He didn’t want Boba to be angry with him. His shoulders tightened. 
 He wanted to see if I could stand,  Din thought.  I can stand. I can do it. I just – I just need a second.  
“Sorry,” Din muttered, still breathing through his nose. He knew how to do this. The breath controlled the body. That was a lesson every foundling was taught as soon as they started their combat training. “I just – I need a second.”
“We’re not in any hurry,  Djar’ika,” Boba said, his tone softening some. “If you’re not up for it yet, we can sit back down. Take it slow, yeah?” 
“I’m – I can handle it,” Din said. He wrestled his body back under control. The pain was still intense, but it was – survivable. It was. It was just – 
Minutes ago, in Boba’s arms, the pain had been  good.  But now it was relentless, and Din had lost the buffer between himself and the pain. The satisfaction of withstanding the flogging, the relief of earning Boba’s forgiveness. There was nothing between Din and the pain now, only the knowledge that he had upset Boba  again, and that made Din want to curl up again, made him want to flinch and shy away from Boba’s hands. 
“I can handle it,” Din repeated, ragged. He tried to concentrate. He could stand. He could walk. He  could.  
“You don’t have to handle it,” Boba said, sounding exasperated. Din’s shoulders pulled even tighter. He wanted to duck his head, to shy away, but he wasn’t sure that he could stand on his own. “‘S alright if you wanna stay down for a little while longer,  atin’ika. This was hard on you.” 
Din’s brow furrowed. “But – you wanted to see if I could stand,” he said, plainly. 
“What?” Confusion blurred Boba’s voice now. 
“I’m,” Din started, then stopped himself. He wanted to say that he was  fine, that he just needed a few more seconds to gather himself, and then he could walk to the ‘fresher, but he knew that Boba wouldn’t like to hear it. 
 And it’s – I’m not fine, Din thought to himself, wincing again. He was in pain. White fire throbbed in the base of his spine. Behind his ribs. Din was unbalanced by it. Confused. He couldn’t explain himself well enough. 
“Sorry,” Din repeated, at a loss for what else he could say. He ducked his head a little further. “I’m sorry.” 
“Ah,” said Boba, his tone gentling again. “No,  Djar’ika.  I’m sorry. I’m –  I  am sorry. You’re still under. I didn’t realize. That was my mistake,  cyare.”  
Din blinked. He swayed a little closer to Boba, wanting to touch him. Wanting proof that he hadn’t – that Boba wasn’t angry. 
 What’s wrong with me? Din wondered. 
“Under?” he asked. 
“Or – you said it was like hyperspace, last time,” Boba said, shifting so that he had an arm slung carefully underneath Din’s shoulders, taking most of Din’s weight across his own. Like this Din could tuck himself more firmly against Boba’s side, borrowing more of his warmth. That was good. The touch settled him some. “In your head. You’re still there, aren’t you?” 
Din blinked again. “I’m here,” he said, uncertainly. 
“Yeah,” said Boba, agreeable. “But not all the way, right? You still feel – disconnected?” 
Din shook his head. He didn’t feel disconnected at all. The stars had faded. If anything, Din felt  too  connected, now, too aware of his body and the pain, of how ungainly he felt, how close he was to falling over. Din almost  wanted  to be disconnected. To be back in that peaceful place, all sensations and warmth, where the pain had just been  good.  
It was still good, honestly. Sharp and almost sweet, for all it had threatened to drop Din back to his knees. But now Din had other things to worry about, instead of just how good the pain felt. Now the pain was an obstacle. Something to stumble over. 
Din shook his head a little, trying to clear it. He didn’t understand what was wrong with him. Why he felt like this. “I’m here,” Din repeated. 
“Alright,” Boba said, like one might try to soothe an injured animal. Din scowled. He wasn’t – 
 I’m not doing this right, he thought, frustrated. He didn’t know what Boba wanted to hear and he didn’t know how to parse the pain he was in. How to make it useful again. He opened his mouth, trying to find the right words, but closed his mouth again.
“Udesii,” said Boba, paying very close attention to Din now. Din could feel it. Like Boba had used the reed cane to pare Din down just nerves, raw and exposed, and was now watching those nerves twitch and misfire. 
“It’s alright,” Boba said. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s – I just don’t know what you  want,” said Din. It came out more desperate than he wanted it to, but there was nothing he could do about that. His tongue was thick in his mouth. 
“Ah.” There was no judgment in Boba’s tone, no anger or reproach, which was good. Din didn’t know  why  it was good, but it was. His shoulders loosened some. Boba must have felt it, because he shifted again to pull Din even closer to him. “I want to take care of you,  Djar’ika.  Is that alright?” 
Din’s brow furrowed. That wasn’t what Boba had  said. He’d said that he wanted Din to stand. 
“Is that alright?” Boba prompted again, when Din didn’t say anything. 
Din didn’t know why Boba was bothering to ask. He always took care of Din after a flogging. But he seemed to want an answer, so Din said, slowly, “Yes. It’s – that’s alright.” 
“Good,” said Boba. His voice got a little firmer and Din bent his head toward it. He would – whatever the test was this time, he’d meet it. He was determined to meet it. His head was a little clearer. 
“Come on, then,” Boba said, and his voice had a command in it despite how gentle it was. Din’s brow lifted. There was no test, there. Just an order. 
“Let me take care of you,” Boba said. 
He didn’t wait for Din to agree. He just swept Din along, bearing most of Dni’s weight as they crossed the few steps between the bed and the ‘fresher. Pain spiked with every step, but Din didn’t have to rely on himself to stay upright, so it was more manageable than it had been before, when he’d gotten up from bed. 
Boba had taken control again. There was no test, not here, as Boba maneuvered them both into his cramped sonic and switched it on, using the bulk of his body to shield Din from the worst of the vibrations. Nothing to stumble over while the sonic did its work, wicking away dried sweat and dried blood. No test to fail when Boba decided that they both were clean enough and helped Din leave the sonic, propped him up by the sink and used a wet cloth to soothe the worst of Din’s hurts. 
Boba didn’t ask if Din could stand or walk or hold himself up again. If Boba needed Din to move, he told Din so. Otherwise he ordered Din to stay still in a tone that brooked no argument, and Din was happy to give in. He could listen. He could be good. 
Din let Boba work, all of his attention focused on keeping himself upright. 
Around the edges of his thoughts, he felt – something else. Something that troubled him, or would trouble him, if he could order his thoughts enough to get at it. 
Boba had said that Din was still under. That Din was still – affected. 

   I didn’t – I didn’t realize. I don’t know what that means.  

He couldn’t quite get at the thought, though. It was still out of his reach, and Boba didn’t seem inclined to let Din start to worry himself again. Din started to work himself up, embarrassment prickling faintly in his chest – he should be  better than this. It shouldn’t be this easy to shake him.
 I should be better,  Din thought. Despite what Boba’d said, that quiet, floating space inside of his head felt very far away, now, and in its place anxiety had started to gnaw at the corner of his thoughts.  I shouldn’t – it shouldn’t be this easy to –  
But Boba was having none of that. “Gar mishe,”  he said, mild as the breeze, “ni orjore, Djar’ika. Relax. Don’t think so hard. Just let me take care of you.” 
He was carefully wiping dried blood off the backs of Din’s legs. A few of the cuts – thin, narrow things, nearly bloodless when Din had glimpsed them in the ‘fresher’s dented mirror, almost too small to have caused the pain Din had felt under the cane, the pain he  still felt – had opened again in between the bed and the sonic, and Boba was tending to those too. 
Din was cold. The pain had shifted, now. It hadn’t faded, not really, but it had changed. Instead of individual stars of agony, Din’s legs and his ass throbbed in time with his heartbeat. It was a steady hurt. 
Din had the vague thought that Boba had something to do with that change. Boba’s touch was gentle enough, but it still had some pressure behind it. He’d push on a welt or a cut until Din hissed, pain spiking, and then ease off, and when he did the pain he left behind had broadened. 
It reminded Din, oddly enough, of the first time Boba had put his hands on Din, in the kitchens underneath the palace. The way Boba had taken a simple bruise and made it  more. The skill of his hands. His inexorable strength. 
That broad pain, not quite so sharp or stinging, was easier for Din to sink back into. Easier to trust. 
“Relax,” Boba said again, and then he made a light, pleased noise when Din obeyed, sagging against the sink, forcing all of the tension out of his arms. 
“Ori’jate,” said Boba, warmly.The praise lapped over Din’s head like a wave. That was easy to sink into too. Din could trust it – Boba had never lied to Din before. 
They stayed in the ‘fresher for a while. Boba took fastidious care of Din’s cuts, first wiping the blood away and then applying a thick layer of gelled bacta to each individual welt and cut. As he worked, Din’s pain kept transforming. It never really receded, but it expanded. It sank into Din’s muscles, his bones. It became less immediate. 
Din wasn’t able to sink as deeply into that comfortable, flying feeling as he had before, but some of his anxiety – some of his confusion – dropped away, banished by Boba’s firm, attentive care. 
Like this, it didn’t matter that Din hadn’t been able to stand on his own. That he hadn’t understood what Boba had wanted from him. Boba kept telling Din that he was doing what Boba wanted. That he was being good. 
 And he doesn’t lie,  Din thought.  So it’s true. I’m doing what he wants. I’m being good.  
“That’s it,” Boba murmured, as Din sagged further against the sink, relaxing into Boba’s touch. “There you are.” 
Din wasn’t sure what Boba meant by that – he hadn’t gone anywhere – but Boba’s voice was warm with affection and soft with praise, so Din sank a little deeper into his pleasant stupor, making a wordless sound of agreement. 
He relaxed into the bacta, lidding his eyes. Like this, his pain was – nice, almost. Manageable. Din didn’t wobble as badly when Boba set his bacta supply aside and coaxed Din back up to his feet, and he didn’t need to lean on Boba as much when Boba ushered Din out of the ‘fresher and back towards the bed. 
Boba made Din drink a mug full of water before he let Din flop back down, graceless, into the bed. 
“Hungry?” Boba asked, as Din, far away and very tired, now, soothed by the bacta and Boba’s care, shoved his face into the sheets and made another contented sound. 
Boba chuckled. “That’s a ‘no,’ then.” 
“I can – if you wan’ me to,” Din said, thickly, into the sheets. He wrinkled his nose a little; the sheets were damp and sticky, but Din was too tired to move. 
He felt Boba’s chuckle more than he heard it – Boba climbed into bed after Din, nudged him over a little, then gathered Din back up into his arms. He was forge-fire hot and Din transferred his face from the bed into Boba’s chest immediately, tucking his nose against one of Boba’s collarbones. 
“I want,” Boba said, clearly, so that there was no chance that Din could misunderstand him, “you to go to sleep,  Djar’ika. To rest. We can see about something to eat in a little bit, yeah?” 
“If that’s what you want,” Din said agreeably, into Boba’s chest. 
He felt Boba chuckle again. The sound vibrated against Din’s cheek, like freshly-struck beskar. 
“Bid cyaryc,” Boba said, quietly. “Gar ori’ner. K’nuhoyi, cyare. K’nuhoyi.” 
Din had no idea what Boba was saying, but he liked the cadence of it. The rise and fall. It was an order, Din thought. Boba wanted Din to sleep. 
Content, now, Din closed his eyes and obeyed. 
 
Din woke up confused and in pain, heart racing, thighs burning, his fist closed around a weapon he didn’t have. A shout was ringing in his ears. His own throat was sore, like he’d been shouting too, and everything around him was dark and close. 
There was a hand on Din’s chest. 
Din didn’t recognize it at first – didn’t know where he was, or what he was doing there – and tried to scramble away, confused and afraid. But moving made the pain double, made it swell ugly and red behind his eyes, and terror lurched in his belly. Din shouted again. Another hand caught him by the hip and Din replied on instinct, lashing out with his closed fist. 
He didn’t hit anything. A shape moved in the darkness. The hand on his hip tightened. 
 “Din!” Boba shouted. 
Din paused. His body struggled to understand what his mind knew. The hand on Din’s hip, on his chest, the voice in the dark – Din knew it. 

   Boba.  

Din wasn’t alone. He was in Boba’s rooms. Boba was holding him, and must have shouted to wake Din up. 
Din blinked and dropped his fist. He squinted. 
At some point while Din had been sleeping, the moons had disappeared. Slipped over the horizon. Dawn wouldn’t be far off now, but the suns hadn’t risen yet either, so Boba’s rooms were very dark. 
But Boba was there. Din could see him. A faint outline. A warm hand. 
“Din,” Boba repeated, quieter. His tone was still sharp, an  alor’s voice. A command. “Din, are you alright?” 
Din blinked again, frowning. He uncurled his fingers from their fist and flexed them. The automatic response –  Yes, I’m fine – pressed itself against the backs of his teeth. 
“Boba,” Din said, slowly. His heart was still racing underneath Boba’s fingertips. Din frowned and took a handful of deliberate breaths, trying to wrestle himself back under control. “Boba,” Din repeated. “Yes, I’m – I’m alright.” 
Boba was staring at Din in the dark. The whites of his eyes were shining. “Din,” said Boba. He sounded – different. Unsure, almost. Din didn’t think he’d ever heard Boba sound like that. 
Din took another breath, exerting a warrior’s control over his body, and tried to figure out what had happened. He remembered – the ‘fresher. Boba’s hands, all gentle, sweet touches. Bacta cooling across his skin. Floating away, wrapped up in  Boba. And then – 
Din's heartbeat was beginning to slow and the edges of his dream, ragged and frightening, were fading away. 
“You didn’t – you didn’t sound like you were alright,” Boba said, still uncertain. 
 I woke him, Din realized. Only a few hours had passed since they’d fallen asleep together. That was why Din was in pain – Boba had caned him just hours ago, and his cuts were still raw and sore despite the bacta Boba’d applied before they’d gone to sleep. The sheets on Boba’s bed were twisted and tangled all around Din and Boba both. 
 I woke him. I must’ve – kicked him, or shouted, or –
Din had woken up a few times, in the last few weeks, clutching the darksaber. 
That was what his hand had closed around, in his dream. The details were fading fast – Din was still blurry, his thoughts soft and round and flecked with stars, his usual sharpness blunted – but Din remembered that in his dream, he had drawn the darksaber. That he’d been staring something down. Something that had been creeping through his dream. Slithering. Coming closer and closer. 
Din shuddered. 
“I’m alright,” Din said, a little more forcefully. “I’m – it was a dream,” he said. “Just a dream.” 
“Must’ve been some dream,” Boba observed. Some of his uncertainty had bled away. His hands were warm. 
Din reached up and laid his hand over the one Boba had put on Din’s chest. He threaded their fingers together so that Boba was holding Din’s hand instead of chasing Din’s heartbeat. 
“It was just a dream,” Din repeated. 
Boba regarded Din quietly. “A nightmare,” he said. 
Reluctant, Din nodded. There was no point in pretending that the dream  hadn’t been a nightmare – the sweat cooling on the sheets, the rawness in Din’s throat, the fact that he’d apparently thrashed around hard enough, made enough noise, to wake Boba up, all of it gave Din away. 
“I’m awake now,” Din said. He wasn’t – Din didn’t think that he was  entirely awake, not really. The edges of his thoughts were still slow and thick. He felt – dazed, almost. Hazy. Not quite as dazed and hazy as he’d felt after his punishment but not quite himself, either.  
“You have nightmares like that often?” Boba finally asked. He pulled away a little, taking his other hand off of Din’s hip, though he let Din keep the hand that had been on Din’s chest. Boba stroked his thumb against the back of Din’s hand, tracing the line of a knuckle. 
“Often enough,” Din admitted. He didn’t mention that he’d had nightmares every night since he’d gone into Mos Eisley and caught Jaasa. He didn’t want Boba to feel – guilty. Responsible. “Always have. Ever since the Clone Wars.” 
Boba made a sound of understanding. “Rough on you too, were they?” 
“Separatists destroyed my village,” Din said. “Maybe the whole planet, too. I haven’t – I never went back. That was how I ended up with the Fighting Corps. Mandalorians – they came and fought the Separatists off. Took me with them, when it was – ” 
Din stopped, shook his head. 

   When they realized that I was alone.  

That wasn’t what Din had been dreaming about, he didn’t think. Din had plenty of dreams about the Separatist attack. Always had. But in those dreams Din was a child again, small and defenseless, and in most of his dreams these days, Din always had the darksaber. 
Boba made a softer sound, low in his throat, and arranged himself so that he was at Din’s side again instead of looking in front of him in the dark. He tried to straighten out the twisted sheets puddled around them as he went, but only succeeded in tangling them further. He pressed up against Din’s side with a sigh. 
“It was in the past,” Boba murmured, tucking Din close. He hadn’t bothered to take his hand back. Din’s heartbeat was calm and steady now. They both could feel it. “You’re safe here. You know that, yeah?” 
Din let himself be pulled in close. It was still dark outside. Too early to make himself get up and face the day. Din wasn’t sure that he’d be able to fall back asleep again, but if Boba wanted to try, Din was perfectly content to just doze beside him, lulled into something calm and quiet by Boba’s warmth. The edges of his thoughts were still pliable, anyway. A part of Din – always there, but bigger than usual, like this – still wanted to please Boba. To make him happy. 
“I know,” Din said, tucking his head underneath Boba’s chin. Boba eased them backwards until they were lying down again, Din hissing as his raw thighs chafed a little against the sheets. “It was just a dream, Boba.”
Boba grunted. “A dream that kneed me in the balls,” he said. 
Din winced.  Yeah, that’d wake me up too.  
”Sorry,” he murmured. 
Boba’s answering chuckle was little more than a sigh. “‘S fine,” he assured Din. “Just try to have a happier dream next time, will you?” 
It was Din’s turn to snort. “I’ll do my best,” he promised.
Boba  hmm  ed into Din’s hair. “Good,” he said, as Din closed his eyes again. “‘Cause I’m getting too old to be woken up like that,  Djar’ika.”  
 
Din  did manage to fall back asleep again, despite the dreams, despite the ache in his thighs, his ass. When he opened his eyes again – it felt like a blink, almost, like he’d closed his eyes when Boba had been speaking and opened them again a moment later – Boba’s rooms were soft with pale dawn sunlight, cast in shades of orange and pink, and Boba had thrown his arm over his eyes with a faint groan. 
He and Din had shifted, a little, after they’d fallen back asleep again. Someone had kicked the tangle of sheets entirely aside, leaving them in a trailing heap off the corner of the bed, and Din had rolled over too. He usually slept on his back but now he was curled on his side, one arm trapped underneath Boba’s body and prickly-hot, staticky, and the other draped over Boba’s hip. 
Boba had returned the favor; he’d tucked into Din some time after moonset, pushed one of his broad, corded thighs between Din’s, and thrown an arm of his own over Din’s middle. Boba’s face was tucked into the crook of his other arm, shielded from the suns. 
Din propped his head up and squinted past Boba, trying to gauge the hour. 
“Where’re the suns?” Boba grunted, face still hidden away from the light. “‘S not too late, is it?” 
Din flopped back down and closed his eyes again. “No,” he said, sleepily. “‘S not too late.” 
Only one sun had fully cleared the eastern horizon. The other was only halfway up, pink and lazy. The breeze drifting in was still cool. 
Din and Boba had a little more time before they needed to be anywhere. 
This time Din didn’t drop back off to sleep. The light in Boba’s rooms was growing and it was hard to ignore. The warmth of Boba’s body, a pleasant and comfortable guard against the chill of a Tatooine night, was less pleasant the higher the suns rose. The staticky, numb feeling in Din’s trapped arm only grew. 
Despite all of that, Din was in no hurry to move, and Boba didn’t seem to be either. It wasn’t often that Din got to sleep beside Boba skin-to-skin – usually at least one of them had light linen pants on. But Boba must’ve shed his layers at some point, maybe before he’d climbed into the sonic after Din, because he was as naked as Din. 
Din took shameless advantage, curling up as close to Boba as he could get despite the heat, his skin tingling in every place that Din’s body touched Boba’s. 
“Feeling better?” Boba murmured, as Din tucked his face into Boba’s chest with a contented sigh. Din was taller than Boba, so he had to contort himself a bit to make the position comfortable, but it was worth it to hear Boba’s heart, sleep-slow, thumping against Din’s cheek. 
“Mmm,” Din agreed, too content to reach for any clearer words. 
He had vague memories of – something. He remembered the caning clearly enough, because every time he shifted he felt his new welts and cuts throb, and he remembered some of the night after. He remembered being confused. The sonic. A dream, waking up to Boba shouting, Din’s hand curled into a fist. 
But those memories were only vague, now, far-off and indistinct. 
Boba chuckled and finally pried his face out of the crook of his elbow. With the hand draped over Din’s waist, he began to trace the edges of some of Din’s old scars. The ridge of his spine. 
The touch was light and innocuous, at first. Din sank into it with another sleepy sigh. Boba knew Din’s body very well, by now. The scars and the bruises and the planes of Din’s back, the faded lines of the tattoos he’d let Annika give him when they had been young and bored. 
Boba had never asked Din about them. Boba didn’t have any tattoos – his skin was just marked by its scars. But Din had a few. Most of his brothers and sisters had them. It had been a sort of custom among the foundlings of his tribe. Din could still remember Tosho proudly showing off his first tattoos, a fierce ghest from his homeworld, Rodia, etched into his right arm with bold, dark lines, and a swooping goffbird, the signet of Tosho’s mother, tattooed across his left. Many foundlings, if they’d been adopted by an elder warrior or a pair, took on their clan signets as tattoos. 
Din didn’t have any clan markings, not like Tosho and Paz and Annika did. Paz had clan tattoos twice over – he had the Vizsla tattoos granted to him as Pallas’s son, and he had Pantoran clan markings too. Only a child’s, two golden circles tattooed under each of Paz’s eyes, a golden band on his chin, but Paz had been as proud of those as he’d been of the Vizsla shriek-hawk that Annika had tattooed behind each of Paz’s shoulders. 
Wenyan and Agda, Annika’s parents, had taken a pair of snarling  besk’laare,  the iron wolves that had once stalked through Mandalore’s grasslands, where Wenyan had come of age and become a warrior, as their signet, so Annika had sketched out a  besk’laara for each shoulder, one black and one white, and had let Din and Paz ink one each into her skin. 
Din didn’t have anything like that. He supposed that now he had the right to decorate himself with a mudhorn, if he wanted to – if he could find a Mandalorian willing to give Din the ink for it – but Din hadn’t collected a new tattoo in years. The few he had were all very old. 
A mythosaur skull, at the base of one of Din’s thumbs. A stylized wroshyr branch wrapped around one bicep, broken now by a scar Din had picked up on some job or another. Three moons on the back of one shoulder, which Annika had insisted on giving Din after he’d come back from Tatooine that first time. 
“To remind you that you survived,” Annika had said. “All on your own, without your tribe to protect you.” She’d given each one a different face – Ghomrassen was a crescent, a sliver of black ink, Guermessa was full and pocked and Chenini was turning her face away, only half-visible. 
All three of Tatooine’s little moons were faded, now. The ink was patchy in places. 
Boba seemed to like touching them, though, so Din didn’t complain. He let Boba trace patterns from the top of Din’s shoulder down to the curve of his spine, only hissing faintly when Boba’s clever fingers found the swell of Din’s ass and skimmed over his new welts. 
Boba caught Din’s hiss and chuckled, low and fond. The sound of it was as familiar to Din now as a heartbeat. 
“Tender?” Boba murmured. His skimming fingers stopped skimming. Boba found a welt and  pushed, just a little. It shouldn’t have hurt – wouldn’t have hurt, if Din hadn’t still been so raw despite a night under bacta – but it hurt anyway. Pain flared, hot and bright. 
Din caught his hiss of pain, this time, but Boba was like a massiff with a bone; he took a blunt nail and dragged it across one of the welts on Din’s thighs and Din had to muffle a shout against Boba’s chest, twisting helplessly. 
The fire Boba woke across Din’s skin wasn’t as sharp as the reed cane had been. Din had felt every impact of that, every cut and welt it had raised, as distinct and individual hurts. 
This was something else. Not  dull, because one or two scrapes had Din panting against the hurt of it already, shifting restlessly in Boba’s grip, but – less distinct. 
Less overwhelming, too. Din had felt like the cane had been cutting him to the bone. Stripping him bare. 
This pain was hot and prickling, yes, but it was – hazy, almost. A pleasant fog of heat and hurt that Din could sink into.  Wanted to sink into. He shifted in Boba’s arms again, pressing himself back into Boba’s fingers.
Boba made a wordless, amused sound into Din’s hair and indulged him, dragging a thumbnail across another of Din’s welts. 
This time Din didn’t muffle his noise of pain. It wasn’t quite a shout. It was something panting, something open. Half a moan. It  hurt, but – 
But one of Boba’s thighs was still braced between Din’s own. Boba was all around Din, the beskar and cedru smell of him, iron and earth, and even though Din’s whole body was alight with pain, Din knew that he was hovering on the edge of something else. 
It would be easy, Din realized, to start to rock his hips. To drag his cock, already half-hard, against Boba’s broad thigh. To let pleasure and pain tangle together in the base of Din’s spine until he couldn’t tell one from the other. 
Boba evidently felt that edge too. He let out a noisy breath into Din’s hair and flattened his hand over Din’s hip. Pain buzzed behind Din’s eyelids. Simmered in his blood. 
“I would like,” Boba murmured, his voice soft against the crown of Din’s head, “to fuck you,  Djar’ika. You up for it? It might hurt, some. But I’d make it good for you.” 
Din’s pulse quickened. The threat – the  promise – of pleasure and pain made his breath catch. He licked his lips. “I don’t – I don’t mind if it hurts,” he said. 
Boba chuckled and patted Din’s hip, fond. “No,” he said. “You wouldn’t. Let me take a look at you, then. Make sure you’ve healed up enough.” 
“I’m fine,” Din said automatically, not wanting to wait. His own eagerness surprised him, a little, but maybe it shouldn’t have. He was hurting already, a delicious sort of heat gathered in his gut, tingling across his skin. That Boba wanted to give Din  more only made him – 
 Greedy, Din thought. He wanted it. He wanted Boba. 
“You gave me plenty of bacta last night,” Din continued. “Didn’t you?” 
Boba made a considering noise. “Remember that, do you?” 
He had pulled away a little, propping himself up on one elbow. Din liked looking up at Boba so he stayed where he was, on his side on the bed. When he nodded, the sheets shifted against his cheek. 
“A little,” Din admitted. “I remember – pieces. We were here, weren’t we? On the bed?”
Din had been in Boba’s lap. Boba had been petting Din’s hair. And then they’d gone to the ‘fresher. The finer details were gone, lost in a warm haze, but Din remembered that much. He didn’t really remember what he and Boba had talked about, though he remembered – confusion. Fear. 
 That was the nightmare, Din thought. He dimly remembered that too. 
“We were,” Boba agreed. “And I did give you some bacta, but I still want to check you over. Make sure your cuts have closed all the way.” He paused to pat the meat of Din’s ass, gently but with enough force that Din still drew in a sharp breath and rocked his hips instinctively, smarting. “‘S no point in risking an infection,” Boba said.
“I’m not going to get an infection,” Din protested. Boba took such meticulous care of Din’s injuries – the ones he gave Din and the ones Din just picked up as a hazard of the job – that Din was pretty sure he’d never have to worry about wound rot again. 
“Probably not,” Boba allowed. He was smiling now. “But if you  do  get  kyor, you know that Ushib’s gonna be the one taking care of you, right? Not me?” 
Din thought about Ushib smearing  jurab paste all over his ass and shuddered. “Fine,” he grumbled. “Go on, then. Do what you want.” 
Boba  hmmed, amused. “Good,” he said. “Ori’jate. Ori’cyaryc.”  
 Very sweet. Din flushed despite himself. It was hard to stop fidgeting now, to stop rolling his hips a little against Boba’s broad thigh, savoring the drag of it, the pressure. The way moving and flexing his thighs made pain sparkle up his spine. 
“Ori’jate,” Boba repeated, patting Din’s hip again. His expression was open, fond, and his eyes were warm and more than a little hungry. Boba’s own cock was starting to harden. “C’mon, then. Turn over. Let me have a look at you.” 
Din obeyed, untangling himself from Boba’s body and rolling over into the warm spot that Boba had left in the bed. Boba climbed up to his knees, then leaned over Din’s body. His hands skimmed over Din’s flanks, then the dimples at the base of Din’s spine. 
Din spread his legs to let Boba settle between them and tangled his fingers into the sheets, resisted the urge to crane his head around and try to see what Boba was doing. His breath was quickening. His dick getting harder. 
Boba knelt between Din’s legs and kept exploring. He didn’t poke or prod at Din’s welts or cuts, not really – at worst, he skimmed the pad of a fingertip over a cut, making sure that the little wounds he’d left, the fine cuts, had started to heal over. 
Boba’s bacta was high-grade. Din couldn’t feel any open cuts or raw wounds. He was sore and made more sore by Boba’s exploration, but the bacta had done its job. 
Boba must have thought so too, because he made a satisfied noise and sat back on his heels. 
“Did I pass the inspection?” Din asked. 
Boba swatted him. The sound of his hand meeting the skin of Din’s ass made Din groan, half in pain and half in anticipation. 
“Manners,” Boba said, mildly. Din subsided. He didn’t need to give Boba a reason to punish him  again.  
 Not until I heal up a little more first, anyway, Din thought. 
He hadn’t – he hadn’t  hated  his punishment. Din hadn’t enjoyed it. Not like he’d enjoyed some of the other things he and Boba had done together. Not like he was enjoying  this, Boba’s light touches, the low burn of pain in his legs and his ass, the warmth of Boba’s body. 
“But yeah,” Boba added, relenting. “You’re fine. Healing well.” His big hands traced the swell of Din’s ass. His thumbs brushed the tops of Din’s thighs. The thin, tender skin there, already flushed and heated. 
Din swallowed. Anticipation tightened in his belly. 
“Don’t go anywhere,” Boba said, levering himself over Din’s leg and leaving the bed. His voice was rough. “I’m not going far.”
Din nodded into the bed, heartbeat picking up. Boba kept his word and only went as far as the crate of tools he kept underneath his bed; Din heard the now-familiar sound of it scraping against the stone floor. The tools and toys inside rustling. 
When Boba returned, he didn’t settle between Din’s legs again. Instead he encouraged Din to bring his legs together, then arranged himself over Din, one powerful thigh on either side of Din’s hips. Din made a confused sound, muffled by the bed, but didn’t protest – Boba knew what he was doing. 
“You’ll like this,” Boba promised. His voice had taken on a wicked edge. “You’ll see.” 
 There’s no reason to doubt him, Din thought, settling deeper into the mattress. Boba knew what he was doing, especially when it came to bumping beskar. If he said that Din would like it – 
 I’ll probably like it, Din thought. 
He tried to make himself relax, an effort that was immediately undermined when Din heard the sound of Boba’s bottle of oil uncapping. The smell of it hit the air. Din’s cock, which had started to soften a little as Boba’d moved around, twitched. Din’s body knew that sound, now. That smell. 
Boba caught him tensing and chuckled. “Udesii,” he said, and when he touched Din again both of his hands were wet with oil. Unlike bacta, which was always cool, the oil warmed up; Boba kneaded Din’s skin for a few moments, making Din groan as pain flickered, then dug both of his thumbs into either side of Din’s ass. 
Din froze. 
 He’s not – he thought, face heating. 
He still remembered how Boba’s tongue had felt, licking him open. The faint scrape of stubble against his inner thighs. 
 What would that feel like now?  Din wondered, heart pounding. The first time, Din hadn’t been flogged raw and sore. He’d been sensitive, but not like  this.  
But Boba very rarely did the same thing twice. He didn’t spread Din open this time. Didn’t bring his mouth down to press kisses and playful nips into Din’s welted skin. 
Instead, Boba let Din go and started massaging oil into Din’s skin, his hands skimming lower and lower until they were between Din’s thighs. The smell of the oil was thick in the air. Din’s welts were warm, almost hot, and pain was pulsing a steady beat up his spine. 
“Boba?” Din asked, wary now. Despite that, his cock was still hard, trapped against Din’s belly. He shifted and hissed when the sheets scraped over him. Din’s entire body felt heated and raw. Almost too sensitive. 
“Udesii,” said Boba again, deep and dark. He took his hands away, but Din was still confused. He heard the sound of oil against skin again, a slick rhythm, and then reddened when he realized what Boba was doing. 
 He’s touching himself,  Din thought.  He’s –  
Then Boba set a hand on either side of Din’s hips, bracing himself over Din’s body, and leaned in. His body was warm too, hot as a beskar forge. His chest brushed Din’s back. His nose grazed Din just behind the ear. His cock, wet with oil, hot and heavy, dragged against the seam of Din’s ass. The backs of his thighs. 
Din made a thin sound in the back of his throat. It  hurt. It was good. Desire tangled in his belly. His hands. 
“Boba,” Din repeated, unsteady. “What are you – ” 
“Something that you’re gonna like,” Boba murmured. “I promise. Just keep your legs together,  talyi’bac?”  
Din swallowed, face red. Heart pounding. He felt a smear of wetness across his belly. His cock was leaking. Arousal had joined hands with pain, and made Din shiver all over. 
“Alright,” Din agreed, hoarsely. He bit his lip and brought his legs flush together. Boba’d caned Din across the backs of his thighs, not the soft skin inside them, and the glide of the oil Boba had generously poured made them nearly frictionless as Din brought them together, but Din was still so sensitive – so aware – that he couldn’t help but startle when Boba moved over him again, shifting lower so that his cock dragged against the crease of Din’s thighs. 
“Gar serim,” Boba said, praising. Every time he moved, sparks of pleasure – pain, too, because no matter how much oil Boba had used, Din’s thighs were still welted and red, the skin hot and tender – flickered behind Din’s eyes. 
“Gar serim,” he repeated, and rolled his hips with intent, this time. 
What Boba wanted – what he was going to do – was immediately apparent. His cock slipped between Din’s thighs, helped along by the oil, and when Boba rolled his hips again the drag against the both of them pulled another groan out of Din’s throat. 
Din understood what Boba wanted almost immediately. 
He wasn’t going to fuck Din like he had before. Wasn’t going to finger Din open, guide the hot head of his cock to Din’s hole. 
 He’s going to – he’s going to fuck me like this, Din thought, dazed. Boba’s thumbs brushed both of Din’s hips, reminding him to keep his legs closed. 
Boba wanted to fuck between Din’s thighs. Between the marks he’d made. The sore, tender skin. Din couldn’t stop himself from moaning, just a little. A choked-off noise, all fear and all desire.  
The next roll of Boba’s hips made Din  feel it. Boba’s cock gliding between his thighs. Jostling his welts. The head of Boba’s cock nudged the back of Din’s balls and the friction ground Din’s own cock against the sheets, a rough drag that had another moan building in his throat on the tail of the first. 
“ Gar serim,”  Boba said again, leaning down to mouth at the skin behind Din’s ear. His breath was warm too and sent pleasure shivering down Din’s spine. “That’s it,  Djar’ika. Just like this.” 
Boba started up a steady, indulgent rhythm. He’d rock his hips, cock dragging against Din’s inner thighs, Boba’s own skin dragging against Din’s. The oil helped take some of the edge off, cut some of the friction, but Din was so sensitive that it almost didn’t matter. 
Boba had him making little, bitten-off sounds into the sheets within a handful of seconds. The pain that built in Din now was nothing but a fire, spiraling higher and higher. He felt every push, every drag. His welts throbbed. Boba used just enough force to ruck Din back and forth across the bed, a little, and that sensation rubbed Din raw. His nipples peaked against the sheets, growing warm. His chin scraped against the mattress. Din’s fingers were knotted tight, knuckles white. 
“Feel good?” Boba asked, still mouthing at Din’s neck, pressing kisses to his shoulder blade, to the faded tattoos there, the sweat-damp skin. He changed the angle of his thrusts a little, and now Boba’s cock dragged across Din’s hole, too, before driving back in past his welted thighs. Din couldn’t stop himself from whimpering, the sound high and raw. 
“It hurts,” Din panted. Stars danced behind his eyes. Pleasure had pooled low in his belly. His cock was leaking pre-come, the wetness gathering underneath him and easing some of the rough slide against the sheets. 
“That’s not what I asked you,” Boba said. He was panting too. His pace was picking up. There was oil everywhere, but it wasn’t  enough  – Din could feel every motion in Boba’s boby. Every millimeter of Boba’s cock between his thighs. “I asked you if it feels good,  Djar’ika.”  
Din made another high, thin sound. “Yes,” he admitted, raggedly. “Yes, Boba, it feels good. Boba, please – ”
Boba understood what Din wanted. What he needed. He didn’t stop. 
Din  braced himself, held his thighs together even as the effort and the pain made him tremble, as his whole world narrowed to the burn across his legs and the cock moving between them. It was  good.  It was good. Din was undone by how good it was. By how much he  wanted it. His breath caught in his throat. His vision was going white around the edges. 
“Boba,” said Din, ragged, broken, and Boba came between his legs with a strangled shout, pressing his lips reverently to Din’s skin. He couldn’t seem to stop himself from moving, even as he came; Boba kept rocking his hips, short little motions that made Din see stars. 
When he did finally stop moving, Boba slumped down over Din and blanketed him with his weight, for a moment. Din made a pathetic noise at that too, grateful for the contact. 
Despite how hot he felt – despite the fire in his thighs, his ass, between his legs, across his chest where he’d been rubbed raw against the sheets – Din was shivering, too. 
“Boba,” Din said again. His voice was gravelly, almost wrecked. Boba made a similarly-wrecked noise against Din’s shoulder. 
Then Boba tilted, rolling himself over to a corner of the bed that they hadn’t wrecked, and took Din with him. Din yelped, startled, and found himself in Boba’s lap again, more or less upright, with Boba’s arms strong and secure around Din’s waist. 
Din was a mess. Sticky with sweat, slick with oil. He looked down between his legs and flushed; the welts he could see from this angle were bright red, rubbed raw again, and there was come between his thighs. Din’s own cock was red and hard. 
“Good?” Boba asked. 
Din nodded, dazed. “Yes,” he admitted. “I’ve never – ”
He stopped, flushing. 
Of course Din had never done anything like this. Had never been caned before and then let someone work themselves to release between those marks. Gotten off on it himself, almost.  
Boba made a pleased noise, pressing a kiss to the soft skin behind Din’s ear. He seemed to like doing that. To enjoy the way Din couldn’t help but open to it, let his head loll aside to give Boba better access. 
“Good,” said Boba, nipping now. The little flickers of pain, toothsome and bright, made Din shift restlessly in Boba’s lap, which in turn made his welts throb with a dull, hot pain. Din’s cock twitched with it. 
Boba chuckled. “Want some help with that?” he said. 
Din bit his lip. He  did.  As sore as he was – he hadn’t had any oil for his own cock, to ease the friction as Boba’d rocked him into the bed – Din did want more. He wanted to come. He wanted Boba to touch him, and then tell Din that he  couldn’t come. 
“We don’t – we don’t have to,” Din managed, tucking his chin down against his chest. Boba had indulged Din enough this morning. The suns were rising. The business of the day was coming up on them. Boba still had an outfit to run, after all. “If you have – you’ve got court, don’t you?” 
Boba made a faintly exasperated sound against Din’s neck, then pulled away. He took one hand off Din’s waist and brought it to Din’s chin. He was gentle, but Din still startled at the contact. Boba’s fingers were firm. He made Din look him in the eye. 
Din did look. He wasn’t – he wasn’t afraid of Boba looking at him, not any more. He wasn’t afraid of what Boba might see. 
Boba’s own eyes were still dark with desire, but they were fond, too. Affectionate. There was an emotion lurking in them, deep and depthless, that made something in Din’s heart open in answer.
 He – Din thought, then couldn’t let himself think any further. 
“Ni Djar’ika,” Boba said. “I would rather spend my morning here with you. If you’ll have me.”
Din did have to look away, then, cheeks coloring. For some reason, that admission, that Boba would rather spend his morning here in bed, rutting lazily with Din, touching him, drawing more sounds of Din’s throat, felt filthier than anything Boba had done to Din since he’d shown Din those three floggers last night. 
“You just have to tell me that you want it too,” Boba said, gently. His fingers were still warm against Din’s chin. “Ke'gyce ni.”  
 Just tell me, he said. 
Din swallowed. “If – I – yes,” he said. He wanted Boba. Din thought that maybe he was allowed to ask for Boba, now. To – to want him. “Yes, I want it too.” 
Boba smiled and leaned in, and when he kissed Din it was slow and filthy and full of promise. “Ni Djar’ika,” he said, tone fond, when he pulled away. “All you had to do was ask.” 
 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: Subspace, mild subdrop, mild bloodplay, aftercare that includes the tending of open wounds. Painplay. Intercrural sex. 
-I finally committed to some of Din’s tattoos! That’s big for me! Inspired in part by this lovely art from a scene in Chapter 29, “Ruyot,” created by retro-jupiter on tumblr! They drew the mythosaur at the base of Din’s thumb. 
I have a lot of thoughts about tattoos as a form of both culture and counterculture; we see in TCW and Rebels that Mandalorians do create art – Satine’s throne room is full of murals and geometric shapes and glasswork. Sabine Wren is a muralist as well. (Beskar’gam itself is an art form, IMO, but that’s a rabbit hole we don’t need to venture down right now.) I think having a thriving tattooing culture makes a lot of sense, especially when you consider the heavy Pacifica/Maori influences behind a lot of Mandalorian culture and lore! 
(Other authors/contributors to Mandalorian culture have also been influenced by Viking/Norse culture and Celtic culture as well; while popular culture often shows Vikings and Celts with tattoos, there’s actually not much evidence of permanent tattooing among these cultures, though many Celtic tribes did make heavy use of skin dyes and paints, so there’s an argument to be made there as well for a robust tattooing/body-decorating Mandalorian culture from that angle as well.)
-As a side note, “Tatooine” and “tattoos” have me all turned around.
-Forestalling the "wow, this was your shortest chapter!" comments: that's what happens when you take 11k of other plot that you cannot corral and just do the intercrural, instead. It's fine. 
 
Your song of the week is "Fire For You," Cannons, because head empty: just horny.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which Din has a nice morning, an awkward afternoon and a steadily-declining evening.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello hello, everybody! I hope y'all are enjoying the first signs of spring! I for one cannot wait for the temperature to get above fifty degrees and am ready to see the sun, thanks. 
To compensate for the last chapter not having much plot at all, this chapter is So Much Plot! Good luck, enjoy, see you on the other side!
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Boba kept Din in his bed until well past sunshigh. Not that Din argued with him or tried too hard to leave the warm circle of Boba's arms, but still. Din wasn't sure that he’d ever let himself be so  lazy before. So indulgent. So willing to let Boba do whatever he wanted with Din in his bed, in his arms, despite all that awaited them in the palace below.  
But Din was willing to stay and laze around – very willing, as it turned out – and together he and Boba passed the most indulgent, lazy morning Din thought that he'd ever had. 
After getting himself off between Din’s thighs, Boba got Din off too, slowly, settling Din in his lap and tugging at Din’s cock with an oil-slick hand until Din had shuddered his way through an orgasm, choking on a cry of pleasure. 
Din had expected Boba to let him go, after that. To herd Din into the ‘fresher to clean up and to prepare to face the rest of the day. 
But Boba hadn't. 
By the time Boba was finally groaning and levering himself up off the bed – which was now thoroughly wrecked, the sheets tacky and rumpled – Boba’d made Din come twice more, once with his mouth and once by fucking Din with just his fingers, pressing relentlessly against a bundle of nerves somewhere inside of Din that had made Din’s toes curl and his vision flash white and black.
Din and Boba were both as wrecked as the bed. Boba managed to stand first, stretching languidly like a satisfied predator. The early afternoon suns made him glow. His cheeks were rough with stubble and his scars looked softer bathed in golden sunlight like this. They looked less fearsome.
Din, for his part, felt like his limbs were made of  mellifa honey. He could barely convince himself to get up. When he finally managed it and lurched out of bed, groaning, Boba had to help him to his feet, chuckling when Din’s legs wobbled underneath him, and propped Din up as they made their way to the 'fresher. 
Din glared. “This is your fault,” he said, his voice cracked and rough.
Din had returned Boba's favor, of course. It hadn’t seemed right to Din, letting Boba get him off again and again, without returning the favor. Boba had been more than happy to have Din’s mouth on his cock again. 
Din had liked it too. He’d liked it almost more than the feeling of Boba’s fingers moving inside of him, working him loose and open. Din had gotten the same sort of bright, sparking pleasure from the weight of Boba’s cock against his tongue that he’d gotten from Boba’s fingers. 
Boba caught the rasping quality in Din’s voice and grinned, quick and flashing. “I do good work,” he said. 
Din couldn’t help but snort.  “Mir’sheb,” he said. He took a tentative step towards the ‘fresher. His legs held, though Din could feel the strain in his thighs, the faint burn of each of his individual welts and cuts. 
Boba watched Din for a moment, a hand out to catch Din if he stumbled, but Din made it the rest of the way into the ‘fresher on his own. 
“You can take the sonic first,” Boba told him, following close behind. “I’m gonna ring down for something to eat. Firstmeal’s over and done with, but there should still be something edible for us in the kitchens. Need anything from downstairs?” 
Din shook his head, relieved that he’d have the sonic to himself. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy crowding into it with Boba. Even when they used the sonic as it was intended, Din liked how close together he and Boba got. He didn’t mind knocking elbows and knees. 
But now Din was covered in dried sweat and flaking bacta and worse. He wanted to get  clean. If he and Boba crowded into the sonic together, Din knew that they wouldn’t be able to keep their hands off of each other. 
“I’ll be quick,” Din promised. 
Boba waved a careless hand and took over the sink while Din climbed into the sonic. He wasn’t half as much a mess as Din, though Boba did have his fair share of sweat and oil tacked to his skin. 
Din turned the sonic up to its highest setting, gritting his teeth as the frequency rattled around inside of his skull, and cleaned up as best as he could. He heard Boba splash around in the sink for a few seconds, and then leave the ‘fresher entirely. 
The sweat and oil came off easily enough. Din let the vibrations wash over him. His skin tingled. 
Now that he was alone, Din gave himself a handful of seconds to examine the backs of his legs as best as he could. There was a dented mirror hanging above the sink that would probably give Din a better view, but Din didn't want to leave the privacy offered by the sonic. 
 I want to see what Boba did, he thought, twisting his head around to look. What he saw made his mouth dry out. 
The backs of Din’s legs from just behind his knees up to the swell of his ass, almost to the small of his back, were a bright, angry red. Welts were stacked up one on top of the other like bands of red sandstone. The welts weren’t particularly thick, which surprised Din; they hurt, ached, burned, and the pain of them had made Din assume that they were thicker. More expansive. The thickest was only half an inch wide and Din could tell from the color of it that Boba had struck the same place two or three times. Most of the other welts were thinner. They took up less of Din’s legs than he’d thought that they would. The longest were maybe four or five inches, though some of the welts had been broken across both of Din’s legs. 
A few had turned purple overnight, their healing sped up by the thick layers of bacta that Boba’d slathered on two or three times now. Knowing Boba, he’d put another layer on before he would let Din armor up for the day. 
 Maybe he’ll – maybe he’ll let me keep a few of them, at least, Din thought. His heart began to beat faster. Din reached down and pressed a thumb to the edge of one welt, one of the longer ones that crossed Din’s upper left thigh. 
He hissed. The skin was hot and tender. Din could feel his heartbeat thumping there too, beating against the pad of his thumb. This welt was one of the ones that had split open. The cut had been shallow and was now well on its way to healing over, the scab thick and sturdy against the edge of his thumb. Din probably wouldn’t even have a scar when all of the healing was done. 
But Din could still feel the cane. The memory of it. The sound of it hissing through the air. The feeling of his skin splitting open. Blood trickling down to drip onto the floor. 
Before he could change his mind, Din pressed down on the welt and the memory flared white-hot behind his eyes. He hissed again. His cock, which should have been spent already, gave another interested twitch. 
Din took his hand away, heart thumping. The pain lingered. The skin around the welt was redder now, flush and sore. It throbbed like a second heart. 
Din took a deep breath and made himself look away. 
 Not now,  he thought.  I can’t – not now. But maybe later. Maybe later, in the privacy of Din’s own rooms, Din would let himself explore. Would run his hands over the welts and feel out each individual sore spot. Remember each stroke as it had fallen. 
Knowing that Boba could come back at any second, though, Din made himself drag his hands through his hair instead, the sonic pulsing away the grime that he’d collected overnight, then stepped out and busied himself with getting ready for the rest of the day. 
The suns were bright outside. Din and Boba  had been lazy. Din couldn’t remember the last time he’d stayed in bed past dawn. 
 Well, without being injured, anyway, he thought, remembering how Ushib had ordered him into one of the infirmary beds the other day. Din had been put on bed rest before, though it rarely happened these days. When he’d been a young foundling trying to figure out how to throw a punch, he’d had to stay overnight in the covert’s makeshift medbay several times. 
 Usually for cracking heads with Paz, Din thought, smiling faintly. 
But staying in bed just to touch Boba, to bump beskar and lay around in the warmth of the suns, was an indulgence that Din had never thought he’d have the time to take. 
 It wasn’t bad, though, he thought. He couldn’t bring himself to feel all that guilty for staying in bed with Boba while the rest of Tatooine had gone about the business of its day, because staying in bed with Boba had been – 
 Well, Din thought. 
It had been overwhelming, in its way, especially when Boba’d brought Din to the edge of orgasm for a third time in less than twelve hours. When he’d had Din writhing against the sheets, toes curling, nearly blind with pleasure. All of Din’s skin had been too hot, too sensitive.
 But it was good. Nice. Din had liked it. 
 Boba liked it too,  Din thought. If Boba’d wanted to be doing something else, running his outfit or holding court or even repairing his weapons and his armor, he would’ve been doing it. Din was a blooded warrior. He hadn’t  needed to be coddled all morning. 

   But Boba did it, so… he must have liked it too.  

Thinking about that made Din warm. Made something in his chest lift and flutter, like a junda bird shaking out its wings before it took flight. Din didn't want to examine that feeling too closely, half-afraid of startling it away. 
Boba was still gone when Din padded out of the ‘fresher, so Din took advantage of the privacy and found a clean shirt to tug on, then ducked back into the ‘fresher to see what he could do about his hair and his patchy beard, both of which were curling wildly in several directions. 
He’d just finished trimming down the stray edges of his beard when Din heard the lift chime and Boba, as simply-dressed as Din had ever seen him, came out laden down with a heavy tray. 
Din blinked.
Boba almost exclusively wore his complicated layers of Tusken robes. He would put a half-kute on over the robe to support his armor, but underneath that Boba was always wrapped up like a Tusken chief. 
Din had never asked Boba why he preferred Tusken robes over more standard humanoid clothes, over pants and a shirt like a spacer or even the tough, tactical uniforms Din had seen Axe Woves and Koska Reeves wear underneath their kutes. Din hadn’t really needed to ask; Tusken robes were well-suited to life on Tatooine. Boba was settled here. Determined to stay – he wouldn’t be fighting against Gorga so hard if he didn’t mean to stay. 
 And the  tuskra, Din thought, watching Boba as he made his way over to the worktable, moving carefully so he didn’t spill what Din hoped was a steaming cup of red tea,  don’t give just anyone the right to wear baribis. 
The  tuskra  guarded the secrets of their cloth-making just as fiercely as they guarded everything else. Boba had earned his desert robes. Even if he’d refused to let Ushib adopt him formally, with all of the blood- and spirit-rights, Boba had at least earned the right to wear a proper  baribis like any blooded Tusken warrior. 
But right now, setting plates heaped with fresh fruit and steaming squares of what Din thought was  mutta down on the worktable, Boba was only wearing a thin pair of dark pants and a loose shirt that was open at the collar, letting Din catch a glimpse of the broad expanse of Boba’s chest. 
Seeing him like this – in a way Din didn’t think that many other beings alive had been allowed to see Boba – made that fragile, fluttering thing in Din’s chest beat its wings harder. His ribs were sore with it. 
Boba caught Din staring and raised an eyebrow. He looked Din up and down. 
“You look better,” Boba said, sounding satisfied. “C’mere. Let’s get some more bacta on you, then we can eat.” 
Din rolled his eyes but didn’t argue. He’d expected Boba to be like this. 
The bed was still a disaster, so Din braced himself against the ‘fresher sink while Boba worked bacta carefully into his welts. He was more judicious, this time, in applying the bacta. Din’s worst welts and all of his cuts got a fresh coat, went numb and cold immediately, but Boba left some of Din’s other welts, the smaller ones and the ones that weren’t quite so stinging and painful, alone. 
“Thought you might want to keep them,” Boba explained, when Din craned his head around and lifted a curious eyebrow of his own down at Boba. “For a little while, anyway,” 
Din very much  did want to keep his welts. He didn’t – 
 It’s not that I  like  them, Din thought. The cane had been – awful. Merciless. Standing still for all thirty strokes had been one of the hardest things that Din had ever done. 
 But I did it. His welts – the reddened skin, the bruises, the stinging pain – were all proof of that. 
 I just – I want to keep them, Din thought, so he told Boba that and was rewarded with a firm pat to the meat of his ass and, when Din hissed at both the sting and the indignity, a chuckle too. 
Boba herded Din out of the ‘fresher and sent him off to eat. By now Din was ravenously hungry and Boba deserved some time in the sonic to himself, so Din let himself be herded without too much fuss, though he was careful to stay out of range in case Boba decided to move Din along with another swat. 
Alone again, Din dressed himself properly before going over to eat. His kute and his armor were where Din had left them last night, piled neatly off to the side of the pillar, and Din was dressed within a few minutes, snapping his armor into place even as his thighs protested both the movement and the added weight. 
Then, almost fully armored except for his helmet, Din went over to the worktable, sat down  very  gingerly, so he didn’t jostle too many of his welts, and tucked in. Boba  had  brought Din a cup of red tea, and he’d brought fruit and  mutta and bantha yoghurt too. 
Din was surprised to see the  mutta, though he did manage to eat three before that surprise really registered. 
Tuskens didn’t usually eat during the heat of the day. Their meals were usually taken before dawn and just after dusk, though the children often munched on lowza nuts and bloodseeds throughout the day. Something like  mutta, hearty and filling, was usually prepared for the evening meal. 
But Ushib must’ve gotten used to the way the palace operated. The palace was bustling all day, stuffed with guards and visitors, and guards and visitors both got hungry. 
Din wouldn’t complain. Ushib’s  mutta  was  good.  Spicy and fragrant, the japoor dough rolled out thin, stuffed with meat and fried in shimmering joloko oil. Din had eaten another two squares before Boba came out of the ‘fresher, damp and freshly-shaven, and was working his way through another one in between bites of bantha yoghurt – much cooler, a balm to soothe the spiciness of the  mutta – and sips of red tea. 
Boba caught sight of how much  mutta Din had eaten and rolled his eyes. There were only two squares left. 
“A favorite of yours, then?” Boba said. 
Din swallowed his current mouthful. “Sorry,” he said, sheepishly. “I was hungrier than I thought.” 
Boba waved Din’s concern off, though he did confiscate the plate of fruit for himself. When Din offered him the last two squares of  mutta, Boba shook his head. 
“Last night took a lot out of you,” said Boba. “Eat up,  Djar’ika.” 
Din felt a little bit bad about eating an entire platter on his own, even though Boba didn’t seem all that bothered, so he shook his head and leaned back in his chair, wincing as doing so jostled his welts and bruises. 
 I guess I’m not very good at communal meals, Din thought. 
Down in the covert, food had been on offer for most of the day as Din’s brothers and sisters had come and gone, stopped in the mess to eat after finishing a chore or a job or a round in the sparring ring, but the best food had always been served in the middle of the morning, after the sun or suns had risen on whatever planet, moon or ringed space station they’d been living on at the time. 
The cooks – a rotating cast of the covert’s warriors, changing every week or so to spread around the monumental task of feeding thirty odd Mandalorians at a time – would ring a beskar bell and put out heaps and heaps of freshly-cooked food. 
 Hanshun  and  tiingilar  so fragrant that even a Nevarran sewer would smell like home. Wedges of biba fruit and little plates of steamed  kare, when the elders could get it, and near-endless bowls of soups and curries and stews. Fried cave mushrooms on Dantooine and slow-roasted tach meat on Kashyyyk. Boiled daubird eggs and cups of kotuk berries. The covert’s warriors had come from many places and they had lived in many more. There had always been something interesting to eat, down in the covert among Din’s brothers and sisters. 
 At least for the first five minutes after the bell was rung, anyway,  Din thought. That bell would echo through the entire covert and everyone would drop what they were doing and converge on the mess all at once. Anybody who was late would still be able to find  something  to eat, but they were just as likely to find only the last badly-charred  hanshun  patsy as they were to find a bowl of overcooked  tiingilar.  Neither of which had been very appealing to Din when he’d been a growing teenager – he’d started out his time in the tribe small, compared to the other foundlings, and had only  really put on height and weight after he turned sixteen or seventeen. 
Din had learned to grab what he wanted quickly. How to defend what he wanted like a massiff guarding a bone. All of the foundlings had. 

   Old habits, I guess.  

Boba caught the morose, half-guilty way that Din was looking at the last pair of  mutta squares and snorted. 
“Here,” Boba said, holding out the plate of fruit again. “I’ll trade you for it.” 
All of this was Boba’s anyway. The kitchens were his. The palace. The aquifer that fed Boba’s collection of eclectic crops, the fruit they bore, the rest of the food Boba bought or traded for. 
Boba’s eyes glittered. 
 He’s going to make me take some fruit anyway,  Din thought, suppressing a sigh.  He’ll tell me that I should keep my strength up, or something. That a proper warrior needs a balanced meal. Boba was like Din's alor that way. 
So Din obliged Boba, judging the lopsided trade too small to start an argument over, and accepted some biba fruit and what looked like some kind of pale-fleshed melon. 
Boba smiled at him.  
“So what’s on the agenda for today?” Din asked Boba, once Boba’d had some time to catch up to Din and work his way through his fruit and the  mutta  and the rest of the bantha yoghurt. His usual morning cup of caf was missing. Din had nursed his own cup of red tea down to its last  mar’ataw dregs, then finished those off too. 
Boba looked up at Din, blinking at him across the table. 
“We’ve obviously missed morning court,” Din added, looking past Boba to gauge the positions of the suns. They were still high in the sky, but slanting westward. It was still early in the afternoon, but the morning was long since past. 
“Didn’t hold it this morning,” Boba said, slowly, blinking to catch up with Din. “I told Shand last night. Gave everybody – well, everybody but the guards – the morning off.” 
“Oh,” Din said, blinking too. “Why?” 
Boba had been  busy, the last few days. Not only was he fielding the usual business that came with a cartel, but the people of Mos Eisley had decided that they liked having Boba around after all and were coming to the palace in droves with their problems. 
 Like the Wookiee – Deyyeri – who asked Boba to help her find her missing son, Din thought. 
Boba liked the work, Din knew. He  liked  being the one Mos Eisley’s people came to. He liked mediating their disputes and finding their missing children. Liked brokering deals and arranging things to his liking, improving things, making things  better. Boba liked all of that. He enjoyed it. 
So Din was surprised to hear that Boba’d called court off for the morning, even as Boba looked across the worktable with a complicated expression on his face. Din couldn’t parse it. 
“Why?” Boba asked, slowly. “So I had time to take care of you,  Djar’ika.” 

   Oh.  

Din could parse Boba’s expression, now. It was half-affection and half-disbelief. Like Boba couldn’t believe that Din needed this explained to him. 
Din flushed. 
“You didn’t – you didn’t need to cancel morning court for me,” Din said, weakly. “I was – I was  fine. When we woke up this morning, at least.” 
“You were,” Boba agreed. For some reason he was still smiling, the affection in his expression winning out over the disbelief. Din scowled at him. 
“I didn’t need – you shouldn’t disrupt the outfit for me,” Din said. It had been nice to lay in bed with Boba all morning. It had been  good. Din had loved it. But he hadn’t needed it. 
Boba spread his hands. “I didn’t disrupt anything.  Atin’ika,” he added. 
Din scowled harder. Boba’d called him that last night. Din wasn’t sure of the exact translation, but he could guess – Boba’d said  gar atin, “You’re stubborn,” often enough. 

   Little stubborn thing.  

“Din,” Boba tried again, some of his amusement faded. His expression sharpened. He waved a piece of biba fruit in Din’s direction demonstratively. “Ori’haat. I didn’t disrupt anything. And even if I had – last night was intense. It was always going to be intense. Punishment usually is.”
The welts on the backs of Din’s legs throbbed, almost as if they could understand what Boba was talking about. As if Din’s body was reacting to the tone of Boba’s voice. Remembering what Boba had done to it just hours ago. 
“Making sure that you’re alright after – that’s  n’buirkan, Din. My responsibility,” said Boba. 
Din opened his mouth, ready to argue. He had asked not to be coddled. Boba had  agreed not to coddle him. And now – 
“It is not,” said Boba, his tone sharper still, irritation flashing, “something that's negotiable, Din." 
That stopped Din cold. He closed his mouth, even though faint anger was burning against the tip of his tongue, and blinked. 
Boba – Boba negotiated just about everything. He made deals. Talked over contracts. The stars only knew how many hours Din and Boba had spent talking in this very room, negotiating rules that Din still barely understood. 
 No,  he thought, a little guilty.  That’s not true. I – I understand.  
Boba’s rules protected Din. They protected Boba too. Kept this – this arrangement, whatever it had become, despite all of the blurred lines between it and Boba’s business and Din’s relationship with Boba inside this room and beyond it –  safe. Helpful.
 They are the difference,  Din thought, understanding at last,  between hurt and harm.  
Boba saw Din come to that realization – to quit fighting – and softened. “This is – you’re stubborn about this,” he observed. Din blew out a breath through his nose. “Why?” 
 Because I’m stubborn about most things? Din thought, though he managed to keep himself from saying it out loud. He didn’t think that Boba would appreciate it very much. 
“Take your time,” Boba added. He blew out a deep breath too, taming some of his irritation – his temper – with visible effort. “I won’t push.” 
Din huffed a little at that. All Boba  did was push. Din could admit that he was stubborn, but Boba – Boba was stubborn too. 
“I don’t – I don’t need,” Din began, slowly, trying to choose the right words so that he got his point across without upsetting Boba any further, “for you to – to drop everything else just to take care of me,” he said. Din gestured at himself. “I’m  fine, Boba. I’m always fine.” 
Din didn’t need Boba to spend an entire morning making sure that he hadn’t broken Din. That a few strokes of the reed cane hadn’t stripped Din of his ability to fight. To protect Boba in the throne room. 
Understanding flashed across Boba’s face, followed by a strange sort of anger. Boba wasn’t angry with  Din, Din didn’t think, but – 
 He is angry, Din thought. He wanted to pull his shoulders up around his ears, wanted to take a more defensible position, but knew that neither would help him much here.
Boba saw anyway, eyes sharp as a shriek-hawk’s, and took another deep breath. He set his piece of biba fruit aside. Din’s neck prickled. 
“Taking care of you,” Boba said, every word slow and clear, “is not – it’s not me trying to  coddle  you,  Djar’ika. It’s not – I didn’t call off court this morning because I didn’t think you’d be able to handle it.”
Din startled. He wanted to accuse Boba of reading his mind, but – 
 But I’ve had someone else in my head, now,  Din thought. He’d felt Quinlan Vos moving around behind his eyes. He'd felt the distinct, separate  feeling of Vos, the lightning buzz in the air. The cool touch of Vos’s thoughts. 
Din didn’t feel anything like that now. Boba wasn’t a Jedi. He couldn’t use the Force to wring answers out of Din’s head. He just – 
 Knows me too well, Din thought. He’d thought that before too. That no one, now, knew Din as well as Boba did. 
“You are not fragile,” Boba said. His tone softened further. His dark eyes searched Din’s face. “Nu gar laanduryc.  But that doesn’t mean that you don’t – that doesn’t mean that I wanted to cane you and then turn you out to come back from it up on your own.”
A vague memory stirred. 
Din remembered most of the punishment itself. It would be hard to forget – the sheer, overwhelming, breathtaking  hurt of it was stamped on the insides of Din’s eyelids and would be for some time. 
But much of the rest of the night was – blurred. Vague and indistinct. A jumble of noises and smears of color and the sound of Boba’s voice. 
“I… almost fell,” Din said, slowly. He reluctantly looked up and met Boba’s eyes. “The first time we went into the ‘fresher. I couldn’t stand up on my own.” 
“I’m not in your head,  Djar’ika,” said Boba. “But you – you seemed to think that I was testing you. You hadn’t come all the way back up yet.” 
“I was still under,” Din said, remembering what Boba had asked him. “Or – down?” 
“You’ve said before that it feels like flying in hyperspace, for you,” Boba said. “So maybe ‘under’ and ‘down’ aren’t the right words, but – that’s how it’s been described to me before. It’s – an altered space. A different way of thinking. And it can last a long time. And it – you’re more vulnerable, in that space.” 
 Vulnerable  sounded like  fragile. Din gritted his teeth. He couldn’t help it. Showing weakness was – 
Boba saw his expression change and held up a hand. “It’s not a bad thing,” Boba said, firmly. “Taking your time to come back from your own head. It’s – if it’s what you need, Din, it is not a bad thing. It doesn’t make you weak. It just means that my responsibility, as the one who put you in that vulnerable space, is to make sure that you come out of it alright. That it doesn’t get worse.” 
Din thought about the way he’d felt when he’d tried to stand on his own and hadn’t been able to. Those feelings were blurry now, just smudges in his memory, but – 

   But I thought that Boba would be angry, and I –  

 What? Din thought. He wasn’t sure now, in the bright light of day, whole and content and grounded in his body, what he’d been so afraid of last night. Why he hadn’t wanted to let Boba down. Why he'd been so afraid of failing the test he’d thought Boba had put in front of him. 

   But I was afraid. 

It bothered Din that Boba had almost – expected that. That he'd known to expect Din to react that way, when Din himself hadn't. It almost made Din feel like he couldn't trust his own body entirely, his own thoughts. He had been so afraid. 

  Why? 

“It’s not a bad thing,” Boba repeated. His tone was so insistent, so fierce, that Din couldn’t help but believe him. “It’s just a responsibility. One that I like,” he added. “Taking care of you – it’s not a burden.” 
Din eyed Boba, not sure if he believed him. 
It wasn’t that Din thought that Boba was lying to him, because Boba didn’t lie. It was just – 
 He cleared his entire morning for me,  Din thought.  He set aside everything that he could have been –  should  have been doing. For me.  
No one had ever done that for Din before. Even when Paz or Annika had helped Din tend to an injury – helped him stitch up a wound or set a broken bone, slapped bacta over a blaster burn or held him down to set a dislocated shoulder – they hadn’t been able to set aside hours and hours to – to make sure that Din was healing well. That he was alright. 
They’d given him what they could, of course. A handful of minutes here and there in between chores and minding the foundlings and securing weapons and helping with the forge. Paz and Annika had given Din what they could. Everyone else had too; old Wyrran had taped up Din’s broken ribs once, and Tosho had given Din an extremely uneven set of stitches underneath Din's left elbow that Din could still ten years later. Ryna had made him heat packs to soothe strained muscles after a spar or a hard job and Denn had cooked Din kkryytch soup every day for a week straight when Din had gotten wawaatt pox as a teenager on Kashyyyk.
 Even the armorer took care of me, when she could, Din thought. He had blurry memories of her moving among the foundlings’ barracks at night, singing lowly and sweetly to a room full of war orphans. He had even blurrier memories of careful hands tucking a kicked-off blanket back up around Din’s shoulders. Cool metal handguards against his forehead, soothing away a nightmare. 
But all of that care – all of that had been given in seconds and minutes, in whatever time Din’s tribe had had to spare. That wasn’t giving Din  hours.  
But Boba had. 
Those hours pressed down between Din’s shoulderblades. He felt them like an itch underneath his armor. They weighed on him, a debt unpaid. 
 But – Boba said that there was no debt. Din thought. 
Before he’d even started to cane Din, Boba had told Din that he was forgiven. That there was nothing between them. No score to settle. No debt. It had taken thirty strokes of the reed cane for Din to believe him, but – 
 “Nu entye,” Boba had said. 

   There is no debt.  

Din swallowed. 
Boba watched him thoughtfully. “You know,” he said, slowly, still watching Din’s face, “that this,” he jerked his chin in the direction of the bed, the rumpled sheets still tacky with oil and sweat and dried come, “helps me too. Don’t you?” 
“You’ve… said that it does,” Din admitted. Boba had been clear about that, when he and Din had renegotiated the terms of their arrangement, when Din had come back from the desert. “You get – clarity. Right? Clarity and focus.” 
Boba inclined his head. “Taking care of you, when you’re in that space, it’s… a demonstration of trust,” he said. “It’s  jaon’yc.  Rare and important, to me.  Gebar haar kar’ta.” Boba pressed a closed fist to his chest. 
Din nodded, slowly. If it helped Boba to do this – to spend an entire morning in bed with Din, coaxing him to new heights of pleasure – 
 And not just pleasure,  Din admitted to himself, in the privacy of his own thoughts. Coming apart on Boba’s fingers, under his mouth – that had been  good. Of course it had been good. But Din had liked just – being with Boba, too. He’d liked the quiet moments as much as the noisy ones. He had liked the peace as much as the pain, and the pain as much as the pleasure. The hours he and Boba had spent just – touching each other, skin pressed to skin. 
 Boba knows – he knows what he's doing, more than I do,  Din reminded himself.  He knows what he wants. And… he knows what will help us both.  
Din certainly wasn’t going to complain that he hadn’t had to spend his morning on his feet, after all. He was sitting alright now, perched as he was at the edge of his chair, but he couldn’t imagine trying to balance on one of the stools down at the bar, shifting and squirming where Noora and Fennec could see. Din would’ve had to spend the whole morning upright.
Din dipped his head. “Alright,” he said. “Alright, Boba, I – I understand.”
Boba relaxed. “Good. Besides,” he continued, tone lightening a little now that he knew Din wasn’t going to argue any further, “everyone’s been on edge the last few weeks. A morning off’s good for morale.” 
Din nodded. He could agree with that, he supposed. The entire outfit had been working just as hard as Din and Boba had. 
 “Fine,” Din muttered, knowing that he wouldn’t get Boba to change his mind. Boba  did look better. Ever since the raid, Boba’d worn dark shadows underneath his eyes. The lines around his mouth had deepened. 
But taking a long, lazy morning to spend in bed had softened some of those lines. Lightened those shadows. 
 It’s – if it’s good for Boba too,  Din thought,  then I guess it’s alright that he gave up an entire morning for me.  
Matter settled, at least for now, Din rolled his shoulders a little, determined to displace the faint guilt still collected in the air between Din and Boba, and said, “So what’s business, then? You holding evening court?” 
Boba eyed Din for a minute, but let him change the topic. He inclined his head. “I am,” he said. “And before that I’m for the desert – the Shaking Mountain set up a meeting. Their outriders’ve been patrolling the northern Dune Sea for me. Looking for  ghuy’ra. I wanna hear what they’ve got to report.” 
Din had never met anyone from the Shaking Mountain tribe before, but their reputation wasn’t quite as fearsome as that of the Spotted Anooba. Din had heard of a few homesteads getting run over by Shaking Mountain bands, but that was the worst he’d heard of them. He nodded. 
“When?” Din asked. Din could use some time out of the palace, he supposed, though he dreaded the thought of riding out on a speeder. The backs of his legs throbbed. 
 Maybe I can convince Boba to fly out there, he thought, half-hopeful. Jetpacks were usually faster than speeder bikes, and Din wouldn’t need to sit to use his. 
Boba craned his head around to check the position of the suns in the sky, then grimaced. “In about an hour, actually,” he said. 
Din nodded again. He could be ready to go in an hour. He was already mostly-armored, after all – he wanted to check in with Fennec, but outside of that, all he needed was a speeder. Din still hadn’t found a regular replacement for the BARC that had been destroyed when Din and Gida had been attacked on the sand road. He’d taken his jetpack everywhere, or he’d borrowed whichever speeders were closest at hand when he had to leave on a job. 
Din made to stand, rolling his shoulders to wake his body up a little, but stopped when Boba raised a hand and grimaced again, apologetic this time. 
“As much as I’d like you with me,” said Boba, “I need you to stay here, today.” 
Din immediately scowled. “You’re not going out to the Dune Sea by yourself,” he said. “Fennec’ll kill you.” 
“I’m not going by myself,” Boba assured him. He softened his grimace and smiled instead, crookedly. “Fennec wouldn’t hear of it. I’m gonna be well-guarded, don’t worry about me.” 
“Who’s going with you?” Din demanded, already sorting through his internal list of Boba’s hunters and guards. Boba had plenty of guards. Fewer hunters, and fewer still hunters and guards Din would actually trust with Boba’s safety, outside of himself and Fennec. 

   I’d only trust three or four, now that Zero’s dead.  

Kasyyk was big enough that only an idiot would attack him directly, and Wookiee loyalty ran deep. Tavva, a particularly fearsome Twi’Lek guardswoman who had, if palace gossip was right, lost a lekku wrestling a rancor in a pit fight, had tackled a disgruntled moisture farmer to the ground during court last week for spitting at Boba’s feet. Theran was solid and dependable. But the rest – 
Boba rolled his eyes. “Ushib, to start with,” he said. 
Din stopped thinking quite so furiously and blinked at Boba, disarmed. “...Oh,” he said. 
Din didn’t know much about the Shaking Mountain, but Ushib probably  would.  
 And even the most bloodthirsty young raider – the bravest chief – would think twice before attacking a  jida,  even if the Shaking Mountain and the Spotted Anooba were rivals, Din thought. 
“Kasyyk’s coming along too, even though he’ll complain about sand in his fur for days,” Boba added. “And a handful of the rotation out in Mos Pelgo’s coming along too – the Shaking Mountain are their closest neighbors, outside of the Sun Rock. Kirsha Littlemoon and a few of her people.” 
Din made himself drop his shoulders, mollified even if he didn’t like the idea of letting Boba out of his sight. Ushib and Kasyyk would be able to handle anyone who tried to make a grab for Boba on the way out to the meeting, and Din had met Kirsha Littlemoon. Cobb Vanth liked her, he remembered. 

   Boba will be fine.  

“What do you need me to do here, then?” Din asked. 
 Boba must have a good reason for wanting me here. But despite all of the time Din had spent inside the palace, now, Din still hadn’t actually had too much to do with the palace or its staff. He didn’t know what Boba might need him here for. 
Aside from what Din had come to think of as bodyguard duty in the throne room, Din wasn’t part of the usual rotation of palace guards. He hadn’t had anything to do with palace repairs or palace security, either; Noora had been in charge of the repair crews, and Fennec took on all of the security herself. 
 But he must have a reason, Din thought. He couldn’t think of why Boba would want Din to stay behind, if there wasn’t work for Din to do here. 
Boba blew out a thoughtful breath. 
“Jaasa,” said Boba, slowly, “hasn’t cracked yet.” 
Din raised his eyebrows. Jaasa had been in the dungeons for days, now. He was surprised that she hadn’t cracked. Din usually avoided the dungeons, but he knew that they weren’t comfortable. 
 She fought me like a rathtar,  he remembered. The scratches on his face were almost entirely gone now, erased by Boba’s attentive care and several days underneath some bacta, but Jaasa had  fought to get away. 
 What’s she afraid of?  Din wondered.  Why’d she fight so hard to get away? Why is she holding out for so long? What’s she trying to keep us from learning? Why?  
Zhalto had cracked within just a few days, all the way back at the beginning of this enterprise. Most Zygerrians –  Kark, most slavers,  Din thought,  most smugglers and rifle-runners and bail jumpers and skugs – weren’t hard to get information out of. 
The threat of pain – or even the threat of a reduced profit – was enough, in Din’s experience, to get most beings like Jaasa to talk. 
 Unless she’s more afraid of who she’s working for that she is of us,  Din thought, frowning a little. 
He didn’t know Gorga the Hutt, beyond what he’d learned since joining Boba’s outfit. But Din  had  known Jabba. Jabba had been cruel. Utterly ruthless. Most beings had been too afraid to cross him – the only ones who had dared to risk it had either been desperate or stupid. If Gorga was anything like  that – cruel and ruthless beyond even the casual cruelty, the pragmatic ruthlessness, common in the Outer Rim – 

   But still. Fennec’s as friendly as a firaxan. If she was in front of me, trying to get information out of me, I’d be more afraid of her than any Hutt.  

“Leave Jaasa herself to Fennec,” Boba advised. “But you – you’re still welcome in the Quarter, aren’t you?” 
Din nodded, slowly. He didn’t understand what Boba wanted, not yet, but Din thought that he was getting closer. He was welcome in Mos Eisley’s Quarter – Gida had helped Din out there, as had Cobb Vanth and Din’s easy acceptance among the people of Mos Pelgo. He still felt like an outsider there, among the ahra, but Din knew that he was welcome. 
At least, he thought, I'm about as welcome as any free man is there. 
“What do you need in the Quarter?” Din asked, curiously. 
Boba’s expression was distant and thoughtful. “I’m not… entirely sure,” he said, slowly. “But – if Jaasa doesn’t talk, or if she dies before she breaks, then we’re still vulnerable to Gorga. Taking Jaasa out will complicate things for him,” Boba added. “Regardless of whether or not she talks. Kolburn’s crew turned up enough information to convince me that Jaasa’s Gorga’s contact in the city. Getting some particulars out of Jaasa would be good – she hardly worked alone – but it’s not entirely necessary. Not if we can get the information from somewhere else.” 
“And you think that information might be in the Quarter?” 
Boba shrugged. “I think,” he said, “that a lot of people in the Quarter probably lost friends and family to Jaasa’s operation. Yeah?” 
Din looked out over the desert, thinking hard again. “Yeah,” he said, drawing the word out a little. 
Din knew at least one person in the Quarter who’d lost someone to Jaasa’s slaving ring. “Gella’s Place belonged to Gida’s older sister,” said Din. He looked at Boba again. Boba’s eyes were sharp and keen. “Gella disappeared a few years ago, Gida told me. And Jaasa moved in.” 
Boba inclined his head. “The Wookiee mother who came to me yesterday – I think maybe her son was taken by Jaasa’s crew too. Jaasa’s last shipment off-planet was a few weeks ago, right?” 
“That’s what Vos said,'' Din reported. “The Jedi,” he added, at Boba’s confused expression. The confusion cleared immediately, replaced by a faint scowl, but Din ignored it. Boba’d probably like Quinlan Vos, if he ever met the man. And if he didn’t – 

   Vos can handle himself.  

“He came to Tatooine because he’d been – one of the kids in that shipment was Force-sensitive,” Din continued. “The kid’s family asked Vos for help, but by the time he’d gotten here, the kid was gone.” 
“Off down the sorrowlanes,” Boba murmured. 
Din nodded. Anger broke out cold in his chest. He could see the same anger reflected in Boba’s eyes. 
Boba’s decree had been in effect, a few weeks ago. He’d outlawed slavery in his territories months ago. Jaasa had ignored that ruling. Had  been ignoring it – Din hadn’t raided her office like Vos and Kolburn had, but the cave underneath Gella’s Place had told Din everything that he'd needed to know. No one embedded chains in a wall or put up frequency-jamming devices for a one-time shipment. 

   And we didn’t know about it.  

“You think someone in the Quarter – someone who lost family to Jaasa’s gang – might have more information?” Din asked. 
“Might have  something, at least,” said Boba. “It’s – I dunno. A gut feeling. Something – something doesn’t add up. You know?” 
Din nodded again. He  did know. Din had been thinking the same thing for days now. 
“Jaasa’s never been in the palace,” Din said. “At least, not since you’ve taken the throne. Not while I’ve been here.” 
Hundreds – probably thousands, now – of beings had come through the throne room by now. A good number of them had passed Din to do it, too. His position by the stairs had let him see just about everyone who’d come and gone. 
Din hadn’t seen every single face that had gone past him. He didn’t remember everyone. But Zygerrians were uncommon enough on Tatooine – and Din more aware of them, since the first being he’d ever hunted for Boba had been a Zygerrian – that Din would’ve remembered seeing Jaasa. 
“No,” Boba said, confirming what Din thought. “She hasn’t been here. Fennec’s never seen her around either. She had a crew and it’s possible that one or two of her crewmates have been here poking around, but she had to have  somebody on the inside. Keeping an eye on us.” 
That made sense. “Because how else did Gorga’s thugs know to go after Ushib?” Din murmured. 
Gorga had gone after Din himself, too, but that was easier to explain. Just about everyone on Tatooine knew who Din was by now. Knew his position in the court. Knew how close he stayed to Boba. 
Lady Valarian knew me,  Din thought.  And she’s on the other side of the Dune Sea. Jaasa was just one town over.  
But Gorga’s thugs had gone for Ushib, and while Ushib was in the palace often she was rarely around Boba during court. Boba relied on her advice, but she didn't sit perched at his shoulder, or Boba at her knee. Din had been at the palace for months before he’d finally met Ushib.
“I can ask Gida and her friends if they know of any other slavers still running an operation in Mos Eisley,” Din offered. “We either caught or killed a good number of Jaasa’s crew, but we could’ve missed someone. Or there might be other crews Jaasa worked with.” 
Boba dipped his head. “A good place to start, anyway,” he said. “You might wanna find Deyyeri too. See if she’d seen anything odd, before her son went missing.” 
“The Wookiee?” 
Boba nodded. “She lives in the Quarter too, she said.” 
“I’ll find her,” said Din. “I thought Kasyyk was working that job, though.” 
“Kasyyk can share,” said Boba. He smiled faintly. “And I remember you telling me that you were a better hunter than him.” 
Din stared at Boba, confused, then blinked, because he remembered that too. Under the palace, in the treasure-rooms beneath the throne. When Boba had tried to give Din all of that beskar. 
“I said that I could outfight him,” Din corrected Boba, wincing a little. All of that seemed so far away, now. Din hadn’t been back to that treasure-room. He wondered how much beskar was left down there, now that Din had stopped letting Boba pay him in beskar. 
Boba chuckled. “You probably still could,” he said. He finished the last of his fruit and sighed, then looked at Din again. 
“Be careful, in the city,” Boba said. 
“City’s safer than the desert,” Din replied. 
Boba snorted. “Din,” he said. “I mean it. Be careful. You said it yourself – we don’t know if we got Jaasa’s entire crew. There could be other Hutt sympathizers in the city. Anybody who’s left will be nervous. And angry.” 
Din could tell that Boba wouldn’t budge, not about this. If Din didn’t agree, Boba’d probably send Din into Mos Eisley with a bodyguard of his own – like Kasyyk trailing Din to Mis Entha – and if Din had a shadow, the people of the Quarter might be reluctant to talk to him. 
“I’ll be careful,” Din promised. He cut Boba a narrow-eyed look. “If you’ll be careful in the desert.” 
Boba laid a hand over his chest. “I’ll be careful,” he said, echoing Din. He smiled again, less faint this time. “It’s A’Shukri who should be worried. Ushib’s got a long memory – A’Shukri once led a raid on the Spotted Anooba and stole seven banthas.” 
Din winced. 
Promises made, there wasn’t much left for Din and Boba to do but get on with the rest of the day. Din helped Boba clear the table then helped Boba armor himself, strapped his own weapons on and then they went down to the throne room together, though Boba broke off before they made it all the way there and went down another hall on his own. 
He pressed his gauntleted wrist to Din’s before he did it, though. The contact, as usual, settled Din some.
“Be careful,” Din repeated, his voice now regulated by his helmet. 
“I will be,” Boba assured him, again, and then he was gone. 
Din made his way into the throne room on his own. The palace halls were golden and quiet, though the quiet wasn’t the empty echo of a half-abandoned palace or the strained hush of a palace that had been recently attacked; Din could still hear droids moving around, cleaning the halls, and he could hear the guards murmuring among themselves as they patrolled, their boots echoing off the sandstone floors. The familiar noises comforted Din. 
The throne room, when he made it there, was empty except for Fennec, who was sitting at the bar with her palace map shimmering in the air in front of her, and Noora, who was behind the throne, cursing in Ryl as she tried to hang what looked like a large, woven tapestry up over the ugly scar Paz’s plasma thrower had left in the wall. 
Din looked between the two of them – neither had noticed Din hovering in the doorway, though Fennec probably knew where Din was most of the time – and decided to help Noora first. 
Noora had found a wooden ladder somewhere in the depths of the palace and was perched unsteadily atop it, balanced on her toes as she fussed with folds and folds of woven cloth. Din cleared his throat quietly, so he didn’t startle Noora off her perch, and put a foot down on the ladder’s bottom rung to hold it more firmly to the floor. 
Noora flashed a grateful smile down at him and went back to cursing. 
 She looks better, too, Din thought, studying Noora. Boba wasn’t the only one who’d needed a morning off – Noora, who had for weeks been growing paler and paler, stress carving lines around her mouth, the corners of her eyes, was a bright, healthy shade of blue today, and despite her cursing she seemed cheerful enough, with some of the shadows underneath her eyes erased and the lines around her mouth set in softer. 
Noora had taken Gorga’s raid – and Zero’s death – very hard. Gida’d told Din that Noora had scarcely left the palace; even when she wasn’t manning the bar during morning or evening court, Noora’d thrown herself into the repair effort and had even picked up a few turns around the palace as a guard. 
“She’s worried for us,” Gida’d said, her mouth pinching down like Noora was the one who needed worrying after, not Gida herself. 
But Noora had evidently gotten some sleep, since Din had seen her last night. She’d changed clothes and the set of her lekku was relaxed. Her movements, instead of being clumsy with stress and exhaustion, were graceful and loose. 
 Good, Din thought, pleased. 
“Need help?” he asked, watching Noora continue to struggle with the tapestry. Din couldn’t tell what it was, not from this angle, but he caught flashes of color – sky blue, sandstone red, flashes of green and black. 
The scarred stone behind the tapestry still gave Din some pause, whenever he looked at it. The ugly, melted length of it, the stone deformed and dripping, the char burned deep into the rock. No amount of servo droid scrubbing had done anything to soften the scar. 
 That’s probably why Noora’s covering it up, Din thought. He wanted to touch the edge of the melted stone and made himself put a steadying hand on Noora’s back instead. Even with Din’s weight holding the ladder down, Noora was starting to wobble on her toes. 
The melted scar in the stone wall behind Boba’s throne stared at Din, dark and accusatory. 
Paz Vizsla was many things, but he wasn’t reckless. 
 Well,  Din amended, thinking of some of the trouble he’d gotten up to with Paz at his side as a kid,  he’s not any more reckless than the rest of us are.  Working in close proximity with Fennec Shand, who was careful and meticulous all of the time, had shown Din that the way he’d grown up doing things – the  Mandalorian way of doing things – was different than the way other beings ran a job or took care of a hunt. 

   But Paz is – he’s hotheaded, but he’s not stupid. He doesn’t throw plasma around just because he can.  

Paz only brought out his plasma thrower when he wanted someone or something dead. The plasma he’d let loose in the throne room had sheared off the top of Boba’s throne. Splashed against this wall. 

   He was aiming for Boba.  

Paz had been trying to  kill Boba. 
Din wasn’t sure how he felt about that. 
 No,  he thought to himself, curling his free hand into a loose fist. Anger was easy to reach for.  I know how I feel about it.  
Paz was Din’s brother. He was. But Boba – 
 Boba gave him shelter,  Din thought.  Boba took in Paz and the  verd’ike,  took in all of Paz’s kids, even though he doesn’t like other Mandalorians. He took  me  in. He’s – 
Din made himself stop. Working himself up like this wasn’t a good idea. He had work to do. Tasks to accomplish, and none of them were flying out to Mos Pelgo to kick Paz’s bucket in. 
 Even though it would make me feel a lot better.  
“No,” said Noora, despite the fact that she was two or three inches too short to reach the hook she needed. The folds of the tapestry were bunched tightly in her hands. “Almost –  kark!”  
She reached too far and tipped over, yelping out another curse. Din hastily reached up and caught her, keeping the ladder braced so she didn’t pitch off entirely and end up in a heap on the floor. Noora took most of the tapestry down with her, pulling loose what had already made it up on the wall. 
“Looks great!” Fennec called, still absorbed in her map. 
Noora huffed. “Alright,” she said, regaining her balance. She tossed a lekku back over her shoulder and looked down at Din, offering him the tapestry. “I could use a little help.” 
Din rolled his eyes. 
He was taller than Noora, though, and managed to get the tapestry back up on the wall despite how alarmingly the ladder creaked when he asked it to hold his weight. When he was finished, he climbed back down and took a few steps back, craning his head to see what all of the fuss was about.
“What is it?” Din asked, flicking his gaze over the tapestry. 
Most of the other tapestries Noora’d chosen for the throne room were Rylish. They reminded Din of the brass moons hung on the walls in Gella’s Place, beaten metal rich with patterns and symbols. It made sense, he supposed. Boba’d told Din before that he had little use for art, so if Noora’d been the one deciding what made it into the throne room or not, a strong preference for Rylish-style art made sense. 
But this tapestry was different. It was less abstract; instead of a story told with symbols and stylized shapes, the images on this tapestry were clear. 
“The palace?” Din asked, looking at Noora.
Noora’s answering smile was sly. “Look closer,” she suggested. 
Intrigued now, Din did. Boba’s palace was the dominant feature of the tapestry, taking up most of , sandstone-red walls and pale towers rising against a blue Tatooine sky. The suns had been woven in gold, surrounded by a cloud of white junda birds, and the Jundland Canyons were a thin band of rust in the background. In the foreground was the sand road between the palace and Mos Eisley, with red rocks clustered around its edges. 
But there was more to the tapestry than just scenery. When Din looked closer, he saw figures woven in fine thread. 
“Boba,” Din said, studying a small green figure standing in front of the palace, at the end of the sand road. The little woven Boba was only a few inches tall, but the detail was incredible – Din could make out the shape of Boba’s helmet, a  gaderffii raised over head. He was standing with one foot on top of a beaked skull. 

   The sarlacc.  

Now that Din had found Boba, he found several other figures cleverly woven into the image too. Fennec in orange and black thread, stitched atop one of the palace’s domes. A band of Tusken raiders in the distance, riding a mixture of banthas, speeders and bladeback boar. There was a krayt dragon hiding in a cluster of red rocks in the foreground, mouth lined with white teeth, and there were ordinary people on the road to the palace. Twi’Leks and Devaronians in bright reds and oranges and blues; green Rodians, lighter than the color of Boba’s armor; a few Tuskens in sand-colored robes and moisture farmers in their loose white tunics. 
“Where are you?” Din asked, searching the tapestry for Noora.
She smiled. “Here,” she said, and pointed to one of the windows cut into the palace towers. Noora was leaning out of one, stitched in shimmery blue thread, her lekku long and curling. 
“And you’re here,” Noora added, pointing up at the cloud of junda birds around the suns. 
Din blinked, startled. “I am?” 
He looked closer, and sure enough, there he was. A little silver figure flying among the birds, caught in a circle around the suns.
“Of course you’re on here,” Noora said, easily. “You’re one of us, aren’t you? I tried to get everybody on. There’s Kasyyk on those rocks there, and there’s Ay-Two and Zero by that wall, and Ushib’s back with the Tuskens there.” She pointed everyone out one by one. “I had it commissioned before most of the guards joined up, though, so if anybody asks they’re on here, and if they can't find themselves, they’re just not looking hard enough.” 
Din smiled under his helmet. He couldn’t help it. He wanted to reach up to touch the silver threads stitched up there with the junda birds but he didn’t want Noora to see how affected he was. 
Din’s name had been recorded among the rolls and lists of the Fighting Corps when he’d been accepted as a foundling, as was custom. He had been written there, placed with the rest of his tribe. Counted among their number. 
 They’ll cross me off, when Paz finds the armorer and tells her.  That was the custom too – the  dar’manda were like the dead. Din’s name would be struck from the roster, and would pass out of memory. 
That was how it was supposed to work, at least. It never actually worked that way – Grogu would remember Din’s name, Din hoped, and the Jedi would too. Paz and Annika would remember it, even if they never spoke it again. But Din had never expected to be – 
 To be recorded anywhere else, he thought. To be counted among someone else's tribe. 
The little silver Mandalorian stitched into the tapestry along with everyone else – it wouldn’t last forever. 
 Kark,  Din thought,  Gorga might still kill us all. Take the palace, burn everything left inside of it.  Gorga would have no use for a tapestry that showed Boba like this. As a unifier. That was the purpose behind the tapestry, Din thought; it showed not just Boba the warrior, victorious over one of the desert’s most feared creatures, but Boba as a  king. Boba surrounded by allies, by Tuskens, by the people of Mos Eisley coming to him for help. 
If Gorga took the palace, he’d destroy the tapestry. 
But while it was here – while it lasted – Din was on it just like Fennec, just like Noora, like Ushib and Kasyyk and everyone else. 
Something hard and sharp lodged itself in Din’s throat. It wasn’t grief, but it wasn’t just joy either. It was a complicated feeling. He blinked several times to clear his eyes and was grateful that he had his helmet on. 
“You commissioned this?” Din asked, roughly. 
Noora nodded. “The boss wouldn’t,” she said. She rolled her eyes a little, though she looked fond. “He doesn’t really get the point of something like this. You know?” 
Din thought of Boba’s rooms, still spare despite the months he’d been living in the palace. How stark the throne room had been, stripped of Jabba’s trophies. All of the art Boba’d sold off as he’d found it in the treasure-rooms beneath the palace. 
Din nodded. “I think I do,” he said. 
Noora made a noncommittal sound. “Is it just the boss,” she asked, “or are your people pretty, uh. Economical too?” 
 Economical. Din smiled. “We didn’t – we didn’t live lavishly,” Din said. “We moved around too much for that. But we – we had things we brought with us, to brighten up the covert. Especially for the kids.” 
They hadn’t had anything as richly-detailed as  this,  this tapestry that must have taken many months and many hands to weave, that had over a dozen different colors of dyed thread, but the covert had had the beskar-wrought mythosaur skull, which had always marked the forge and the  alor’s quarters. They’d had hand-knitted blankets for all of the foundlings to ward off the underground chill. Nevarro hadn’t had much to dye wool or cloth with, but when they’d lived on Kashyyyk they’d had so many colors to choose from that their blankets had looked like platters of fruit, almost, dizzy with color. 
They’d had armor paint and all sorts of small trinkets, shriek-hawks carved from wroshyr wood or iron-wolves knapped out of stone, fabric moth-owls with different-colored wings, all sorts of things that could be set out on a shelf behind a  verd’s bed to show off, then tucked safely into a pocket or a field kit when the covert moved again. 
“But nothing like this?” 
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “Nothing like this.” 
“Well, the boss told me I could decorate how I wanted to,” Noora said. “So I asked Ushib for some ideas – you know Tusken weaving?” 
Din nodded again. He did. Tusken weaving usually favored bold patterns too, maybe some animal shapes, intricate plants and repeating designs. But he could see how Ushib might have given Noora some ideas. 
“I thought a tapestry sounded nice,” she said. “Sounded – I dunno, fancy without being  ootmian.  Jabba’d never bother commissioning something like this. He only put up things he’d had stolen or killed. A man in carbonite, once. Can you imagine?” 
Din winced. He hadn’t used any of his bounties as wall hangings, but carbonite was  efficient.  
“I have some weaver friends in the Quarter,” said Noora. She gestured at the other tapestries hanging around the room, the Rylish ones with their symbols and patterns, their stories hidden in curling loops and swirls. “This one’s a bit different than their usual job, but – ”
“It’s good,” Din said. 
The next smile Noora gavve Din was quiet and pleased. “I think so,” she said. “The boss probably won’t notice, but.” She shrugged. “The rest of us will, I think. And everyone who comes to visit.” 
“He’ll notice,” Din assured her. 
“I hope so,” said Noora, grinning mischievously. “He paid for it, after all. Not that he noticed when I requisitioned the clink, but still.” 
“If you’re done admiring your handiwork,” Fennec called again, interrupting Din and Noora, though she sounded nice enough about it, warm and relaxed, “c’mere, Djarin. I’ve got a job for you.” 
Din lifted his eyebrows underneath the helmet. 
“It is really nice,” he assured Noora, who beamed at him. Then Din turned and crossed the throne room, joining Fennec at the bar
Despite her cheerful tone, Fennec was sitting slumped over on a stool, a half-empty glass of spotchka by her elbow, and she was studying all of the blinking red dots intently. She looked up when Din made it over to her and brightened some. 
Fennec looked Din up and down. “You look better,” she said. Her expression turned sly for a moment. “Good night?” 
The backs of Din's thighs itched. 
She can't see it, Din told himself. She doesn't know what Boba and I did. 
“Restful,” Din said, primly. “You?” 
That made the smile slip off Fennec’s face a little bit, though she just shrugged. “I’ve had worse,” she allowed. “I’m not – I won’t be sleeping much. Not until all of this is over.” 
“Sorry,” Din said, feeling a little guilty for needling her now. She  looked  better, that was true, but then Fennec rarely looked  bad. She was just as stressed as the rest of them were, most likely. Just as ready for the whole mess with Gorga to be resolved, one way or another. But she usually didn’t show it like Din or Boba did. 
 That doesn’t mean she’s not feeling the pressure too,  he thought.  She might’ve gotten some rest last night, but if she still hasn’t been able to crack Gorga’s spy network open –  
Din made a sympathetic noise. “Jaasa still holding out on you?” 
“Don’t get me started,” Fennec muttered, taking a bitter drink. “She’s tougher than I thought she’d be. Zhalto cracked like a fresh junda bird egg, even if he didn’t know much. But Jaasa – ” Fennec shook her head. 
Din drummed his fingers against the bar for a moment, thinking, and then said, “Is that – does that bother you like it’s bothering me?” he asked. 
Fennec cocked her head to the side. 
“What do you mean?” 
“It’s – is Gorga crueler than Jabba?” Din asked, following the line of thought he'd had earlier that afternoon, eating with Boba over the worktable. 
That made Fennec blink. “He has a reputation,” she said, slowly. “But – not one that’s any worse than Jabba’s, no. All the Hutts are cruel, but they’re not Crimson Dawn. You can reason with a Hutt. Usually.” 
“So why is Jaasa fighting you so hard?” Din pressed. “Is it fear of Gorga? Is she just that loyal? It’s – I don’t know. That kind of loyalty – it’s not something you see often with the Hutts. Is it?” 
“No,” said Fennec. She was frowning hard, now. “It’s not.” 
“So what is it?” Din asked. “What’s – what’s keeping Jaasa so loyal? Did you get much out of the other two?” 
Din and Fennec had brought Jaasa and two of her lackeys back with them. The human woman who’d lost a hand to the darksaber and Onno, the Weequay who’d played cards with Din and Civar before Din had poked his bucket into the cave underneath the cantina. 
“The woman died,” said Fennec. “Shock, I think. And the Weequay – he told me a little, but he didn’t know much. Jaasa didn’t trust him with anything sensitive. I got some drop-off points from him – Kolburn’s crew is watching them now – and he told me that Jaasa would go off-world every two weeks to meet with Gorga directly, but that’s about it. Oh, and he confirmed that it was Jaasa’s crew who took speeders out to the canyons. Jaasa’s crew’s used the canyons to move slaves for years.” 
“Where’d they meet?” Din asked, processing all of that information. He felt a flash of cold satisfaction – he’d been right about Jaasa helping Gorga stage the raid, then. “Gorga and Jaasa?” He was no assassin, but if they could find out where Gorga and Jaasa regularly met, Din was willing to do what he had to to end all of this. 
Something was itching at the back of his thoughts. He didn’t know what it was, and it bothered him. 
“Varied, according to Onno,” said Fennec, tone sour. “It was never the same place twice, and Jaasa’d only tell her crew where she’d been after she got back. There were some of the usual Hutt hideouts – Nar Shaddaa, Nar Kanji, Jiguuna, Corellia – but some odder places too. Onno said Jaasa went to Naboo, once.”
Din swore to himself, irritated. 
“Boba wants me to go into the city again,” Din said. He cast a look at Fennec, who took another drink. “To the Quarter, to see if anyone knows if Jaasa’s still got a few crewmates running loose, or if there’s any information about her operation the  ahra know.” 
Fennec drained her glass and grimaced. “It can hardly hurt,” she said. “I’m going to spend some more time with Jaasa today. Either way we’ve taken an accomplice – a prolific one, too – off the derjarik board. Gorga’ll at least have to take some time, get another player in. It’s just – I don’t know. I want Jaasa’s whole network..” 
Din nodded. He understood. 
“I’ll see what I can turn up, then,” he said. “And Vos said he’d come back – maybe he can help?”
“Maybe,” said Fennec, though she sounded unconvinced. “I always heard that Jedi mind tricks only worked on the weak-willed, and Jaasa – she’s not that.” 
Din tilted his head a little. “I think Skywalker told me the same thing,” he said, slowly. Din had asked Skywalker, once, if Skywalker could read minds, and he’d said that while he could, it wasn’t easy for him and it was even harder when a being – like Din, who’d been concerned at the time that Skywalker had read his mind – was strong-willed. 
“Well, if she hasn’t cracked or died by the time your Jedi friend makes it in, he can try it, anyway,” said Fennec. “As for you – be careful in Mos Eisley, okay?” 
“I told Boba I would be,” Din assured her. 
“That means no sticking your nose into Hutt business without backup,” Fennec added. “Kasyyk’s going out with the boss, but if you need someone at your back, Tavva’s around.” 
Din shook his head. He didn’t know Tavva very well and he also wasn’t sure that she’d inspire much trust in the denizens of the Quarter. She still looked like a pit fighter. 
“I won’t kick any drill wasp nests,” Din said. “Not alone, anyway. Besides, I’ve still got my fob on me.” 
“I know,” said Fennec. She brought a hand up and pointed to a glowing red dot on her holomap. “That’s you.” 
Din watched the dot blink steadily for a moment. “See?” he said. “Then I’ll be fine.” 
Fennec snorted. “You better be,” she said. “Otherwise you won’t just have Boba after you.” 
Din, having faced what Boba’s punishment looked like, thought about what  Fennec might do, if she found herself particularly displeased with Din, and paled. 
“I’ll be fine,” Din said again, keeping his voice even. “Same for you, yeah? I know you’ll be here, but – ”
“But Gorga’s gotten in before,” Fennec muttered, eyeing the field of blinking dots like she expected them to start winking out any moment. “Yeah, I know.” 
Din grimaced. “It’s going to be a great day, sounds like,” he said. 
Fennec lifted her empty glass. “I’ll drink to that,” she said. “Good luck.”  
Din left the palace to high afternoon suns. The sand road shimmered with heat. Despite the risk of getting ambushed from one of the ridges – and despite the pain in his ass and his legs, each individual welt and cut protesting when Din put his full weight on them – Din took a speeder bike instead of flying. He hoped that the heat would keep away any attack; Din managed well enough because his kute kept him cool, circuits whining as they kicked into gear once Din left the shadow of the palace. But this time of day was usually so hot that only the stupid or the desperate ventured out. 
Fortunately, no one very stupid or very desperate tried anything. Din made it to the outskirts of Mos Eisley without passing another living soul, focusing on the burn in his thighs. The pain was clean and bright and wonderful. It sharpened Din to a fine edge. He was ready to track down the rest of Jaasa's crew, if any had escaped. Once he’d reached the city, he could see the odd person or two moving around, but most of the city was indoors to avoid the heat; the city wouldn’t truly come back to life until the suns started to set and temperatures dropped. 
Usually Din dropped his speeder off in a public yard and went through the city on foot. He saw more that way – he could track who turned away when they saw him and who relaxed. Who spat in the streets at the sight of him and who kept their heads down. 
But the heat was intense and just about everyone was inside anyway, so Din racked his speeder down into a lower setting and coasted his way through the edge of the business district, which was still and silent, down the main stretch of the Gleaning and into the Quarter. 
Din was a familiar sight here, by now. No one ever spat in the streets or turned away when they saw him coming. A few people even waved. 
 I should start with Gida, Din thought. Then if Gida hadn’t seen anything, or didn’t know anyone who’d seen Jaasa’s crew around, he could ask Ruli or one of her cousins. He wanted to find Deyyeri the Wookiee too, since her son had only gone missing a few weeks ago. Her memory might be good enough to get Din detail, if she had seen anyone unusual around. 
He knew where to find Gida’s house, though. A few minutes of careful coasting through the narrow streets of the Quarter found him pulling his speeder off to the side, straightening the folds of his cloak to hide the darksaber and making his way to Gida’s front door. 
When he knocked, though, Gida wasn’t the one who answered. The door opened and Din found himself blinking down at Gida’s mother, Imiri. 
Imiri had the same patterns tattooed on her lekku as Gida did, but her skin was paler, a dusty pink instead of Gida’s orange. The shade of her skin was just about the only difference between them, though – Gida strongly resembled Imiri, who had a pretty, round face and graceful long limbs. She looked delicate, like the  cuca birds Din dimly remembered from his childhood, long-legged creatures that had picked their way step by step through the reeds at the edge of the river. 
 She was a dancer too,  Din remembered.  Imiri taught all of her children to dance like she did. Gida told me that.  
“Oh,” said Imiri, blinking up at Din. “Mister… Mandalorian?” 
“It’s – I’m Din,” Din said, pitching his voice lower so that he didn’t startle Imiri. Din had seen her a few times. She’d slung drinks beside Noora at the palace’s bar once or twice, and she always stayed up to greet Gida when Din brought her home, but Din hadn’t ever actually spoken to Gida’s mother. “Gida’s friend,” he added. 
That made Imiri smile. “Yes,” she said. “She’s told me about you. You’re the one who’s kept her safe.” 
“It’s been – we all look after her,” Din said. For some reason he wanted to scratch the back of his neck. Despite how delicate and gentle she looked, something about Imiri reminded Din of Noora. 
Imiri’s smile widened. “That is true,” she said. Her voice was light and musical. Gida only had a trace of a Rylish accent, but it was stronger in Imiri. “But you’re the one my Gida calls  ‘ma nerra.’ Noora Olgkru calls you the same.” 
“Olgkru?” Din repeated, tasting the word. “‘Strong-willed?’” 
“You speak Ryl?” Imiri asked, switching over to the language. Her accent was stronger in it. Bright and genuine. Din had known dancers who’d affected a Rylish accent, to sound more exotic and mysterious, but Imiri’s accent wasn’t an affectation. 
“I speak some,” Din said, slowly. He wasn’t as quick with Ryl as he was with Tusken or Huttese, but he knew enough to get by. 
Imiri’s eyebrows went up. “No wonder Noora likes you,” she said. She switched back to Basic. “‘Strong-willed’ is a good name for Noora, don’t you think?” One of Imiri’s lekku twitched with amusement. “She earned it when we were all children.” 
“It suits,” Din admitted. Noora was a force to be reckoned with, even if she was cheerful and polite most of the time. “And you’re – your family name is Anu, right?” 
That had been the name on Gella’s identicard. Gella Anu. 
But Imiri shook her head. Her eyes had widened in surprise. “That was – my daughter’s husband’s clan was Anu,” she said. “We are – well. On Ryloth, we’d be of Clan Rha. I still use the name, as does my daughter, but it’s different here.” 
Din wasn’t sure he understood the distinction, but he wasn’t a Twi’Lek, so he only nodded. “Rha,” he repeated. The word meant  bright, if he remembered it right. 
“How did you know my Gella’s name?” Imiri asked. 
 Kark, Din thought. He took a deep breath. He didn’t want to lie to this woman. To Gida’s mother. 
“I… found it,” Din said, carefully. “Four days ago, when I – when we raided Gella’s Place.” 
Imiri, to her credit, didn’t flinch. “You found it,” she said. 
Din nodded. “On an identicard,” he said. “A – the Zygerrian who had been running the cantina for the last few years had it on her. The card, I mean.” 
Imiri closed her eyes. “I see,” she said. 
“I’m sorry,” Din felt compelled to add. 
Imiri opened her eyes. “Why?” she said. “Are you the one who took away my daughter?” 
“No,” said Din, startled. 
Imiri looked up at him with clear eyes. “Then you have nothing to be sorry for,” she said. “My Gida has told me about you, sva nerra.  You were not here, in the years Bib Fortuna ruled over us.” 
“No,” Din said. “I wasn’t.” 
“So the blame is not yours,” said Imiri. “It is Bib Fortuna’s, who is dead. It is this Zygerrian’s, who will be dead soon. Yes?” 
“Yes,” Din admitted. He didn’t think that Boba and Fennec would let Jaasa go alive. 
“I had always thought,” Imiri said, voice quiet, “that Gella should have stayed closer to home. But Byt Anu had ambitions, and my daughter – well. I suspected what had happened, when Gella vanished and strange men told me  they owned the cantina, not Gella and Byt. But now we know.” 
Din shifted on Imiri’s front step, uncomfortable. He felt the urge to apologize again, but wasn’t sure that Imiri would let him. He didn’t know what else he could say. 
Din had – he had lost his kid. Only for a few weeks, but he still remembered that terror. The fear that had closed his throat, had paralyzed him, had kept him up at night while he’d frantically planned the job on Morak, then the attack on the light cruiser. 
 But I got my son back,  he thought.  Imiri – Gella’s gone. Maybe we can find out what happened to her. Maybe she’s still alive out there somewhere. But –  
Imiri sighed, then offered Din a crooked smile. She wasn’t at all like he’d thought she’d be. There was something strong in her, too. Imiri looked delicate, looked fragile, but just like the  cuca birds picking their way through the river, Imiri had something sharp about her too. 
“You’re not here to talk to me about my Gella,” Imiri said. “And I’m being rude. What can I help you with, Din Sva Nerra?” 
“Djarin,” Din offered, but Imiri just waved a graceful hand. 
“Noora calls you that already, you know,” she said. 
“What,  sva nerra?” 
Imiri nodded. “She told us – all of us  tatoo ryl, I mean – that if we ever found ourselves in trouble, we were to find you or Lord Fett.” 
Din thought of the tapestry Noora’d just hung up in the throne room and felt that sharp thing in his throat again. He swallowed around it. 
“I am happy to help,” he said, sincerely. 
“Then I am happy to help you,” Imiri said. “What do you need?”
“I’m looking for Gida,” Din said. “Is she home?” 
Something sharpened in Imiri’s eyes, like a beak about to plunge below the water. Din winced. 
“Not for – I just want to talk to her,” Din hurried to add.  Gida is Imiri’s last remaining child,  he reminded himself.  She won’t be happy if I put Gida in danger. Well, in more danger than she’s usually in, anyway. “I have some questions, that’s all. We’re trying to make sure that we caught or killed all of Jaasa’s – the Zygerrian who was running Gella’s Place – crew.” 
“Oh,” said Imiri, relaxing a little. She frowned. “Why do you think Gida might know anything? I never let her go there, after Gella disappeared. It wasn’t safe. I was – ” 
She closed her mouth. Shook her head. 
“I understand,” said Din. “But Gida – she knows a lot,” Din said. “And she’s observant. She pays attention.” 
“She does,” Imiri admitted, grudgingly. “More than her  naasa friends, anyway. It is good that Ruli Blen is a good dancer – that girl doesn’t have two thoughts to trade for a tiperoo tail.” 
Din held his tongue. He liked Ruli. She was sweet. 
 Nothing like Gida, though, he thought. He could see Imiri’s point. Gida had warmed up to Din considerably since they’d been attacked together on the sand road, but with strangers she was standoffish and cool, wary of everyone. 
“You make a good point,” Imiri allowed. She sighed. “Gida is at her sister’s cantina.” 
“Gella’s Place?” 
Imiri nodded. She didn’t look very happy about it, either. “With Ruli and the Blen boys. She has – she wants to clean it up,” Imiri explained. “Gella – my daughter – ”
She had to stop again, shaking her head, lekku trembling with some deep, painful emotion. Din thought that he understood that, too. 
“Gella loved that cantina,” he said, quietly. “Right?” 
Imiri looked up at him. She nodded. “Yes,” she said. “She did. How did you know?” 
“She planted flowers,” Din said. “And Jaasa – she’d left all of the Rylish art on the walls. The murals, the sculptures. It – I could tell that Gella loved it.” 
“Gida doesn’t love it,” Imiri said. “But she – I don’t know. That’s where she is. She gathered a band of Blen cousins and some of the other Quarter children. They all went over together. I didn't want her to leave, not after what happened last time, but she's olgkru too. That girl... she does what she thinks she has to. And today she thought she had to clean out her sister's cantina.” 
Din nodded. “Thank you,” he said. “Do you want me to bring them home? I don’t have anywhere to be until this evening.” 
“She’s working this evening, actually,” said Imiri. She looked up at Din again, raising a delicate eyebrow. “Would you mind…?” 
“Taking her to the palace?” Din said. “No. She can ride with me. I can bring her home too, if you want.” 
Imiri gave Din a real smile then, wide and dimpled. She  was beautiful when she smiled like that. Din wondered how many other people had seen her smile that way, when she’d been a dancer in Jabba’s court. 
 Probably not many, he thought. 
“Thank you,” Imiri said, sincerely. “Noora was right about you, Din Sva Nerra. You are welcome here any time,  sama? Especially if you can keep Gida from running around like a wild thing.” 
“I… don’t know about that,” Din said, smiling too. “But I can try.” 
Imir reached up and patted the curve of Din’s cheek, her fingers ringing sweet notes against his beskar. “Thank you,” she repeated. “If you ever want to leave Lord Fett’s side and come work for us down here, half the  tatoo ryl would take you in.”
“Only half?” Din said, hoping that Imiri could hear the smile in his voice. 
“The other half would make you marry their daughters,” Imiri laughed. “I wouldn’t wish Gida on anyone. She has a temper like a gutkurr in the mornings!” 
Din thanked Imiri again for her help – she could just have easily decided that she didn’t want Din asking Gida questions after all, and sent him wandering around the Quarter for the rest of the afternoon – then climbed back onto his speeder and made for the business district after all. 
 I’ll find Deyyeri later, he thought, racking the speeder up now that he had a destination in mind. 
Mos Eisley wasn’t all that sprawling, really, so within ten minutes Din was pulling up to the pink-painted walls of Gella’s Place again, wincing at the damage in the harsh sunlight. The cantina had looked bad enough the other night, door broken down, walls pocked with blaster fire, all of Gella’s flowers trampled over. 
It looked worse today. 
Din left his speeder a few buildings down and made his way up to Gella’s Place, taking in the worst of the damage. Guilt prickled underneath his breastbone. 
 Gella loved this place,  he thought.  And we… we kind of destroyed it.  
Gella’s Place was still standing, but that was just about all that could be said for it. The flowers were all gone, trampled and broken. The windows were shattered. The pink walls were grey with smoke and burned carbon. 
No one had fixed the door yet, so Din could see into the cantina from the street. Imiri had told him the truth – Gida was inside, doing her best to clean up the debris from the fight Din had brought down on the cantina. She had bound her lekku back with a leather headband and was sweeping a heap of broken wood and shattered glass into a pile in the middle of the room. She was turned away from the front door, so she didn’t see Din coming in from the street. 
The inside of the cantina was just as much of a wreck as the outside. It looked even worse than it had when Din had stumbled back through the door with Jaasa slung over his shoulder, with fresh blood on the floor and fresh carbon scoring the walls. It looked – sadder, somehow. Defeated. 
 It looks like it belongs in the Gleaning,  Din thought.  Not here.  
Din went up to the door and paused, peering inside. To his surprise, two Wookiee boys – Deyyeri’s other sons – were inside the cantina with Gida, both of them diligently scrubbing at the walls. Ruli was there too, gathering up anything that looked like it might be salvageable, and her cousins Siolo and Yuna were moving around behind the bar, ducking between the cantina’s main room and the kitchen with their arms full of large pieces of debris and broken furniture. 
Din sighed. 
 We should’ve been more careful, he thought, guilt prickling insistently against his chest. It was an odd thing to think because at the time Din had been too busy trying not to die – trying to keep Jaasa from escaping – to worry about whether or not Gella’s Place stayed standing, once the fighting was done. 

   But maybe I should’ve worried.  

Seeing Gida there, lekku pulled back behind her forehead, determinedly sweeping up stray scraps of shattered wood and shards of glass, watching the two Wookiee boys scrub carbon off the walls and the rest of Gida’s Twi’Lek friends try to salvage whatever they could, made Din’s heart twist in his chest. 
 They’re kids,  he thought.  And this place –  
For all Din knew, this cantina was all Gida had left of her sister. Imiri hadn’t said otherwise. 
 How many times did we have to do this?  Din thought, thinking back to all of the times the covert had moved around when he’d been younger. The abandoned places the  alor  or the elders had found. Din had swept up his fair share of someone else’s ruined life. The treetop village on Kashyyyk. The broken  Lucrehulk  hull. The caves of Dantooine. 
Din pushed all of that out of his head. He had a job to do. A hunt to start, if Gida had information for him. He cleared his throat, softly, and waited in the doorway until Gida looked up and saw him. 
She did, startling a little, her hands going tight around the broom handle for a second and her expression going blank before she realized who Din was. Then she relaxed. 
“Oh,” she said, just like her mother had. “It’s you.” 
“It’s me,” Din agreed. He stayed in the doorway. One of the Wookiee boys – the taller of the two, with fur a darker shade of gold than his brother’s – looked up and warbled a hello. Din waved a little, then looked at Gida again. 
She looked younger than she ever had. Younger even than the scared teenager she’d been when she’d tucked herself into Din’s side after they’d been attacked on the road. She looked too small for this space. Her eyes were wide. 
Gida caught herself pretty quickly, though, staring at Din in confusion for a handful of seconds before blinking, shaking her head a little and adopting her usual guarded expression. 
“We can leave, if we’re in the way,” Gida said, gesturing at the Wookiee boys and her friends. “We thought that Lord Fett was done with – we thought he was done here,” she added, quickly. 
“What…? No,” Din said, catching on. “You’re fine. I’m not here to chase you off.” 
“Oh,” said Gida, blinking. She lost some of her cool composure, warming to Din again. “What’re you here for, then?” 
“Looking for you, actually,” said Din. “Your mother told me you’d be here.” 
That got Gida to roll her eyes a little, though she had relaxed. She went back to her sweeping. “My mother worries too much,” Gida said. “I’m fine. I didn’t come alone – Siolo and Yuna are here. So’s Dinak Tott, and Kansekk and Iiju. We’re all fine.” 
Din blinked, sorting the names out in his head. He knew Siolo and Yuna. Kansekk was a Wookiee name – it meant something along the lines of  climbs-trees, though Din’s Shyriiwook was even rougher than his Ryl – and Din would bet that Iiju was too, which sorted Deyyeri’s sons out. 
“Dinak Tott?” Din asked. He hadn’t heard that name before. 
Gida stopped sweeping and looked around, frowning a little, then flicked an irritated hand. “He’s probably out back,” she said. “He’s – well, he was one of Glie’s friends. He still looks in on Mama and me. Helps out when he can." 
 Another Twi’Lek, then, Din thought, nodding. One of Gida’s friends from the Quarter. 
“Glie?” Din asked. That was the last name he didn’t recognize. 
 Wait,  he thought to himself.  That’s not true. I  do  know that name.  
Ruli was packing them up now, taking all of Gella’s art from the walls, but there had been five brass disks hanging on the wall of the hallway between the cantina’s main room and the stairs. One for each of Ryloth’s moons. 
 Ann Gella,  Din thought, counting them in his head.  Ann Gida. Ann Giri, Ann Gari and Ann Glie.  
Imiri had named at least two of her children after Ryloth’s moons. 
Gida’s expression flickered, wavering from her usual cool composure towards something more vulnerable. “My brother,” she said. 
Din winced. 
“Gella’s twin,” Gida continued, starting to sweep methodically again. There wasn’t much left around her to sweep up, but the work seemed to calm her down some, so Din didn’t say anything about it. “He was taken when I was a kid. Before I even started dancing.” 
 You’re still a kid, Din thought, something – protectiveness – rising in his chest. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
Gida just shrugged. “It happens,” she said. “At least we knew where he ended up. He was sold into the fighting pits on Nar Kanji. Did pretty well there too, for a while. He used to send us a little bit of clink when he could.” 

   Used to.  

Din winced again. 
“He’s the only one we ever heard from, once he went down the sorrowlanes,” Gida continued. “Gella, Gari, Giri – ” Gida shook her head, lekku swaying a little. She smiled at Din crookedly. She looked very much like her mother. “Though we know what happened to Gella now, thanks to you. I'd do just anything to find out what happened to my family, but you – you figured this one out, at least.” 
Din wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so he didn’t say anything at all. 
Gida had never talked much about her siblings, aside from telling Din that they were all gone. She hadn’t needed to, really – Din had put the pieces together on his own. Gida’s story was a common one, in this part of the galaxy. 
 Kark,  Din thought, looking around the wrecked cantina.  Almost everyone in here probably has a variation of that story.  Kansekk and Iiju’s mother had gone to Boba for help in recovering her youngest child, just like Imiri had. Siolo and Yuna were part of the  ahra, spying on the masters and working in the freedom movement; Gida was too. 
 How many of their friends and family spent their last night on Tatooine underneath this room?  Din wondered.  How many of them passed through Jaasa’s claws before being shipped off down the sorrowlanes?  
Din cleared his throat a little. Gida looked at him askance, head tilted. 
“Jaasa – she’ll be dead soon,” he said. At Gida’s blank look, he elaborated. “The – she was the one who ran this – who took the cantina from your sister,” he said. “She’s – Fennec will kill her. Once Fennec gets what she needs out of Jaasa. She’ll kill her. Jaasa won’t – she won’t be able to do this to anyone else.” 
He left out what Fennec would do to Jaasa  before she’d kill the Zygerrian. What kind of information Fennec was trying to pry out from between Jaasa’s teeth. Gida didn’t need to hear the details. 
Gida brightened. “She will?” 
Din nodded. 
“Good,” said Gida, with satisfaction. She gave the mostly-cleared floor a particularly aggressive sweep. “She – ” Gida stopped again, shook her head. “Mama wouldn’t let us come here, after Gella disappeared,” she said. “Me and Gari and Giri. She still had all three of us then. Glie was already gone. We wanted to come here and look for Gella. Byt tried to look for her, but he disappeared too, and after that…” Gella shrugged. “Mama wouldn’t let me come over to the business district until you came and raided this place.” 
“Byt Anu, right?” Din said. “Your sister’s husband?” 
Gida nodded, pointing at the wrecked mural behind the bar. Most of it had been burned and scored by the fighting, but Din could still make out the painted shapes of two Twi’Leks, a man and a woman. 
“He’s the one who bought this place for her,” Gida explained. “He was some kind of mechanic. Had a little chop shop down the street from here. He bought her freedom, too – he saw her dancing for Bib Fortuna one day and paid half a year’s wages for her freedom.” 
“And he disappeared after your sister did?” Din asked. 
Gida nodded. 
 I probably know where he disappeared to, too, Din thought, thinking of the cool, dark cave underneath Gella’s Place. The chains on the wall. 
“After we lost Byt, Mama wouldn’t let any of us come over here anymore,” Gida said. “I used to be angry about it, but… I get it now. Still. It’s good that the  sleemo who took my sister will be dead soon.” Her lekku twitched angrily. 
Din could only nod. “So what are you doing here?” he asked. “Gonna take over the cantina?” 
Din wouldn’t mind seeing Gella’s Place patched up again. The walls repainted, the garden replanted outside. It would be – nice. Proof that new things were happening on Tatooine. In Mos Eisley. 
But Gida just grimaced, shaking her head. “Me, run a cantina? No,” she said, snorting a little.
“Why not? You do alright running the bar at the palace,” Din pointed out. Gida wasn’t as practiced at running the bar as Noora was, but she was still young. She’d pick it up quickly. 
“That’s ‘cause Noora orders all of the spotchka and haggles with the delivery crews every day,” said Gida, sounding amused. “I dunno how she does it – all of those numbers.” Gida affected a shudder. 
Din snorted. He didn’t buy Gida’s shudder for a second. “You’d do fine,” he repeated, firmly. 
Gida looked up at Din. Her expression was strange. Half-distant, like it usually was, but also half-open. 
“That’s not why I came here,” she finally said. “To – to run this place, or open it again, or anything like that. It’s – I don’t want it. I just – wanted to clean it up a little. Take back some of Gella’s stuff. That’s all.” 
Din could understand that too. 
“Besides,” Gida said, changing the subject. “You didn’t come over here to ask me about the cantina, did you? What do you need?” 
Din sighed. Gida was sharp. 
“Can we talk outside?” he asked. “I don’t want to bother your friends.” 
And I don't know if I can trust them, he thought. Siolo and Yuna were probably trustworthy, and the Wookiees were just kids, but Din didn't want to let more beings in on his search for the rest of Jaasa's crew, and Jaasa's spy, than he had to. 
Gida looked at Din for a long moment, then nodded. “Hey, Ruli?” she called. “I’m gonna be out front with our  batran here. Shout if you need anything, okay?” 
Ruli, who was engrossed in some of the sculptures she had pried off the wall, only twitched a lekku in acknowledgement. Gida followed Din outside, then looked up at him again once they were clear of the front door, hands on her hips. 
“Well?” she prompted, direct as always. 
Din couldn’t help but smile. 
 Gida,  he thought, for the first time,  would make a good Mandalorian.  
“I’m looking for information,” he said quietly, pitching his voice low so that no one inside the cantina could overhear him. He didn’t want to drag any of the other kids – and they were all kids, Kansekk and Iiju, Ruli, even Siolo and Yuna – into this if he didn’t have to. 
Gida cocked her head. “Information? On what?” she asked. 
“On this,” Din said, gesturing at Gella’s Place. “On the operation here. We’re – I want to make sure that we got all of Jaasa’s crew,” he said. 
 I don’t need to tell her that Jaasa hadn’t talked yet. That we still don’t know how many people Jaasa had running slaves for her. That wasn’t something that Gida needed to hear. 
“We got a fair few of them,” Din added, when he saw Gida’s eyes widen. “But – I don’t know. I want to be sure. Boba’s – Lord Fett,” he corrected himself, since Gida always referred to Boba that way, “wants to make sure that  everyone knows – no slavers are welcome in Mos Eisley any more. I want to run down anyone who still contributes to the sorrowtrade.” 
Gida’s expression softened a little. “You’re trying to help again,  batran, ” she said. She sounded fond when she said it. 
Din shrugged, a little uncomfortable. He couldn’t help but think that he should have tried harder. Boba’d outlawed the sorrowtrade months ago – Din should have been enforcing it. They all should have been enforcing it – if Din, Fennec and Boba had been hunting slavers from the start, they would've found Jaasa much sooner. Would have run her off back to Hutt space, or killed her if she hadn't fled. 
If we'd paid more attention to the sorrowtrade, Din thought with a pang, we could've avoided the entire raid on the palace. Or at the very least we could've delayed Gorga's timetable a little more. Bought ourselves more time to prepare. To dig in. 
Din couldn't go back and make himself pay closer attention to Mos Eisley and the laws that were broken there, but he could at least do this. Try to make it right now. 
“I’m just – have you seen anyone around the Quarter who shouldn’t be there?” Din asked. “Any outlanders? Weequay in particular, though Jaasa had a few humans on her crew. A Duros, too.” 
“Plenty of outlanders come through the Quarter,” Gida said, tilting her head to think hard. “You have anything else I can go on?” 
Din started to shake his head, then paused. “Anyone,” he said, slowly, “that you might’ve seen in both the Quarter and the palace?” 
 That made Gida draw up short. Her eyes widened. “What do you mean?” she asked. She sounded nervous. Din couldn’t blame her, not really – Gida had come to Noora for help because she’d been followed on her way home. Someone had followed her from the palace to the Quarter. 
 And that someone tried to kill her, Din thought. It didn’t matter that Din had probably been the real target of that attack on the sand road – Gida had been there, and she had almost died too. Din didn’t blame her for being afraid. 
“I’ve seen thousands of people at the palace,” Gida said, sounding uncertain. “Are you – ?” Her voice had gone higher with fear. 
Din held up a hand, trying to calm her down. Fierce protectiveness twinged low in his belly – he didn’t know when that had happened, but – 
 Gida’s one of us, he thought. She hadn’t made it on to Noora’s tapestry – or at least Din hadn’t seen her there – but she was still part of the outfit. That made her one of Din’s people. He didn’t have a tribe any more, a clan or a covert, but – 
 But I have this, he thought. Gida was part of it. Din would protect her. 
“I’m asking,” he said, choosing his words carefully, “because Jaasa – the Zygerrian – was never at the palace. None of us ever saw her there. But someone was still feeding Jaasa information, and she passed that information onto Gorga. That’s why we were attacked on the sand road – Gorga knew who I was. He told his mercs to try and take me out, because he knew that I was on Boba’s side.” 
Gida’s eyes were round as black melons. “And you think – you think someone who worked for Jaasa was at the palace?” Her lekku were twitching anxiously. "You think there was a spy?" 
"Fennec says that there are always spies," Din said. "But this one – this one is or was one Fennec didn't know about. We might be on a wild nerf chase here. We might've killed Jaasa's spy the other night. But – I just want to be sure." 
"And you think it's someone in the palace?"
“Has to be,” Din said. “Does anyone stick out to you? A stranger who might’ve come to the palace a few times? Someone who was in or near the Quarter before someone – a friend of yours, maybe, or one of Ruli’s cousins, or Kansekk and Iiju’s little brother – went missing?” 
Gida bit her lip and tilted her head up, clearly thinking hard. “I’m – I’m not sure,” she said. Her lekku were still twitching. “I – I only see the folks who come up to the bar, you know? Usually, anyway,” she said. “But strangers in the Quarter – I don’t know either. There’s always  ootmiani hanging around, but most of them don’t even look at us, really. I know Kansekk’s little brother Erishurr went missing a few weeks ago, but I don’t remember any strangers around the Quarter. 
“I can ask around, though,” she added quickly, when she saw Din’s shoulders drop a little. “I don’t – Mama doesn’t like it when I wander around, even in the Quarter,” Gida said. 
Din supposed that he understood that – Imiri had already lost Gida once. If she lost Gida again, Din would of course go looking for her, but if Gida was sent down a sorowlane before Din could find her, finding her again would be difficult. He nodded, slowly. 
“But Ruli’s got so many cousins around that  her mother’s not as worried about Ruli disappearing,” Gida said. “She’s out and around the Quarter all the time. Siolo and Yuna, too. I can ask them if they’ve seen any strangers?”
“Would you?” Din asked. He grimaced underneath his helmet. “I would, but – they trust you more.” 
Gida rolled her eyes a little. “They trust you fine,” she said. “But I can ask, if you want. Some of the  chaake  keep track of  everyone who comes and goes.” 
“The aunts?” Din asked, translating the word. 
Gida smiled. “Yeah, you know. The old women, the ones whose kids are all grown up or all gone. Nobody notices them, but they’re all over the place. They keep an eye on things.” 
“Like a  jida,” Din said, understanding. “Like Ushib.” 
“Is that Tusken for ‘aunt?’” Gida asked. 
“It means ‘grandmother,’” Din said. 
Gida shrugged. “Close enough, then. What do you want me to ask?” 
Din thought for a moment. “If there have been any strangers around,” he said, slowly, “a day or two before someone – anyone, like Erishurr or even you, when you were taken – disappeared. Or if anyone's heard anything, knows anything about how Jaasa's outfit operated. If there are other smuggling rings like hers.” 
Gida paled at the mention of her own abduction, but nodded. “I can do that,” she said. 
“Get as much detail as you can,” Din told her. “Not just species, but what kind of clothes they were wearing, if they spoke a different language, anything like that.” 
“And then you’ll – what?” Gida asked. “Hunt them down?” 
“Yes,” Din said, firmly. 
Gida looked up at him for a minute, still pale, but she nodded. “I can – I can do that,” she said. 
“Be careful,” Din warned her. “Don’t ask anyone you don’t know. And take someone with you. Someone like one of Ruli’s cousins, or maybe the older Wookiee boy.” 
“Kansekk?” Gida snorted. “He wouldn't hurt a kirk-fly. But Siolo or Yuna’d go with me, if I asked them too.” 
“Good,” said Din, relieved. “I’m looking for anyone who could’ve come into the palace too. Someone that Fennec or I wouldn’t have noticed. Okay?” 
Gida nodded, expression set despite the way her lekku were still twitching. “I can do that,” she said. 
“If you run into trouble, come find me,” Din said. “Or Fennec Shand. Or even Lord Fett – he’ll help you, if you run into trouble or find someone who scares you.” 
Gida nodded again. “I believe you,” she said, sincerely. She managed a thin smile up at him. “You’re – I dunno. You can’t be a Twi’Lek under that armor – you don’t have any lekku – but. You’re alright. For – whatever you are.” 
“I’m – human,” Din said, surprised. The feeling of protectiveness was surging in his chest again. He had never – before Grogu, Din hadn't been like this. So determined to protect beings outside of his tribe. But he wanted to protect Gida. 
Gida raised an eyebrow. “Really?” she said. “Most humans  I  know are  skugs.  You’re not like that.” 
Din hesitated, then looked down the street past Gida. It was still afternoon, still hot and stifling, so no one was moving in the streets. Before he could change his mind, he released the seals on his helmet and tugged it off, smoothing his hair down a little. He tucked his helmet underneath his arm, then looked down at Gida with his own eyes. She was staring up at him, openly shocked. 
Din gestured at himself, trying not to feel too exposed. 
 I’ve already taken my helmet off in front of half the planet,  he told himself, irritably.  And I’m – I’m  dar’manda.  I’m  fine  with being  dar’manda.  I need to get used to this. And Gida – she calls me ma nerra. 
“See?” he said, glad that he'd taken the time to trim down his hair and beard that morning. “Human.” 
“....Oh,” said Gida, flicking her eyes over Din’s face. “You’re – you’re not scary at all,” she said. 
Din paused, eyebrows lifting. 
Gida flushed a deep orange, lekku going stiff with embarrassment. “I meant – you’re plenty scary?” she tried. “But – I don’t know. I thought that you’d be – meaner-looking. Like Lord Fett. But you’re – you don’t look mean at all.” 
“I – thank you?” Din said, completely thrown. He was a little insulted on Boba's behalf – Boba didn't look mean. He was just scarred, that was all. He had a reputation from his days under Jabba, but Din didn't think that Boba looked mean. Intimidating in his beskar'gam, maybe. That was half the point of beskar. 
“That’s not what – okay,” said Gida, blushing an even deeper shade. Din felt himself turning red around the ears too, and had to resist the urge to slam his helmet back over his head in self-defense. “Okay, I’m sorry, that’s my fault,” said Gida. “I’m just – surprised, that’s all.” 
“Why?” Din asked, curling his fingers underneath the rim of his helmet. 
Gida actually took a second to answer, which was probably a good sign. “Because… I don't know. The way everybody talks about you – you killed a krayt dragon, right?” 
Din nodded. 
“And you’re – you’re a real Mandalorian bounty hunter, just like Lord Fett.  And  you’re  batran – people talk about you like you’re… I dunno. Somebody out of a desert tale.” 
Din froze. 
“But you’re – you’re just a man,” said Gida, still looking at Din with wide eyes. “Aren’t you?” 
Slowly, Din nodded again. He thought that that was the right thing to do. He wasn’t – he wasn’t a spirit tale or a desert story. He wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. He was just – 
 A Mandalorian,  he thought.  Who isn’t a Mandalorian at all any more. But – maybe there weren’t ever many Mandalorians like me. Maybe that’s why everyone seems so surprised.  
Din had always lived his life by the Creed, and he’d grown up surrounded by other Mandalorians who’d lived exactly the same way. Din wasn’t  special. He wasn’t something mythical or unusual, not among his own tribe. 
 But I’m not among my tribe any more,  he thought.  So maybe – maybe I  am  unusual. If most of the other Mandalorians of the Way – my Way – are gone.  
“Sorry,” Gida added, wincing. “I didn’t mean – you’re perfectly nice? It’s just – you’re not what I expected. That’s all.” 
Din recovered a little, slipping his helmet back on over his head. “Better?” he asked, aiming for a joke. 
Gida shook her head. “The same, now,” she said. “Now that I know what you look like under there. I just meant – I was expecting a  jvaal, you know? As odd as that sounds.” 
“A fire spirit?” Din asked, thrown again. The Tuskens called their fire-spirits hara'alli, but it didn't surprise Din that Twi'Leks had a similar creature in their stories. Ryloth was a desert just like Tatooine.  
“Or something like it,” Gida admitted. “A  ghul  or a  raak. That’s how everyone talks about you. Like you’re something that Lord Fett or Cobb Vanth conjured up out of the desert.” 
“You know Cobb Vanth?” Din asked, latching on to the part of the conversation that he could process. 
“Of course,” said Gida, her blush fading some. “Everyone in the Quarter knows him. And he knows you, right? He was in the Quarter a few months ago. Said that if any of us had a problem with Lord Fett, we should tell  you about it, because you’d fix it. So we all kind of – I dunno. You ever hear the story of the slave and the sorcerer?” 
“No,” Din said, honestly. 
Gida smiled. “You should ask Noora to tell you, some time,” she said. “She’s a good storyteller. You’d like it, I think – you might understand why some of us thought you a fire spirit.” 
“But I’m not,” Din said, uncomfortable. 
Gida had no way of knowing it, but Fennec had said almost the exact same thing to Din. She’d said that Din, with his spear and the darksaber, looked like something out of a story. 
“No,” Gida said, smiling again. “You’re not. You’re –  ma nerra, yeah? Just as mortal as the rest of us.” 
“I am,” Din said, making himself relax a little, even though the hairs on the back of his neck were still standing up. 
“Sorry,” Gida added. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
“It’s – I’m fine,” Din said. He tilted his helmet down at her. “You just – caught me by surprise, is all.” 
“So did you,” Gida pointed out. 
Din huffed. “Fair,” he allowed. “But – I meant what I said, Gida. Please be careful. I’m not part of the  ahra, not really. I can help, I don't mind, but I haven’t spent enough time in the Quarter to know who its strangers are. If you’ve seen anyone, or if any of your friends have seen anyone – ”
“I’ll tell you as soon as I find out,” Gida promised. Her eyes glittered. “I want the Hutts gone too,” she said. “That's the only way things are going to change here. I don’t mind being in a little bit of danger, if it means that they’ll finally be gone.” 
“We’re doing what we can,” Din said. 
She flashed him another smile. “I know,” she said. She looked up, taking in the position of the suns, then frowned. “It’s going to be evening soon,” she said. “I’m working tonight. I need to – ”
“I know,” Din said. “Your mother told me. I can take you to the palace, if you want.” 
Gida rolled her eyes. “My mother probably told you to take me even if I didn’t want you to,” she said. 
“She… asked me to keep an eye on you,” Din admitted. “You don’t have to ride with me if you don’t want to.” 
Gida gave him a flat look. “But you’ll follow behind me if I don’t ride with you, right?” 
Din just shrugged. 
Gida sighed. “Give me a few minutes to finish up in here,” she said. “And then we can leave?” 
“I can help,” Din said. 
Gida smiled. “Good,” she said. “C’mon, then.” 
Despite Gida’s concern, there were still a few hours left between now and the start of evening court. Din wanted to get into the palace before all of the crowds arrived, but other than that he had nowhere else to be – he didn’t know anyone else in the Quarter who’d promise to help him as readily as Gida had, and though he still needed to talk to Deyyeri, he settled for talking to her sons while he helped Siolo, Yuna and Dinak Tott, who turned out to be a green-skinned male Twi’Lek only a decade or so younger than Din, move some of the heavier things around the bar. 
There was more to salvage in the kitchens than there was in the main room itself. Once Ruli had finished packing up all of Gella’s artwork, Din carried it outside and helped Dinak and Yuna secure it to a speeder. 
Once all of the heavy lifting was done, Din grabbed a sponge and a bucket of soapy water and started to help Kansekk, who was just as shy and gentle and Gida’d made him out to be, and Iiju, who was considerably more outgoing, scrub some of the carbon off the walls. 
They took a lot of the murals with them, while they scrubbed, but Gida didn’t complain. Iiju was more than happy to talk to Din, once he realized that Din understood Shyriiwook; he talked a klick a minute about his brother Erishurr and his life in Mos Eisley. 
Kansekk was more reserved. When Din asked both brothers, as gently as he could, if they’d seen any strangers around their small house just before Erishurr had disappeared, Kansekk had only shaken his head. 
But they were hardworking boys, and by the time the suns were truly starting to set, evening cool breaking out over the streets of Mos Eisley and its residents starting to stir again, most of the worst of the carbon scoring had been scrubbed off the walls. 
Gida found Din then and linked her elbow through his, like she had when Din had walked her and Ruli home a few weeks ago. 
“Thanks for all your help, everyone,” she said sincerely, looking at all of her friends. “Gella would’ve – she would’ve appreciated it.” 
Din had flushed again behind his helmet, glad that he'd put it back on. "Don't worry about it," he said gruffly. "Should've done it months ago." 
Gida didn't have anything to say to that. She just set her broom aside, dusted her hands off on her pants and called in the rest of her makeshift cleaning crew to let them know she was leaving with Din. Everyone said their goodbyes. Din let Gida drag him out to his speeder and waited until she had climbed up behind him, settling herself on the back of his speeder, before taking off again. 
Most of his bacta on the backs of Din's legs had one had worn off by now. The ride back to the palace was  distinctly less comfortable than the ride out to the city had been. The pain puzzed on the tip of Din's tongue, edging on distraction. 
But the trip passed quickly enough, and Din and Gida made it to the palace before evening had well and truly set in, ahead of most of the crowd of petitioners, visitors and rabble. Gida said goodbye to Din at the top of the throne room steps, branching off down a separate hallway to find Noora before her shift started. Din made his way down into the throne room. 
To his relief, Boba was there, perched on his throne, whole and alive. Din’s shoulders dropped when he saw him. Fennec was over at the bar again, though she’d put her map of the palace away. Din couldn’t tell from her expression whether or not she’d gotten Jaasa to crack, and resolved to ask her before evening court truly began. 
The tapestry behind Boba’s throne looked even more impressive in the dimmer evening light. The suns slashing through the windows turned the throne room orange and red, and the shadows were growing in the corners. All of that made the throne look impressive. 
 Boba always looks impressive,  Din thought, crossing the room.  But with the tapestry –  
With the tapestry, Boba looked like a proper king. 
Boba, fully-armored, helmet on, looked up as Din approached. His shoulders dropped too. 
“Djar'ika,” he said, his voice warm even through the vocoder. His voice was pitched low, so none of the passing servo droids or guards could here the endearment. Din's heart kicked to hear it anyway.“No trouble in the city?” 
“None,” Din reported. “No trouble in the desert?” 
“None,” Boba agreed. He didn’t get up from the throne, but he waved a hand, inviting Din up onto the dais with him. 
“Really, though,” Din said, once he was close enough that he wouldn’t be overhead. “All fine? How’re the Shaking Mountain?” 
There were no fresh dents or scratches in Boba’s armor that Din could see, which Din hoped meant that Boba hadn’t gotten into any fights while he’d been out in the sands. Boba’s position was relaxed, too; he wasn’t sitting like he was injured. He certainly wasn't sitting as gingerly as Din had, riding the speeder back to the palace. 
 Good, Din thought. 
“They’re useful enough,” Boba said. “They’ve been tracking smugglers’ bands that’re coming through their territory.” 
Din frowned. “Smugglers?” 
“Hut’uune trying to hit Mos Pelgo’s crews, I think,” Boba said. “Kirsha Littlemoon was there – she’s said that no one’s attacked the town directly, but they’ve had some trouble out in the canyonlands. Rival crews looking to poach the goods before they go through the town.” 
Din frowned even though Boba couldn’t see it.  Littlemoon and Vanth had mentioned enterprising smugglers before. Vanth had picked a few off in the canyons, he'd said. “Anyone hurt?” 
Paz and the kids were in Mos Pelgo. If there were smugglers closing in –
Boba shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not yet, anyway – Little moon can handle herself, and the Shaking Mountain have been picking off anyone stupid enough to try crossing their territory. ‘S why their chief wanted to talk to me – he wanted to make sure I don’t care if he kills a smuggler or six if they’re on his  tuskbal.”  
“And do you?” 
Din heard the smile in Boba’s voice. “Not particularly,” Boba said. “How about you? How’s Mos Eisley?” 
“Quiet,” Din reported, then filled Boba in on all he’d learned while he’d been in the city. He relayed Gida’s offer to ask around the Quarter, which Boba approved of, and listened while Boba offered his own insights and details about his trip into the desert. Apparently the smugglers that had been creeping closer to Mos Pelgo still hadn't figured out how to navigate their way through the overlapping Tusken territories of the Dune Sea. None of them had even gotten within sight of the town. 
But Paz is there, Din thought. He deliberately tensed, flexing his toes in his boots, to let another rush of pain sweep over him and settle his nerves. 
The throne room was gradually filling up around them. The band came in and started to tune up in the corner, the beshniquel oddly flat today. More guards came and took up their posts around the room. Gida made it to the bar and started serving drinks and Fennec stood, starting to make her rounds. 
The routine settled Din. 
 I know this place,  he couldn’t help but think.  I know these people. There might still be a spy in their ranks, just wainting to find a new go-between to get information to Gorga, but Din wasn't too worried about a spy. A good spy wouldn't want to blow their cover by launching an attack. Especially not if they were on their own. 
That sense of knowing – comfort, safety, understanding – had survived Gorga’s first raid. And Din and Fennec together had managed to deal Gorga a significant blow, even if it was only temporary. It would take Gorga some time, hopefully, to find a replacement for Jaasa. 
 He won’t attack again any time soon,  Din assured himself, still listening to Boba talk about the Shaking Mountain with half an ear.  We’ve got some time to fortify. Gida’ll ask around, I’ll keep hunting, Boba will keep ruling and Fennec will keep running things. We’ll be fine.  
Boba seemed to think so too, because his mood was buoyant and warm, still carried by the slow, lazy morning he and Din had shared. 
Din was fiercely glad of that. Some of his own peace had been eroded by his trip into Mos Eisley, but Boba was still in good spirits. 
Din left him at the throne once the shadows began to deepen, true evening setting in, and Din took up his usual post by the stairs. The room was filling steadily, the usual crowd of other beings thronging in, and Boba got court started without any trouble. Fennec replaced Din by the throne, perching at Boba’s side like she normally did with her helmet pulled down, only her eyes visible. 
Din settled in for the evening, comforted by the familiar routine and the dull pain in his thighs. 
That comfort lasted for less than an hour. Boba managed to hear petitions from several visitors. He solved two water rights disputes, took on a new protection contract for a polta bean farmer out at the edge of the Great Dune Sea and was in the middle of setting up a new contract with a spice smuggler when Koska Reeves walked into the throne room. The second Din caught sight of her blue and white armor, the owl sigil stamped on her shoulders, any sense of comfort or peace abandoned Din immediately. 
She almost made it past Din without Din catching her. He hadn’t been expecting her at all, so seeing her threw him entirely. He just stared for a moment as she passed him by. She came down the stairs fully-armored, helmet on and beskar gleaming, and made to go straight up to the throne. 
Din recovered within a split second, reaching out and catching Koska by the elbow. She startled, predictably, and went for a knife strapped to the inside of her wrist. Din only tightened his grip, ready to block a blade if he had too. 
“Oh,” said Koska, her voice muffled by her helmet. She let go of her knife. “There you are. I figured you would be around.”
“What are you doing here?” Din hissed. Shock lit him up. “You’re not – do you have business here?” 
None of the Nite Owls had ever come down to Tatooine, not while Din had been here. Din checked the stairs again, alarm mounting, expecting to see Axe Woves or Bo-Katan, but fortunately it looked like Koska was alone. 
“It’s a free galaxy, isn't it?” said Koska. Her tone cooled. She shook Din’s hand off her arm and he let her go, still numb with shock. He’d forgotten just about everything else. The faint pain in his thighs, the vague sense of comfort, any lingering peace he’d found in bed with Boba that morning – all of it evaporated like a mirage in the suns. 
“And I’m here for  you, Djarin,” Koska added. 
“Me?” Din said. “What – oh.” 
Cold sweat broke out down his back. 

   The gathering of Mandalorians.  

Din had entirely forgotten about that. He’d meant to tell Boba – to  invite Boba, since Boba had a right to be there too, since Din didn’t want to go on his own – but between the raid on Gella’s Place and waiting to be punished, Bo-Katan Kryze’s gathering of Mandalorians had fallen to the back of Din’s mind. 
I was going to tell Boba, Din thought, alarm rising. But I wanted to tell Paz first, but then Paz and I fought, and then Boba and I argued, and there was the hunt for Jaasa, and – 
And Din had just forgotten. He had been so determined to crack Jaasa's network that he'd fogotten about his promise to Kryze – about her Quest – entirely. 
“That’s – soon,” he said. 
Koska stared at him some more. “I know,” she said, slowly, like she thought that Din had taken a head injury recently. “It’s in four days. That’s why I’m here – we’ve been trying to reach you.”
“Raise me?” Din looked down at his gauntlet, then swore. 
 My commlink,  he thought. It was still broken. Aside from the three nights Din had spent in his own room away from Boba, Din hadn’t been that far from either Boba or Fennec in  weeks. He hadn’t needed to fix his commlink. He had a comms array in the Kirik-Fly, but Din hadn't set foot on the ship since he'd come back from the light cruiser, after the raid. He hadn't even thought to check. 
“Yeah,” Koska said, sounding distinctly annoyed now. Like Din had done all this – ignored his comms, forced Koska to come out here – on purpose. “No one’s been able to reach you and Lady Kryze wants to go over a few things with you before the meeting, so – ”
She stopped. Din froze too, because Boba had seen Koska Reeves. He’d come down off his throne and was now standing just a few feet away, shoulders back, visor gleaming. Every eye on the court was on Din and Koska. 
 Kark,  Din thought.  Kark, kark, kark – 
“Boba,” he started, but it was too late. Boba’d already heard Din and Koska talking. 
“What,” said Boba, very softly, “meeting?” 

  

  







  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: Mentions of sex acts, including oral sex and fingering. The mildest of mild painplay when Din inspects his injuries in the sonic. Wound care. Weird Tatooine politics. More examination of slavery on Tatooine. 
-Some notes on food:
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Din froze for a moment, too surprised by Koska’s sudden appearance – by the hostility in Boba’s voice, in the line of his shoulders – to do anything but stare at her. 
She stared back. Staring at her didn’t help Din figure out what to do, but he couldn’t think of anything else. All of his thoughts had ground to a screeching halt. Din didn’t know where Koska had come from. The light cruiser, presumably, but – 
 But the light cruiser – it isn’t  here, Din thought. Kryze’s  Gra’tua wasn’t hovering in orbit above Tatooine. It couldn’t be. Someone would have noticed. Fennec had stepped up security after Gorga’s raid. She had eyes in Mos Eisley watching the spaceports, and she had eyes watching the skies, too. If the light cruiser had appeared in the skies above Tatooine, someone would have seen it and would have come to tell Boba about it before Koska had managed to walk into the palace and catch them all by surprise. 
 She came alone,  Din thought. He held onto that thought with both hands.  Or at least, she didn’t come as part of a – what? A formal delegation?  
But Koska coming here on her own didn’t make much sense to Din either. Din knew that Axe Woves often worked alone. He’d leave Kryze’s company for weeks or months at a time. But Koska never left Kryze’s side. She was always with Bo-Katan. Standing at her right hand. Lurking in her shadow. Or – 
 Or scouting ahead for her, Din thought, a bolt of alarm crashing through him. His spine stiffened.  
Din looked back at the stairs, ready to leap between Bo-Katan Kryze and Boba if he had to, ready to – Din didn’t know. Block a gout of fire? Keep Boba from drawing his blaster? Take a blaster bolt from Kryze? 
He didn’t have to find out what would happen, though, because the stairs were empty, and they stayed that way. Kryze didn’t appear. 
 She’s – Koska is alone, Din thought. Relief caught Din low in his gut, like a punch aimed underneath the edge of his cuirass. Din didn’t know what Boba’s reaction would have been, if Kryze had come down the stairs on Koska’s heels, but based on their last meeting – on the barely-disguised animosity in their voices, whenever one talked about the other – Din knew that any confrontation between Bo-Katan and Boba would probably involve at least a little bloodshed. 
Bloodshed on some nameless, hole-in-the-planet cantina on a backwater world in the Outer Rim was one thing. But this wasn’t a nameless cantina and while Tatooine was a backwater, it wasn’t the same kind of backwater as Trask had been. 
Tatooine was Boba’s home. It was the seat of his power, and it was still fragile. Contested. If Kryze challenged Boba to a fight here – 
 But she’s not here,  Din told himself, trying to rein in his scattering thoughts.  Koska is. And she can – she can be reasoned with. Focus, Djarin.  
Kryze hadn’t come. Din didn’t need to worry about her and he didn’t need to worry about what might have happened if she  had come. He needed to worry about the problem in front of him. Kryze was prickly and difficult for Din to understand, sometimes, but Koska – 
 Koska’s a soldier,  Din thought.  I can – I can talk to her. Reason with her. I just – 
Din tore his eyes off the empty stairs and looked at Koska again. He still didn’t know what to do. Koska – the idea of Koska,  here, on territory that was Boba's and not Kryze's, was still tripping Din up. It wasn’t something he’d ever thought to prepare for or even expect. Koska hated Boba and Boba didn’t like her much either. And Koska was Kryze’s  tal’vod;  Koska worked to help Kryze get what she wanted. Boba had nothing to do with Kryze’s Quest. He didn’t  want anything to do with it. He didn’t want much to do with any other Mandalorians at all, and Koska knew that. Boba’d said as much the last time he’d been on the light cruiser, in the days just after Gideon had been defeated. 
 He stayed around to make sure that I came out of the bacta tank okay, then he left,  Din thought.  He didn’t –  doesn’t –  want anything to do with Kryze. He thinks that her Quest is impossible.  
Kryze had been Death Watch. Din knew now that it didn’t really matter to Boba that Kryze had  left Death Watch, that the band she’d been a part of hadn’t been the same band that had followed Tor Vizsla and killed Jango Fett’s father. Boba still nursed that grudge. Not to the point of seeking revenge – Boba’d let Kryze go, after all, had left her with the light cruiser and done his best to forget that she existed – but he still held that grudge closely enough that Din had thought that Kryze would just – stay away. That she'd leave Boba alone. 

   Koska shouldn’t be here.  

The sight of her standing among them, her armor gleaming, surrounded by the people of Boba’s court – the smugglers and the musicians, the bounty hunters and the dancers, the petitioners from Mos Eisley, the mercenaries, the moisture farmers – was  wrong. Like looking out over a herd of gualamas and seeing an uarana prowling among the herd, teeth bared and claws flashing. It made all of the hairs on the back of Din’s neck stand up. His body braced itself for a fight. 
 We can’t,  Din managed to think. Only a handful of seconds had passed, but the sudden flush of adrenaline in his body made each second stretch.  Not here. There were too many eyes in the throne room. 
Din forced himself to take a steadying breath, pushing past the alarm shrieking through his chest, and shook his head to clear it. 
It didn’t matter that Koska  shouldn’t  be here. It didn’t matter that Din didn’t understand what she wanted. She  was here, and Din had to deal with it before someone got hurt. 
The last time Boba and Koska had been in a cantina together – not that Boba’s throne room was a cantina, but between the music and the drinks and the crowd of armed Tatooinians it was close enough – they’d come to blows. Din didn’t remember much of what they’d actually  said to each other to start the scuffle; he’d been too focused on securing Kryze’s help, too frantic with worry over Grogu, to pay attention to Boba and Koska stomping and snorting around each other like rival bladebacks fighting over a watering hole. 
Honestly, Din hadn’t thought anything of their fight. Mandalorians often scuffled with each other. Trading a few punches back and forth was a good way to sort out ranks in a squadron, to blow off steam before a real battle, to settle minor disagreements. Din and Paz had scuffled all of the time. Boba and Koska's argument hadn't seemed all that important.  
 But it  is  important here,  Din thought.  Noora just got the throne room back to rights. I shouldn’t – I probably shouldn’t let Koska and Boba burn it down.  
That, at least, was something that Din could focus on. A goal he could work towards. He needed to keep Boba and Koska from coming to blows like rival bladebacks clashing tusks, and he needed to keep any unfriendly eyes in the throne room from figuring out that Boba and other Mandalorians didn’t get along. 
The last thing that anyone needed was for Gorga to figure out that he could hire some Mandalorian mercs to throw at Tatooine. That there were probably whole coverts of Mandalorians who'd jump at the chance to put a bolt in Boba's chest. 
“What meeting?” Boba repeated, directly behind Din. Din could feel Boba's body behind him, all of that coiled power, that strength. Boba's tone was dangerous. 
But he didn’t try to shift away from Din’s protection. Didn’t try to push past Din to get at Koska. He was letting Din stand between them. That was – that was good. 
 This is – I can still salvage this,  Din thought, recovering some. Her showing up here is a surprise, and Boba doesn’t like surprises, but – I can explain.  

   I just don’t want to do it with an audience.  

Boba couldn’t afford to show the throne room anything that might be taken as a weakness. Getting into an argument with Koska where everyone could see – could hear it, and could draw their own conclusions – would be like painting a circle around all of the gaps in Boba’s beskar. Gorga would, no doubt, want to hear about it.
 Will pay to hear about it too, Din thought. Jaasa and her crew had been taken out of the game, but Din knew that almost anyone in the room right now, outside of Din himself, Fennec and probably Noora, could be bribed or bought. If Gorga got desperate enough to spend real clink trying to take Boba down –  
Thinking quickly, Din cut both Boba and Koska off before they could get started in on their usual insults. 
“Not here,” Din said firmly, letting instinct take over. Koska paused and Din felt Boba shift even closer to his back. He took another breath to steady himself. He could do this. Din had kept Kryze, Koska and Boba from killing each other in the lead-up to their attack on the light cruiser, after all. 
If Boba and Koska wanted to argue, Din wouldn’t stop them. But they shouldn’t do it here. Every eye in the throne room was fixed on the three of them. The crowd’s interest was heavy in the air. 
Din didn’t want Kryze’s politics – whatever they were – to get tangled up in Boba’s. Boba had enough to worry about as it was. 
“What do you mean?” Koska finally asked. She was still clearly bristling with impatience and she kept shooting what Din imagined were fierce glares at Boba over Din’s shoulder, but she fixed her attention back on Din when he started speaking to her. 
“Not here?” Koska continued. Her tone was incredulous. “We haven’t heard from you in almost a  month,  Djarin. For all we knew,  this one –  ” she jerked her chin at Boba, who made a rough, angry sound beneath his helmet – “had gotten you killed in his war with the Hutts.” 
Din’s determination to keep Boba and Koska from getting into a fistfight on the throne room floor wavered. 
“As you can see,” Din said coolly, gesturing at himself, “I’m fine. Just having a comms malfunction, that’s all. We’re not doing this here, Reeves. Come on. There’s a room we can use where we won’t be disturbed.” 
“Oh, we can do it here,” Boba rumbled, all of his attention still fixed on Koska Reeves. “Won’t take more than a minute. Then we can get back to  our  business, Djarin, and send the  ruri’ka on her way.” 
Din didn’t know what  ruri’ka  meant, but it made Koska bristle again, her temper flaring. Din didn’t know if she was bristling at some insult that Din didn’t understand or if she was upset about something else Boba had said – Boba’d put enough emphasis on another word,  our, that Din knew his meaning wouldn’t be mistaken – but either way Koska was getting angry again, and that was the opposite of what Din wanted. 
 Boba’s telling her – telling everyone – that I’m with him,  Din thought.  That I’m with him over Kryze. That our business together is more important than anything Kryze could need from me.  
Boba was drawing a line in the sand, like a Tusken chief sketching out an  aza’gad circle in front of the evening fire. He was daring Koska to cross it. 
 Probably doesn’t help that I’m – that I  am  with him, over Kryze, Din thought. 
It was maybe an unworthy thought. Maybe a dishonorable one. Din had sworn to Kryze first, after all – she had asked for his help before Boba had, and Din had agreed to help her weeks before he’d started helping Boba. And Kryze was – as insane as her Quest sometimes sounded, it  was an honorable one. It was a Quest for all of Mandalore. Boba wanted a corner of Tatooine. Kryze wanted her people’s homeworld back. 
 But I’d put – I  am  putting – Boba’s Quest over hers,  Din thought. He had stayed with Boba throughout all of this, after all. Din had done what he’d said he’d do, for Kryze. She’d asked him to tell any Children of the Watch he could find about her summit, and Din had told Paz, told the  verd’ike.  
But once he’d done that, he’d put the entire thing out of his mind and thrown himself headfirst into Boba’s outfit. Into Boba’s  life.  
 I can’t – Koska and I can have it out later,  Din thought. He was sure that she could  see  Din’s obvious preference for Boba. Din was still guarding Boba with his own body, after all. Din hadn’t contradicted Boba’s words, either. Wouldn't contradict them, really. Boba had said our business. Hearing that made Din's heart thrill in his chest.  But right now – 
It didn’t matter that Din couldn’t, as always, help but be a little pleased by Boba’s obvious show of preference. By his loyalty. Din did his best to set that private pleasure aside. His nerves spiked again and his fingers were starting to itch for a blaster. 
They were being watched. The musicians had stopped playing. Other conversations had cut out, the throne room plunging into expectant silence. There were half a hundred other beings in the throne room and all of them were staring at Boba, Din and Koska Reeves. Their attention made Din’s trigger finger twitch. 
 But Boba’s right,  Din thought.  I am with him.  
The sooner Koska understood that, the quicker she’d leave. She’d see that Din was fine. Din had promised to go to Kryze’s gathering, this summit of the Mandalorians that she had arranged on Krownest, and he  would go, but there were still a few days left before the meeting itself. Koska didn’t need to stay here to make sure that Din made it on time. 
Din lifted his own chin at Koska. He felt those half a hundred sets of eyes glancing off of his beskar like blaster bolts, each one seeking a weakness, a gap, a break in Din’s armor. He felt Koska’s eyes doing the same. 
He was determined not to show any such weakness. 
“Lord Fett,” Din said, quietly, still looking at Koska. He spoke just loud enough to be heard by the nearest handful of other beings, but not so loud that the rest of the throne room could hear him. He leaned on formality, too. Formalities were important to Kryze. Maybe Koska would recognize them here, and behave herself. “Has his own business. If you need to speak with him, you can petition the throne like everyone else.” 
Din felt the force of Koska’s glare – of her outrage – through both of their helmets. He didn’t care. He felt Boba shift a little behind him. The nearness of Boba’s body was as reassuring as it always was. 
“Lord Fett,” Koska said, spitting the words out like a mouthful of acid, “has no business with me.” 
“Then your business is with me,” Din said, more for the benefit of the court than anyone else. He knew why Koska was here, after all. But he didn’t want anyone – any spies that might be in the room, since Fennec still hadn’t found out who’d been slipping information to Jaasa – to see Boba and Koska get into it and assume that they’d found a weak point in Boba’s armor. “We don’t need to take up any of the court’s time. Do we?” 
Koska stared at Din for a long moment. Tension made Din’s shoulders pull tight. Expectation swelled. He dropped his hand to the hilt of the darksaber almost reflexively, and Koska’s gaze followed his hand. 
“No,” she finally said, reluctantly. She looked up at Din’s helmet again. He saw himself reflected in her visor. “We don’t need to take up any of… Lord Fett’s time.” 
 Dank ferrik, Din thought, his shoulders dropping a little. Relief flooded his chest. He nodded and took his hand off the darksaber’s hilt, gesturing towards one of the hallways that branched off of the throne room. 
“Come on, then,” Din said. He pitched his voice just a little louder, so more people could hear him. “We’ll let Lord Fett get back to his business.” 
Koska nodded, making to follow Din out of the throne room, but Boba reached out and brushed a hand against Din’s elbow. He didn’t grab Din, not like Din had grabbed Koska, but Din felt his glove brush against Din’s kute all the same. Din stopped and turned to face him, heart hammering. 
“Din,” said Boba, very quietly. It was impossible to guess what his expression looked like underneath his helmet, but Din could hear the concern in Boba’s voice. The confusion. “What’s going on?” 
Din could still hear a faint edge of anger in Boba’s voice too. He swallowed. 
He had to be careful. Boba couldn’t afford to show his dislike for other Mandalorians, not here, and Din didn’t really want to betray any of Kryze’s confidences either. 
 But I don’t want him to worry, Din thought. He didn’t want Boba to try and resume court, to go about his business as usual, while also worrying about Din catching a blaster bolt in the throat during an argument with Koska. 

   I never wanted to worry him. The gathering – it’s not Boba’s problem. He probably won’t even want to go. But –  

But Din didn’t know how to say all of that, to explain himself and what was happening, without giving away too much in front of everyone else. He could only swallow again and try to choose his words as carefully as possible. 
“It’s  – joha’kaan,” Din said. Koska had taught him that word on the light cruiser. She’d said that it meant ‘politics,’ but in  mando’a the word had a particular sharpness, an edge, that Din had come to associate with almost all Mandalorians. He hoped that Boba understood. Din didn’t – 
It wasn’t that Din had wanted to keep the news of Kryze’s gathering from Boba. Boba was Mandalorian too, after all, and Kryze had charged Din with spreading the invitation to the summit among any other Mandalorians that he could find. She’d probably only meant for Din to invite the Children of the Watch. Din’s tribe and others like it, the Mandalorians of the coverts, but Din  had always meant to tell Boba about it too, if only to get Boba’s opinion on it all. 
 Boba deserves – if he wants to go, he deserves to be there too, Din thought. Since the invitation had come from Kryze, Din couldn’t imagine that Boba would want to attend the summit. He already thought that Kryze’s Quest was utter foolishness, after all. Mandalore was gone, and Boba’d said that from the beginning. But Din had always meant to invite him. He’d just – forgotten. That was all. 
 No,  Din thought, guilt prickling in his chest.  It’s not that I just forgot. I  wanted  to forget. I didn’t – I didn’t want to drag Boba into all of this, so I didn’t. We  were  busy, but – 
But Din had had the time to pull Boba aside and to tell him about the summit. Din had told Paz and the others about it first, like he’d wanted to, but he could’ve told Boba too. They’d only had a few dozen meals together over the last several weeks, after all. Had only spent hours and hours, nearly every night, in each other’s company. 

   But I just –  

 No,  Din thought, shoving guilt away.  I don’t have time for this. Not right now. Din pushed his thoughts aside with some effort. “Come find us when you’re done with court,” Din said, offering Boba the only thing he could right now. “I’ll wait for you.” 
He pulled away a little. Boba’s hand fell from his elbow. “We’ll be just off the throne room,” Din said. 
Boba studied Din for another long second, then finally dropped his hand. He was still angry. Din could see it in the set of his shoulders. He was still confused. But Boba was willing to play along, at least, because he did let Din go and he stepped back, towards the crowd and the throne. 
“Shout if you need me,” Boba said, simply. His tone hadn’t lost that hard edge of anger, sharp as a  verd knife, but Boba didn’t lunge for Koska’s throat or pull out his flamethrower and spray fire over Din’s head, so Din was going to take his victory, however small and temporary it was, and get Koska out of the throne room before anyone could get around to drawing their blasters. 
Din nodded. “I will,” he promised. Boba knew that Din meant it, because the line of his shoulders softened some. 
 Good,  Din thought, now that the threat of an immediate fight was past.  That’s – good. This is something I can salvage.  
Din gave his full attention back to Koska, who was still watching him through the rounded visor of her helmet. “This way,” Din said. He kept his voice deliberately blank, his tone as even as he could manage it. His vocoder helped some. 
Koska let Din lead her around the edge of the crowd, and Boba let Din go. Din kept his head up and his movements smooth, unhurried.  This is normal business,  he thought, bending all of his will towards acting normal. He reached for the  beroya again, for the hunter’s practiced, watchful calm. The crowd shifted around him a little; he hoped that they were buying it.
 Normal business,  he thought, repeating it to himself, trying to make himself believe it as much as anyone else.  This is normal business. Nothing Gorga the Hutt would like to learn. Nothing that can be used to hurt Boba. It’s just business.  
Din caught Fennec’s eye over the crowd. She’d stayed up on the dias beside the throne when Koska had appeared, her face a cool, bored mask, and she still looked unaffected by the sudden appearance of another Mandalorian. That was good. That would help sell Din’s assertion. Only the hand at Fennec’s hip, resting against the smooth black grip of her blaster, gave her away. She’d been paying close attention. 
She did lift an eyebrow when she caught Din’s eye. Her expression didn’t change at all, but Din knew what she was asking him anyway. 
 Do you need help? her eyes asked. Behind her, Noora’s new tapestry fluttered in the slight breeze, its fine, tasseled edges swaying as the throne room’s occupants shifted restlessly. Din was too far away to make out the tapestry’s finer details, to see himself stitched there in silver thread along with Boba and Fennec and Noora and Kasyyk, but seeing it made him relax a little. 
Din was not alone. Even if he was going into a private room to talk with Koska, backup was only a shout or a blaster bolt away. 
As welcome as Fennec’s backup usually was – she was a faster draw with her blaster than just about anyone else Din knew, and had practice now aiming for the gaps in beskar armor – Din would rather Fennec stay in the throne room with Boba, watching for threats, since Din was abandoning his usual post. 
 I handled Koska fine on the light cruiser, and there I was outnumbered seven – eight, counting Kryze herself – to one, Din thought. He could handle Koska here. 
Din shook his helmet incrementally, hoping that Fennec could see him do it from across the room, and didn’t alter his course. 
The crowd let Din and Koska through, parting for them silently. Din kept his head up and his gaze fixed straight ahead. None of the palace’s guests met his eyes. No one wanted to get in the way of two Mandalorians. 
Din did manage to catch Noora’s eye, though, as he walked past the bar. She and Gida were both behind it tonight, working together to manage the larger crowd that had come for evening court since there hadn’t been a session that morning. 
Noora’s lekku were tense and stiff. The set of her mouth was unhappy. Gida was just watching with wide eyes, pale underneath her tattoos. She probably hadn’t seen another Mandalorian before, aside from Din and Boba. 
 And I’m not even Mandalorian any more,  Din thought. For the first time since Koska had shown up, Din smiled to himself, grimly. If he had to, Din could make Koska leave. All he’d need to do was tell her the truth. Din was  dar’manda  . He technically  couldn’t swear to Kryze’s Quest. He didn’t have any honor. Din doubted that he’d be welcome at Kryze’s summit if Koska told her that Din wasn’t a Mandalorian at all any more. 
 But Boba said – Boba said that I shouldn’t tell Kryze,  Din remembered.  Not without backup, anyway. He nodded to Gida and Noora as he passed, trying to reassure them that he was alright. 
Boba had been insistent that Din not tell Kryze, when Din had gone up to the light cruiser. Koska wasn’t Kryze, but – 
 But she’s with Kryze, like I’m with Boba,  Din thought.  They’re –  aliit.  Clan. Or whatever passes for clan among Kryze’s Mandalorians.  Whatever passed for clan among the tangled wyyyschokk web of alliances and sworn houses and blood feuds that made up Kryze’s faction. Din still wasn’t sure he understood all of that – Koska had explained a little of it all to him, but thinking of Torryg Saxon, the hostage for his mother’s continued alliance, and of  tal’vode and the rest of it made pain spike behind Din’s right ear. 
Unease prickled in Din’s belly.  I shouldn’t tell Koska,  he thought.  Not yet. She’ll tell Kryze – she has to, no matter how much Koska likes me – or liked me, now that I’ve sided with Boba against her – and Boba thinks that would be a bad idea.  
Boba thought that if Kryze learned that Din was  dar’manda, she’d try to kill him. 
Din’s fingers twitched. He wanted to reach for the darksaber again. He wanted to reassure himself with its familiar weight. The feeling made Din pause. 
 The darksaber – it’s not mine, Din reminded himself, keeping his hand away. He’d gotten more comfortable with the thing over the last few months, and he could fight with it without hacking off one of his own limbs by accident now, but – 
 It’s not mine. It’s never been mine. I don’t want it. If it matters so much to Kryze, she can  have  it.  
 She can have it,  Din repeated to himself, pushing down another swell of unease as it rose in the bottom of his throat.  She can have it. I don’t need it.  
But something in his mind rebelled a little, at the thought of giving the darksaber up. The darksaber – Din had been glad to have it, these last few weeks. It had been  useful.  No one – not the Imperial Remnants on Arkanis, not the Hutt thugs who’d raided the palace, not slavers, not the worst  skugs Mos Eisley had been able to throw at Din or Boba or the palace – had been expecting to see the darksaber. It had given Din a tidy advantage over several of his enemies. He had killed with it. He’d gotten used to the weight of it on his hip, and he found himself reaching for it almost as often as he reached for his blaster. Just touching the hilt was enough to reassure Din, usually. 
 But it’s just – it’s just a weapon,  Din thought, pushing his odd, unexpected protectiveness of the darksaber aside.  It’s just a sword. If Kryze wants it so badly, she can have it.  
There was a problem there too, though. Din had learned already that Kryze wouldn’t take the darksaber if Din offered it to her. He’d tried enough times on the light cruiser. 
 It has to be won,  Din thought, remembering what Gideon had told him.  If – if another Mandalorian has it – or if someone who has defeated Mandalorians, like Gideon did, has it – then it has to be won. Otherwise – what? It doesn’t mean anything?  
Din didn’t understand, but he knew what Boba thought. Boba believed that even if Kryze found out that Din was  dar’manda, she wouldn’t just accept the darksaber from him. Boba thought that Kryze would still try to kill him for it. 
 She doesn’t  have  to kill me for it,  Din thought, frustrated.  She can just take it.  
Koska might accept it, if Din told her directly. If he told her that he was  dar’manda  and wasn’t worthy of carrying it. Koska was – she was honorable. Upright. Not, Din thought, the type of warrior who’d kill an  aruetii  in cold blood, if that  aruetii promised to stay out of Kryze’s way. 
And Koska was more than honorable – she was  practical.  She’d see that there was no reason to fight over the darksaber, not if Din was willing to give it up. She could take it from Din and then Kryze could fight  her for it, if she demanded a fight. Or Koska could just give it to her, and none of them would need to bother Din again. 
 It won’t be that easy, Din thought bitterly. He turned the problem over in his head as he led Koska out of the throne room and into one of the many halls that branched off the heart of the palace, then ducked into the first empty room that he saw. Koska followed. 
Din let her in past him and looked around. He had been in this room before. It was the room Fennec had gently shoved Din into the first time he’d come to the palace. Fennec had guarded the door while Din had eaten alone, too afraid to show his face to anyone else. 
 That feels like it happened years and years ago, Din thought. Half of the palace – kark, half of Tatooine, with what Din had pulled going into Mos Eisley the other night – had seen Din’s face by now, including Fennec. 
But the room hadn’t changed much, at least. The walls were red and plain. The same battered table took up the middle of the room, surrounded by the same handful of chipped, old chairs. A chute at one end of the room led down into the kitchens and there was a low table pressed against the all off to one side. That table had a small pitcher of water balanced on top of it and a handful of cups clustered together nearby. Noora’s touch, Din was sure. 
Din stepped off to the side, letting Koska follow him in, then rounded on her as soon as he was sure the door had closed. Din was still bristling with irritation, and thinking about the mess he’d found himself in – and how he could get himself out of it without Kryze trying to kill him and sparking a blood feud with Boba as a result – only made him more defensive. 
Koska, for her part, met Din’s gaze with cool disinterest. Her armor was still freshly-painted and unmarred. Its lines and symbols were crisp and stark. The night owls on her pauldrons stared at Din with blank, black eyes. Koska set her hands on her hips, hooked her thumbs into her utility belt and tilted her chin up. Everything in her posture offered Din a challenge. 
Din felt like a hungry rancor with fresh meat dangling in front of its face, just past where it could reach through the bars of its cage. Koska was baiting Din. He  knew that she was baiting him. He didn’t know why she was doing it, but he knew that she was, and that meant that Din shouldn’t play the rancor and make a futile swipe for the bait. 
He did it anyway. 
“You shouldn’t have done that,” Din snapped. Now that he and Koska were alone, his temper was finally slipping through the stranglehold he’d had on it. 
Koska snorted. “What?” she shot back. “I shouldn’t have come down to check on my ally? Make sure that you were alright?” 
Din scowled. Now he  knew that she was baiting him. She hadn’t just come down to Tatooine for a friendly visit. If she had, she would’ve waited to corner Din when he’d been on his own. 
“You did more than just that,” Din growled. 
Koska wasn’t stupid. She was Bo-Katan’s right hand. She knew – better than Din knew – how to play political games. Din was just a hunter. Koska wasn’t a hunter at all. 
She blew out an irritated breath, the sound of it crackling harshly through her vocoder. “Fine,” she said, tone short. “I did more than just stick my nose in the iron wolf’s cave. Sorry, I guess. But it’s not  my  fault Fett’s got a strill’s temper, is it? Why aren’t you telling  him to play nice?” 
“You aren’t sorry,” Din observed, still angry. He ignored her dig at Boba entirely. 
Koska only shrugged. “No,” she said. “Not really.” 
“Why?”  
“Am I not sorry?” Koska said, deliberately misunderstanding Din. “Because Boba Fett is a miserable  shabuir,  Djarin. I know  you like him, but the rest of us – ”
“If all you’re going to do is insult him,” Din said, coldly furious, “then you can leave now, Reeves. I don’t want to hear it.” 
Din didn’t understand what Koska had to gain by going out of her way to upset Boba. Especially since upsetting Boba upset Din, and Din thought that he’d made that clear to Koska the last time Din had been on the light cruiser. He hadn’t tolerated any of Koska’s sly barbs and veiled insults then, not when they’d been aimed at Boba, and Din had thought that Koska understood that. 
Koska sighed. She took off her helmet with one hand and used the other to smooth down her mussed hair. Din blinked, thrown as always by the sight of a Mandalorian taking off their helmet in front of another person. It hadn’t gotten any less surprising for Din to see. Not really. He was used to Boba doing it now, but others – 
Koska Reeves looked tired. Like her month had been just as long and difficult as Din’s had been. There were exhausted smudges underneath her eyes, an expression Din had gotten used to seeing in his own face over the last few weeks. In Boba’s face and in Fennec’s. Even in Noora’s face, in Tavva’s or Kasyyk’s faces. Everyone in the palace had been tired. On edge. 
It looked like everyone on the light cruiser – or Koska, at least – had had a similar month. 
 Exhaustion’s no reason to try and make Boba angry on purpose, though, Din thought, setting his jaw. He refused to soften. 
He did reluctantly tug off his own helmet, though, leaving his hair in disarray so he could glare at Koska properly. Whatever she saw in his expression made her wince and, finally, back down. 
“Bo’s not – we  were starting to think that Fett had gotten you killed,” Koska said, sounding apologetic for the first time since she’d come down the stairs and walked into the throne room. “We couldn’t raise you on the comms – your personal comm or your ship’s – and the news that’s coming out of this sector…” she trailed off with a shrug. 
“So, what?” Din returned, impatiently. “You decided that you’d take that out on Boba? If I  had been killed, it wouldn’t have been his fault. I – Mandalorians die fighting all of the time.” 
That made Koska snort again. “Oh, so it’s not Fett who’s been picking fights with the Hutt Cartel, then?” 
“That’s not the point,” Din said. 
“Of course it is,” Koska snapped back. “If  he  wants to get himself killed on some  jare’la  job, that’s his business. Always has been.  Jate’kara, jate’oya.  Getting  you killed, though – ”
“He’s not making me do anything,” Din said. He didn’t understand all of the words that Koska’d just thrown at him and he didn’t understand her tone. He could make a guess – from the way she’d spat the words,  ‘jate’kara, jate’ora’ probably meant ‘good riddance,’ or maybe ‘go kark yourself.’ 
If Boba was killed by the Hutts – if any of them were killed by the Hutts, really, because Din doubted that Bo-Katan Kryze or her Owls particularly cared about Fennec or Noora or Kasyyk or Gida or any of the other half a hundred beings who’d signed on to Boba’s outfit - Kryze and her people would shed no tears. 
“He’s not trying to get me killed,” Din continued. Something about Koska’s tone had unsettled him, badly, and he couldn’t figure out why. Din was missing something, and not knowing what it was that he was missing set Din’s teeth on edge. Made him feel like he was walking into a room full of enemies blind and unarmed, or like he was walking into a trap. 
Koska opened her mouth to argue, eyes flashing, but Din reached the end of his patience and snarled, voice full of ice, “Not any more than Kryze is trying to get  you killed, chasing a dead planet into the mouth of the Empire!” 
Din regretted the words as soon as he said them, but it was too late to take them back. 
Koska closed her mouth. 
Din didn’t soften his fierce glare. He did feel a sharp twinge of regret at dragging up the ghost of Mandalore, but it was too late to take it back. 
He could still see Mandalore stamped across the backs of his eyes. Could still feel the awful, dead stillness of it. The utter silence. The white dust, the heaps of bones, the dull grey lumps of beskar melted to the rocks and bones of the planet. 
He could still remember the look on Kryze’s face when she’d realized that everyone, everywhere on the planet – everyone and everything that she had ever known – was gone. 
Koska had known Mandalore too. Had grown up there, most likely. Had once had friends or family on the planet. A life in one of the domed cities. Guilt prodded at the back of Din’s ribs. 
 But she threw the first punch, not me,  Din thought, still bristling. Din didn’t know how other Mandalorians had been taught to fight, outside of the coverts or the Fighting Corps. But Din hadn’t been taught to trade blows back and forth, exchanging one for another with no clear winner in the sparring ring; Din had been taught to  end fights. 
“Alright,” Koska finally said, tone grudging. She grimaced. “I – maybe I deserved that one, Djarin.” 
Din shifted his weight back onto his heels, off-balance again. 
 I’m not any good at this,  he thought. Din didn’t know what Koska  wanted.  
“It all looks about the same to you, huh?” Koska continued. She looked around the room’s bare walls, lifting her eyebrows like she was just seeing the palace for the first time. “Fett’s  jare’la Quest, and Bo’s too?”
 Oh, Din thought. 
“It’s not… I’m not the one to ask if a Quest is – if it’s  jare’la, ” Din said. He knew that word. It meant ‘foolish.’ Dangerous. Suicidal. It meant taking a great risk with no possibility of a reward. 
Koska arched an eyebrow at Din this time. “No?” she said, wryly. “You’ve signed on to two, it looks like.” 
Din stiffened. 
Of the two Quests he’d sworn to – Boba’s determination to establish an outfit free of Hutt influence, a free Tatooine, and Kryze’s Quest to reclaim Mandalore – it was Kryze’s Quest that seemed the most impossible. 
Mandalore was  gone. Din had stood there on the planet’s ruined surface himself. He’d seen what was left of it. Nothing was going to bring Mandalore back to life again. 
But Tatooine – 
 Jabba couldn’t kill the desert,  Din thought. Jabba had  controlled a fair bit of the desert, that was true, and he’d shaped much of Tatooine to suit his own needs, to rake in credits for the Hutt Cartel before anyone else, but even at the height of his power, Jabba hadn’t managed to control the entire planet. 
 There were still the Tuskens in the sands,  Din thought.  The  ahra  in the cities. There was still something here that Boba could – I don’t know. Build on, maybe.  
Boba’s Quest wasn’t an easy one. Din would admit that. Too many beings on Tatooine had made too much clink under Jabba, under his way, to welcome Boba with open arms. 
 But for Boba – establishing an outfit isn’t any more impossible than finding the last Jedi in all of the galaxy was, Din thought. 
What Boba wanted – it was like a cedru tree searching for water underneath the parched sands.  Difficult, but not impossible. Strong trees could survive a season or two of drought, if their roots were dug down deep enough. If they could find shelter from the wind. 
 There is no shelter left on Mandalore,  Din thought.  No water left to keep anything alive.  
The Empire had made sure of that. Kryze’s Quest – well. It was no surprise that she had shifted from reestablishing Mandalore, reclaiming the planet, to getting revenge for it. Not after what they had seen on Mandalore and its moons. 
Din didn’t know how to say that to Koska, though. Din  liked Koska. Usually, anyway. She was straightforward. Direct. She had, as far as Din knew, always been honest with Din, and when Din had been recovering on the light cruiser Koska had done her best to keep Kryze away so that Din could heal. She had protected him. Given him the space he’d needed to get back on his feet. 
Din didn’t want to treat her like an enemy. He didn’t want her to  be an enemy. 

   We have enough of those already.  

Din took a breath to steady himself. Anger still pressed insistently against his ribs. He still hated the way that Koska spoke of Boba. Her dismissiveness, her casual but firm belief that Boba –  Din’s Boba, even though Din had only admitted that to himself in the privacy of his own head – was cruel or careless or didn’t care about Din at all. 
 But we already have too many enemies, Din thought. He gritted his teeth and tried to work through his anger. We don't need to add Kryze and her people to that list. 
Even if Koska thought that Din had been killed fighting Hutts, that was no reason for her to try deliberately to disrupt Boba’s business, to provoke a fight with him in the throne room. 
 But I don’t,  Din thought,  need to escalate.  
What Din needed – what Boba needed – was for Koska to calm down, to deliver whatever message she’d come to Tatooine to deliver, and then leave. The longer Koska stuck around, the more chances there were for her to get tangled up in Boba’s grudge against the Hutts, and from the way Koska talked about that, she wasn’t interested. 
“It’s not my job,” Din began, choosing his words as neutrally as he could. He’d already shown a preference for Boba. Twice now, actually – Din had challenged Koska over the same thing on the light cruiser. Over the way she’d talked about Boba. Din didn’t need to keep punching at the same point. “To – to decide if a Quest is  jare’la or not. For Kryze or for Boba.” 
Koska studied Din for another long moment. “No,” she finally said. “Maybe it’s not.” 
There was something strange in her expression, just then. Din almost missed it. He’d gotten pretty good at reading Boba’s expression or even Fennec’s, but despite the time they’d spent together after Gideon’s defeat, Din still didn’t know Koska all that well. He couldn’t read her as easily. 
Din and Koska had fought together, on the light cruiser. They’d managed – with Luke Skywalker’s help – to defeat Gideon. And they’d traveled together for a few weeks after that, with Koska going out of her way to keep Din and Bo-Katan apart. She’d been another layer of armor, almost. Din had been sick and in pain, missing Grogu, his ears still ringing from his fight with the darktrooper and his heart still broken by what he’d done on Morak. He’d been alone. 
Koska had seen that. She’d kept Din out of Kryze’s politics. At least until Din had been steadier on his feet. Until he’d been able to stand on his own. When he’d returned to the light cruiser last month stronger than he’d been when he’d left it, and had been able to manage Kryze on his own. 
 I’m recovered now, more or less, Din thought. He wasn’t wounded, anyway, and he ignored the prickle of pain in the backs of his legs, in his ass, as he thought it.

   And Kryze’s politics – they’re not something that Koska can put off. Not any more.  

The gathering Kryze had arranged was in just a few days. Koska had run out of time. 
Din supposed that he knew what Koska wanted after all. What she was trying to do by coming here. It wasn’t, if Din looked at it sideways, so different from what Din did for Boba. 
Koska was trying to protect Kryze. She was trying to – to make sure that Kryze’s supporters were all together, that Kryze had the best footing possible before she went into the  joha’kaan of a Mandalorian summit. Koska had a duty to Bo-Katan, and now she was trying to meet it. 
Realizing that didn’t manage to get Din all the way past the hard edge of his anger, though. Koska was working to protect Kryze just like Din tried to protect Boba. She was supporting her  alor. Fine. Din could understand that. 
But supporting one’s  alor  didn’t call for a warrior to go out of their way to cause a different  alor problems, and Koska had done just that. 
 She baited Boba just like she baited me, Din thought. 
He blew out another irritated breath. He hoped that Boba’s court had started up again without any other problems. That Boba was calming himself down. Fennec was with him, at least. Boba would be fine. 
“What do you want, Koska?” Din asked. Arguing about whether or not Kryze’s Quest was impossible wouldn’t get them anywhere. Koska was sworn to it and so was Din. It didn’t matter if what Kryze wanted was possible or not. 
 It’s like the Creed,  Din thought.  It just  is,  and I have to live with it.  
Koska studied Din again, her hostility almost entirely replaced by something new. Something thoughtful. “I did want to make sure that you were okay,” she said. Some of her usual demeanor – the cheerful soldier, going wherever Kryze sent her – had returned. Din recognized Koska better like this, and made himself drop his shoulders. 
“I wasn’t kidding, Djarin,” Koska continued. “Some of the  jor’ika coming out of this sector – it’s not good.” 
“What’s coming out of this sector?” Din asked. He’d hardly left the sector since he’d arrived, so Din wasn’t sure what the rest of the galaxy was saying about Boba and his war with Gorga the Hutt. 
Koska shrugged, but apparently she liked Din enough to tell him the truth, because she said, “That Gorga the Hutt’s raising as much clink as he can.” 
Din stiffened. 
“That he’s tried smaller raids,” Koska continued, “and been chased off, so now he’s either got to come back with a proper army, or he has to give Tatooine up. Most gossip’s saying that he’s not going to give up,  ner vod. ” 
“Gorga’s building an army?” Din asked, his tone sharpening. His mind whirled. His anger at Koska was almost entirely forgotten. 
They’d expected Gorga to come back, of course. Boba and Fennec were planning for it. They expected him to try and take the palace back again. The raid hadn’t been successful and neither had Gorga’s numerous assassination attempts. His only strategy now was a full-scale assault. 
“Where’s this army?” Din asked, pouncing on the information that he could. “When are they coming? What’s he – ”
Koska cut Din off, raising a gloved hand with a grimace. “Woah,  udesii, kyramud,” she said. 
Hearing that familiar word in Koska’s mouth, stripped of Boba’s deep voice, of his soothing touch, had the opposite effect of what she wanted. Din knew that the word was a command. An order to calm down. But hearing Koska say it only made Din bristle again. 
“I don’t want to be calm,” Din said, gritting his teeth. “If there’s an army on its way here – ”
“I didn’t say that there  was an army,” Koska said, impatient. “Just that Gorga was looking to build one. If it makes you feel any better,” she added, probably realizing that she’d never get Din to focus on Kryze and her Quest if she let him get too worked up about a Hutt attack, “I didn’t see a fleet lurking around or anything on my way in.” 
“It doesn’t really make me feel better, no,” Din muttered, his teeth still gritted so tightly that he could feel the pressure of it twinging in his jaw. 
Koska sighed noisily. Din ignored her. 
“Where’d you hear about an army?” Din pressed, narrowing his eyes. 
 I still have Guild contacts,  he thought.  I can make a stop on Nevarro, maybe. See if Karga’s noticed any Guild hunters taking a lot of work out in Hutt space. Or if Cara’s heard anything through her New Republic contacts. I can –  
 “Ka’ra bal ka’ra,  you’re like a strill with a scent, aren’t you?” Koska muttered. She shook her head. “I didn’t whip out a datapad and take  notes, Djarin. It’s not – well. It’s not something that I actually care about, you know?” 
Din scowled at her, bristling again. They were back where they’d started, with Koska tossing insults in Boba’s direction and Din batting them aside, growing increasingly angry about it.
Koska spread her hands. “I really don’t,  ner vod, ” she said. “I know you do, and that’s – that’s your business. Good on you for being so loyal, I guess. But it’s not my business and I don’t really want it to be. I have enough to do for Bo as it is.” 
Din worked his jaw for a moment, the urge to grab Koska by her shoulders and shake her until she gave up more information burning bright in Din’s stomach, but he made himself nod. 
There was no point in driving Koska away if Din didn’t have to. And if she really didn’t have any better information – if she hadn’t cared enough to verify any gossip out of the Tatoo sector that she’d heard – then pressing her wasn’t going to get Din anything anyway. 
 But Fennec – Fennec will want to hear about this,  Din thought.  She probably already knows, but it can’t hurt to make sure that she’s aware that Gorga’s recruiting, that –  
“I can tell you that from what I’ve heard, most of it  is  just rumors,” Koska finally offered, tone grudging. Din looked at her again and was surprised to see that she looked faintly embarrassed. “There’s enough rumors floating around that we caught wind of them on the  Gra’tua,  but it’s not like there's a fleet massing in Hutt space or anything. Gorga the Hutt probably  is recruiting, but there’s no way he has enough of a force to come back here yet. You’re pretty well dug-in here.” 
Din eyed her. 
Koska held her arms out, her expression open, appealing. “I  did want to make sure that you were okay, Djarin,” she said. “I like you.” 
Din wasn’t sure, standing in this room with her, that he still liked Koska, and it must have shown on his face, because she cracked a tiny grin. 
“I do,” she said. “You’re a good ally. A good fighter. There aren’t too many  mando’ade  like you left any more. It’d be a shame to lose you to  hut’uune like Gorga the Hutt and his mercs.” 
Din resisted the urge to pull his shoulders up instinctively, fighting to keep his face from betraying him. His whole body had stiffened. He felt danger creep into the room like that uarana emerging from the gualama herd. The shape of what Koska wanted – of why she’d  really come here – was becoming clearer. 
 I’m not  mando’ad, Din thought.  I’m – I’ve already been lost. It’s already too late.  
But Koska didn’t know that. She had no idea that Din was  dar’manda. That he was already lost to Kryze’s Quest, to the way Kryze wanted to order the galaxy. 
Din was starting to think that he had made a very serious mistake. 
He should have told Kryze that he was  dar’manda.  He shouldn’t have let her continue to think of him as an ally, as  tal’vod  – Din should have taken the risk on the light cruiser and told her the truth, no matter what her reaction might have been. No matter that Din had been alone on the  Gra’tua, with all of his other allies down on Tatooine. 
 I shouldn’t have let Kryze count me in as part of her plans, Din thought. 
 That was what Koska was getting at. That was what she was dancing around. She hadn’t just come to Tatooine – hadn’t risked Boba or one of Boba’s guards shooting her down in the throne room – just to make sure that Din was alive. 
“There aren’t too many  mando’ade like you left any more,” Koska had said. 
 She didn’t come here to make sure that I hadn’t been killed. At least, she didn't come to check on me for  my  sake, Din thought. 
Koska had come because Din was – 
 What?  he thought.  A weapon in Kryze’s hand?
Kryze herself had avoided telling Din just what she’d wanted from him at this summit.  All she’d asked was that Din be there. 

   No, that’s not all that she asked.  

She had asked for Din to go, but she’d specifically asked for him to go as one of  her  people. She had grouped Din in with Koska, with Woves. She’d asked Din to get the word of the summit out to other Children of the Watch, but she’d also asked Din to come to her summit. She hadn’t said  why, but she had asked. 
 And I agreed,  Din thought. He’d put that conversation with Kryze out of his mind almost as soon as he’d had it, honestly, because Din’s days since then had been full of helping Boba and the palace recover from Gorga’s raid. On managing Paz and the  verd’ike. On hunting for Gorga’s spy. 
 I asked her what she wanted from me,  Din remembered.  And she said – 
“I’ll tell you,” Kryze had said, “at the summit.”
Something broke open in Din’s chest, then. It was cold. He felt it spread through his ribs. His belly. Down to the base of his spine. It wasn’t  fear, exactly. It wasn’t the animal terror of fighting off a direct attack or even the apprehension that came with walking into enemy territory. It was deeper than that. It was – 
 Dread, Din thought. 
His chest had filled with dread. 
 I have,  Din thought, a little distantly,  walked into a trap.  
Kryze wanted something from Din. He didn’t know what it  was,  aside from his service. Aside from the promise he’d made to her, to fight by her side and to help her reclaim Mandalore, if he could. But that had been a promise Din had made  before they’d gone to the planet. Before they had seen what was left. There was no Mandalore to reclaim. 
 But she didn’t give up,  Din thought, dread mounting.  So what does she want now?  
Din knew the answer to that question. Kryze had told him herself. 

   She wants vengeance.  

She’d named the captured light cruiser the  Gra’tua. She was gathering up all of the Mandalorians that she could find – even the ones she didn’t like or agree with, the ones who had been her enemies before the Empire had gotten involved – to take vengeance on the Empire. 

   Is that all she wants from me? Another body to throw at the Remnants?  

Din didn’t see why his attendance at this summit would matter so much, if all that Kryze wanted from him was a noble death. Why she’d go to the trouble of sending Koska here to collect Din personally. If all Kryze needed was more bantha fodder, she didn’t even really need Din at the summit at all. He’d already agreed to help her – he would go where she sent him, if she decided to fight. 

   But that’s not what she wants from me.  

Koska was watching Din again, her eyes dark and serious. She was looking at Din, he realized, the way that Fennec sometimes looked at him. 
The dread coiling in Din’s chest solidified. 
“You don’t know what you look like,” Fennec had said. Her words still echoed oddly in Din’s ears. They were tinny, almost. Distant. Like the memory of Fennec was standing at the bottom of a cave or the far end of a canyon and shouting to be heard. 
“Like something out of a desert tale,” she’d said. 
Din swallowed. “What,” he said, very carefully, aware now that he had stepped into a krayt dragon trap, that if he moved too quickly or without finding out the best way forward he’d be well and truly caught, “does Bo-Katan Kryze want with me?” 
Koska, to her credit, held Din’s gaze. Din appreciated that, at least. He appreciated that she was looking him in the eye. That her expression was honest – sympathetic – even as she went in to deliver a neat, crippling blow. 
“You know what she wants,” said Koska. “Why do you think she told me to show you off to Torryg Saxon and Enna Kast?” 
There had been other Mandalorians on the bridge, when Koska had introduced Din to the rest of Kryze’s allies. Mira Antilles, in white and gold armor, and Tristan Wren in yellow and black. 
 But Koska told me about Kast and Saxon,  Din remembered.  She told me – Clan Saxon had been an enemy of Kryze’s. Clan Kast too. Koska introduced me to them to – what? Prove a point? 
“You defeated Moff Gideon,” said Koska, quietly. 
“With  help,” Din shot back. 
Koska shook her head. “Our help taking the ship, maybe,” she disagreed. “But Gideon himself – you did that. You fought him one-on-one. An  ijaa’kan. And you won.” 
Din didn’t know what an  ijaa’kan  was, but from the way Koska said the word, Din knew he could make a guess. She spoke of it like the Tuskens spoke of an  aza’gad.  
Most  aza’gadde were relatively informal. The Tuskens used them most often to train each other, to spar, to hone their skills and stave off boredom, to keep themselves in fighting shape during the rainy season, during the weeks of harvest once the desert had bloomed. 
But not all  aza’gadde were friendly spars. Two rivals could challenge each other to a duel for the right to lead a war party. Chieftains could be challenged by their warriors, and if a chieftain lost the fight they lost the right to lead the tribe. And if one Tusken accused another of a crime – killing a bantha, cutting down a sacred tree, failing to provide for a mate or a child – the accusation could be settled with blood in the sands. 

   An honor duel.  

“It wasn’t like that,” Din said. He was cornered. He wanted to go for the darksaber. He wanted to  leave.  “It wasn’t – we weren’t fighting  for  anything. He attacked me. I fought back. That was  it.” 
Din had been willing to let Gideon go without a fight. He would have, if Gideon had just given Din Grogu. If he’d just let Din and the kid go. 
Kryze had wanted Gideon. Din would have let her have him, if Gideon had only let Din walk out of that cell with the kid in his arms. 
But Gideon had waited until Din’s back had been turned and then he’d attacked, the darksaber shrieking through the air, sizzling off of Din’s beskar, and Din had defended himself. That was all. 
“I just – I wanted my son,” Din said. He couldn’t look Koska in the eyes any more – he couldn’t stand to see the mingled respect and pity in her face – so he fixed his eyes on the pitcher of water Noora’d set out instead. 
“That doesn’t matter,” Koska said. “It adds to the story, even – what’s more honorable than fighting to defend one’s kid?” 
“I didn’t fight Gideon to make some kind of – to make a  point ,” Din said, a little desperately. The jaws of the trap were tightening around him. “I didn’t –”
“Djarin,” Koska said, her tone hardening. “Gideon – he  destroyed us.” 
That stopped Din in his tracks. 
“He destroyed us,” Koska repeated. “He didn’t do it on his own. Gar Saxon –  vercopaö taab’haran – and his supercommandos did their part, and Gideon did call in the Empire, but – he was the one who pulled the trigger, Djarin,” she said. “Gideon – he was the one who destroyed Mandalore.” 
Din saw the flat, dead surface of the planet in his mind’s eye again. The shattered city-domes. He screwed his eyes shut for a second, struck by a peculiar pain, then made himself open them again. 
“Koska,” he tried. 
But Koska shook her head. “Honestly,” she said, “it doesn't  matter.  If Gideon had fought Bo instead, if he’d let you go with your kid – well. We’d be having a different conversation, probably. But he didn’t fight Bo. He didn’t fight me or Axe, one of us who’d make sure that Bo got that victory. He fought  you. And you won.” 
“So, what?” Din snapped, rounding back on Koska. He felt his face twist into – something. A snarl, maybe, or a mask of wild grief. 
Koska held her ground. Din thought that he might respect her for it, later, because he was  angry  and he knew that he looked it, that he probably looked just as wild as any krayt dragon had ever looked, when it had been caught and the hunters were approaching it with their  gaderffii drawn. “That makes me Kryze’s figurehead?” 
“More of an object lesson,” said Koska. “But yeah, kind of.” 
Din stared at her. His blood roared in his ears. “An object lesson,” he said. 
Koska only shrugged. “Yeah,” she said. “You’re – you make a good story, you know? Lone warrior, clan wiped out by the Empire – yeah,” she added, when she saw Din flinch at that. “We heard what happened to your people on Nevarro.  Gar echoy sa ner echoy.  But despite all of that, you still went up against the empire. You  won. That’s – I dunno, Djarin.” 
Koska spread her hands again. “Not many of us can say that,” she continued, gently enough. Din almost hated that – her soothing tone, like a hunter murmuring reassurances to its prey just before she went in with a  verd knife for the soft skin of Din’s throat – more than what Koska was saying. His hands curled into loose fists. His vision narrowed. He wanted to – 
“Not many of us have gone up against the Empire like you did and  lived, let alone won. That you managed it – that you came out with the darksaber too – ”
Koska shook her head. 
“Kryze,” said Din, his mouth curiously numb, “wants me at the summit as an example. She doesn’t want me there as her  tal’vod, she wants – ”
“She’s gonna introduce you as  tal’vod, actually,” said Koska. “As – well. She’s going to introduce you as what you are. An ally of House Kryze. As proof that the Remnants can be fought. That we can beat them, if we work together. That’s all.” 
“That’s not all,” Din managed to say. He curled his hands tighter, until he could feel his knuckles pop and creak. “She wants me to be – ”
“What you are,” Koska said, softly. “A Mandalorian.” 
 Not just  a  Mandalorian,  Din thought, a little wildy.  She wants me to be the perfect Mandalorian. To be – what? Some kind of story that the others can believe in?  
Kryze wanted Din to be an  idea.  She wanted him to be the desert tale Fennec had told him that he looked like. The  hara’alli burning in the sands. 
It was not, if Din thought about it in a cooler, more distant part of his mind, a bad play on Kryze’s part. What Koska had said about Moff Gideon was true. He had destroyed Mandalore. Din’s own people hadn’t paid all that much attention to the destruction of Mandalore, honestly – their only response to the purges had been to go deeper underground, to tighten their rules and to keep most of their warriors out of sight – but other Mandalorians had either lived through it or witnessed the aftermath. 
 Kryze wanted Mandalore, and when she found out that she couldn’t have it, she decided that she wants revenge instead,  Din thought.  But if everyone who’s left was – is – too afraid to try the Remnants –  
Then Kryze would need something to prove to any other Mandalorian survivors that the Empire  could be beaten. 
She had wanted to be that beacon – that symbol – herself. That was why she’d insisted on facing Gideon. Why she had been so angry when Gideon hadn’t gone along with her plan and had faced off against Din instead. 
 That’s why she can’t just take the darksaber from me,  Din realized. Usually putting all of the pieces of a holopuzzle pleased Din. Gave him a rush of satisfaction. But this time, now that he'd finally figured it all out, he just felt faintly sick.  I can’t just give it to her, because I  earned  it, and she’s using that to prove that her Quest  is  possible.  
It was the kind of strategy that Din could imagine the armorer coming up with. 
The strength of the tribe, after all, was its warriors. There was some room for individual glory – Din and Paz wouldn’t have fought so bitterly over who’d been chosen to be  beroya otherwise – but what one warrior did brought glory – or shame – to the whole covert. When Din did well on hunt, the whole tribe got to eat. When Paz drove off slavers or thieves, the whole tribe was kept safe. 
 If Kryze says that I’m part of her tribe – her  tal’vod –  then she  does  get to make the argument that – that  we  defeated the Empire,  he thought.  It’s not just that I beat Gideon. It’s that  we  raided a Remnant ship – took on a Remnant Moff – and won. 
“She wants me to be her armor,” Din said, dully. 
Koska nodded, relief flickering across her face. She thought that Din understood. That he had come around to what she wanted, to why she’d bothered to come to Tatooine in the first place. Of course Kryze would want to make sure that Din was still alive and well, that he was going to attend the summit. That he remembered his duty. 
He was a piece of beskar armor, polished up to a bright, strong shine, and Kryze wanted to be fully protected – fully prepared – to make her argument to the other factions. 
 But she’s – she’s wrong, Din thought. Din finally had all of the pieces of the holopuzzle, but Kryze was still missing one. 
Din wasn’t the perfect Mandalorian. He wasn’t Mandalorian at all. He had broken his Creed. And when Kryze figured that out – 
 I have to tell Koska now,  Din thought, a faint sense of urgency struggling to break through the haze of panic that had descended over his thoughts.  She needs to know  now,  before we have an audience. Before –  
Din had learned that lesson with Boba. He needed to tell Koska before she could make any other plans. Before she thought that she understood everything. There were still a few days before the summit – there would be time for Koska and Kryze to come up with something else, with some other plan, one that didn’t involve parading Din out in front of a few hundred other Mandalorians like he was some kind of war hero. 
 I’m not an example,  Din thought.  I’m not even Mandalorian. I’m  dar’manda.  I can’t – I don’t  want  to be what Kryze wants.  
Din didn’t want to lie any more. 
“Koska,” said Din. He gathered all of his courage and stood up straight. He lifted his chin. She would be angry, but – 
 But I can take her in a fight,  Din thought.  And I’m not alone. Boba – Boba will help me.  
Koska raised an eyebrow. 
Din took a deep breath. “I have to tell you something. I can’t – I’m – ”
‘Dar’manda’  was on the tip of Din’s tongue, hot as a forge-coal, but before he could get the word out, there was a timid-sounding knock on the door behind them and, before Din or Koska could even react to it and reach for the door, the door opened and a familiar, pale orange face peered into the room. 
It was Gida. She had a tray in her hands, several cups of what Din assumed was  tihaar balanced atop it, and her eyes darted quickly between Din and Koska. Her face was its usual polite mask – a dancer’s arch expression – but the stiffness of her lekku, the pallor of her skin, told Din that she was afraid. 
“Forgive me,” said Gida, demure. “Lord Fett – Lord Fett would like to extend his hospitality.” She offered the tray to Koska, who looked at it, then at Din, with a baffled expression. 
 Kark, Din thought. He didn’t want Gida caught up in any crossfire between Din and Koska. She didn’t deserve to get hurt just because Din had been a coward and an idiot. 
“Excuse us for a minute,” Din said, curtly, and before Koska could get a word in edgewise, Din ushered Gida back out into the hall and stepped out with her, shutting the door behind him. 
The barrier between his body and Koska’s made relief punch Din low in the gut. His fingers shook. He blinked to clear his eyes, then looked down at Gida. 
She looked back, her own eyes very wide. The rest of her expression was calm and distant, her usual mask in its usual place, but her wide eyes gave her away. 
She was worried. 
 About me? Din wondered. 
The tray in Gida’s hands didn’t shake, though. Her grip was steady. 
Din looked down the hallway in either direction. To the left, deeper into the palace, the hall was empty. To the right, Din could see the throne room, still packed, but the mouth of the hall was guarded by Tavva, the fierce green Twi’Lek with just one scarred lekku, and a human woman Din had never met. Tavva and the woman were facing the crowd, not Din, but their postures were set and they were easy enough to read; they were guarding Din. They were keeping the crowd – and any one in it who might be interested in information about Boba Fett’s favorite hunter – away from him. 
Gida caught the direction of Din’s gaze and nodded. “The boss has them standing guard,” she explained, softly. “To keep everyone away.”
That was – that was a good sign, Din hoped. That Boba was still trying to protect Din, even if he didn’t understand what Koska wanted or why she’d shown up in his throne room. 
“Tell him ‘thanks’ for me, if you can,” Din said. He kept his voice low. Din knew that Tavva and the other guard were probably trustworthy – Fennec had vetted everyone who bore arms in Boba’s palace – but Din still trusted Gida more. 
Gida nodded again. She bit her lip, her professional mask slipping a little, and looked over Din’s shoulder at the door. “Are you – is everything okay?” she asked, anxiously. “I’ve never – she’s not one of the other Mandalorians who was staying here, is she? They had black armor.” 
“You saw Strill and Jaig?” Din asked, surprised. 
Gida nodded for a third time. Her lekku were twitching uneasily. “I brought them food, a few times,” she explained. At Din’s blank look – he’d left his helmet in the room with Koska – she added, “I help Ushib in the kitchen sometimes. It’s – nice there. Quiet. But those Mandalorians – their armor was all black. Wasn’t it?” 
“Mostly black,” Din said, thinking of the chipped golden paint that lined Strill’s  kar’ta beskar. Of Jaig’s blue stripes. “No, you’re right. This Mandalorian – the others were – they were my people,” Din said, trying to order his thoughts. “My tribe.” 
Koska had rattled him, badly. His ears were still ringing like she’d punched him. Din blinked again, trying to clear his head, and focused on Gida. He couldn’t afford to let her – to let anyone – see how badly Koska’d rattled him. 
“This one isn’t one of your tribe?” Gida asked, cocking her head a little. “But she’s Mandalorian, isn’t she?” 
“She is,” Din said. He didn’t feel like explaining the nuances of being Mandalorian – not that there were many, as far as the Creed was concerned – to Gida, so he didn’t. “She is – she’s an ally of mine,” he said. “But she’s of a different tribe. Like Ruli and all of her cousins.” 
“Oh,” said Gida, her expression clearing up. 
Gida didn’t have a large, sprawling family, not like some of the other Twi’Lek clans who lived in Mos Eisley. Gida’s mother had come to Tatooine alone, without any of her kinsmen. But Ruli’s entire family was here. Not just her parents and her siblings, but her entire tribe – cousins and aunts, uncles, married kin. 
Gida grimaced. “If she’s anything like Ruli’s family, good luck,” Gida muttered. 
Din softened a little. “Thanks,” he muttered back. 
Gida flashed him a small smile, still looking at the door behind him, and then she lifted the tray in her hands a little higher. “Does she want anything to eat? To drink? Noora’s worrying about being a bad hostess.” Gida smiled at Din again, more directly this time, obviously trying to set him at ease, and Din couldn’t help but feel a surge of affection for her. 
“She’s not staying,” Din said. “She’s – Koska’s business is elsewhere. She just came by to – to remind me of something, that’s all. Noora doesn’t need to worry about feeding her.” 
“Oh,” said Gida again, visibly relaxing. Her lekku twitched, the movement looser now. Some of her usual color had returned. 
Din caught that and raised an eyebrow, confused. To his surprise, Gida  blushed.  
 She’s – relieved?  Din thought, confusion deeping. Confusion was better than fear, though. Better than the wild panic he’d felt in the little room with Kryze, so Din leaned into it.  Why?  
Gida cleared her throat, embarrassed to be caught out. “I just – I was worried she’d come to take you away from us,” Gida said, looking at the bridge of Din’s nose instead of his eyes. “That’s all.” 
“Oh,” Din said, touched again. He didn’t know what else to say. 
It made sense, he supposed, that Gida felt – safer, with Din in the palace. Now that Zero was dead, Din and Kasyyk were the two who’d spent the most time with Gida. Who ferried her home every night after her shift at the bar. Who protected her. 
 She doesn’t want to lose that protection, Din realized. He softened even further towards Gida, just a little. He couldn’t help it. He dropped his shoulders to cushion his next words. 
“I – I am leaving,” he said, apologetically. His thoughts were still whirling, but Gida had given Din some space from Koska to actually  think instead of just react. 
Din did need to tell Koska that he was  dar’manda. But – 
 I should tell Kryze, too,  Din thought.  To her face, I mean. I – I owe her that. Don’t I?  
Just because Din was  dar’manda  didn’t mean that he couldn’t still  act  with honor, after all. Din had had that argument too many times now – with Boba, with Paz, with himself – to bother having it again. Just because he was  dar’manda didn’t mean he had to act like a wurrek. Like a mindless beast. 
 I can – I should explain myself,  Din thought.  And –  
And he did want to go to the summit. He wanted – there was a chance, he knew, that Kryze’s people had managed to find other Children of the Watch. That maybe even what was left of Din’s own covert – the armorer, at least, and maybe some of the others too, Annika and the kids she’d managed to gather, Denn or Ryna,  someone – would be there. 
Din took a breath and nodded, calmer now. “Only for a few days,” he added quickly, when he saw Gida’s eyes widen further. When her embarrassed blush drained away to pale alarm. “I won’t – it shouldn’t take me longer than a week.” 
 Unless Kryze  does  kill me, Din thought, but Gida didn’t need to hear about that. Kryze wasn’t – she wasn’t unreasonable. She’d be angry with Din for throwing such a spanner into her plans, but Kryze was the sort of loth-cat who always landed on her feet. She’d come up with some other strategy. Some other plan to win warriors to her cause. 
“You can’t leave  now,” Gida objected. Her voice was loud enough to draw Tavva’s attention from the mouth of the hallway; Din saw Tavva’s lekku twitch. 
“I don’t really want to,” Din admitted. He kept his own voice low. Din would – he  would much rather stay here, even if there was a chance that some of his own people – his former brothers and sisters – would be at the summit. Din was – well. 
 I’m not safe here,  he thought.  I’m not ever safe, not really. Gorga could come crashing down on top of all of them at any moment. 
But here, in the palace – with Boba – Din had  tribe. He had clan. It wasn’t the clan he’d thought he’d have. Din hadn’t ever expected to break the Creed. To lose his people. But he had, and after Morak he hadn’t expected to have a tribe again – hadn’t looked for one, not beyond the splintered little family he’d found with Grogu – but he had one now. 
 And it’s here,  Din thought.  It’s not on Krownest. It’s not on the  Gra’tua.  It’s  here,  and I don’t want to leave.  

   But –  

But Din had given Kryze his word, and just because he was  dar’manda didn’t mean that he should break his word because it was more convenient. Because it would be easier. 
 I told her that I would go to this summit,  Din thought.  So I will.  
“It’s – I have to go,” Din said, gently. “It’s important.” 
Gida bit her lip. 
“Kasyyk will still be here,” Din said, trying his best to reassure her. Gida wasn’t a child, not like Grogu was. Grogu had been easy to reassure. All it took to calm him down, usually, after something frightened him, was Din scooping Grogu up and tucking the kid close to his chest. 
 I don’t think Gida would appreciate that, Din thought. He settled himself for offering her what he hoped was an encouraging smile. “You’ll be – everything will be fine,” Din said. He saw Tavva’s lekku twitch again out of the corner of his eye and repeated himself. He didn’t want to spook anyone else in the palace. “Everything will be fine. It’s just – Mandalorian business, that’s all.” 
Gida looked up at Din for a moment, then nodded. For the first time since she’d poked her head into the room with Din and Koska, the tray in her hands shook a little. “Is Lord Fett – is he going to leave too?” she asked. 
 That’s the question, isn’t it?  Din thought. He didn’t have a good answer. He  wanted Boba to go, but – 
“Is Lord Fett,” Boba cut in, his tone low and fierce, “doing what?” 
He had appeared at the mouth of the hallway, between Tavva and the human guard. He was fully-armored. The crowd behind him was still making its own noise, music playing, conversations picked back up, but Din could see eyes turning in Boba’s direction again. 
Boba stepped past the guards and they moved smoothly to fill the space he’d left, effectively blocking the hallway off from other palace guests. 
“Are you alright?” Boba continued, moving towards Din. 
Something settled in Din’s chest, then. Relief. 
 He was worried, Din thought. 
“Yes,” Din said, firmly. “I’m fine. Koska – she surprised me, that’s all. It’s alright.” 
Boba made a gruff noise. “And her business?” 
“Has room for you too, if you want,” Din said. He didn’t care if Koska didn’t want Boba involved.  Din wanted Boba involved, and if Kryze intended to use Din as some cook-fire story to rally other Mandalorians to fight the Empire, Kryze could deal with Boba too. “If you have time?” 
“Court’s done,” Boba confirmed. He tilted his chin in Gida’s direction, then held out his hands for her tray. “Noora’s going to need you behind the bar,” he said. “We can take it from here.” 
Gida looked between Din and Boba, but her familiarity with Din – hard-won as it had been – clearly didn’t extend to Boba, because she ducked her head in a nod and gave Boba the tray, then fled. 
Boba looked down at the cups of  tihaar and sighed. The sound crackled through his helmet. 
“What,” he said, voice low, “am I walking into, Din? The way she talked to you sounded like an ambush.”
“It – well, it was,” Din admitted, trying to think of the quickest way to explain the situation to Boba, before Koska got bored in that room by herself and came to see what was going on. “I don’t think she meant it to be, though. It was my fault. I – forgot.” 
“Forgot what?” said Boba, warily. 
Din grimaced. “There’s – a gathering,” he said. “A summit, I guess. On – on Krownest, in a few days. Kryze called it. She wants to gather the Mandalorians.” 
“What Mandaloirans?” Boba asked. 
“All of them,” Din said. 
Boba snorted. 
“No,” Din pressed. “I’m being serious, Boba. She asked – she asked me to tell the Children of the Watch – my tribe, if I could find any – and it sounded like she was sending her people out to anyone she could find, when I was on the light cruiser last.” 
“Bo-Katan Kryze,” said Boba, flatly, “is hosting a gathering for all Mandalorians.” 
Din shrugged, uncomfortable. “That’s – that’s what she told me,” he said. 
“And you have done what she’s asked,” Boba continued. “You’ve – what? I assume you extended the invitation to Vizsla?” 
“And the  verd’ike, ” Din said. 
Boba made another rough sound. “And this summit,” he said, “is in a few days.” 
Din winced. “It is,” he confirmed. 
“Hmm,” said Boba. He didn’t say anything else. Silence expanded between them. Din didn’t like it. 
“I know,” Din said, rushing to fill the silence before it could set between them. “I should’ve – Boba, I just – I  forgot,” Din said. 
Boba looked at Din, expression hidden behind his helmet. “You forgot,” he said. 
Din nodded. “Between all of the hunting, and Jaasa, and us, I – ” 
Din stopped. Embarrassment flushed his cheeks, his ears. Din was a blooded warrior. Admitting that he’d forgotten something as important as this because he’d been too busy enjoying Boba’s company – his body – 
Boba saw it and relented. “You’ve been busy,” he said, gruffly. “My fault too, I imagine. I’ve  kept you busy.”
“I haven’t minded,” Din added quickly. His flush deepened, but it was  true. Din hadn’t minded. Even the actual work he’d done for Boba – the hunting, the hours spent in Mos Eisley or the canyonlands – had been work that Din had been glad to do. 
 That’s the problem, actually,  Din thought.  I  prefer  being here. Being part of all of this. So much that I didn’t – I didn’t want to think about Kryze at all.  
“No,” Boba said. His tone had softened, fractionally. “I didn’t think you had.” He sighed. “Is that all the  ruri’ka wanted, then? To remind you of this summit?” 
“More or less,” Din said. “There’s – well. Kryze wants something from me in particular. She’s – she won’t want it when I tell her that I’m  dar’manda, I don’t think, but – ”
“You’re going to tell her?” Boba asked, stiffening. The cups on his tray rattled. 
Din blinked at him. “I am,” he said. “I didn’t – you asked me not to tell her when I went up to the light cruiser,” Din said. “So I didn’t. But you’re here now, so Koska won’t try anything – or if she does, she won’t be able to get very far – and she  should know. It’s – I don’t want to lie any more, Boba.” 
Din didn’t use Boba’s name very often, outside of Boba’s rooms. Boba had a reputation to maintain. He couldn’t afford to show much preference or any weakness, not in the throne room or out in the city, so when they were outside of Boba’s rooms, Din tried to protect Boba by showing Boba the proper deference. Boba was the king here. 
But he couldn’t help but call Boba by his name now. It was stupid, maybe – Tavva and the other guard were keeping the crowd away, but there were plenty of species on Tatooine with sharp ears – but it was just – 
 Koska – she rattled me,  Din thought. He could admit that to himself, at least. He  was rattled. Shaken by what she’d told him. What she wanted. 
 I don’t want to be Kryze’s symbol,  Din thought.  I just –  
Boba finally softened all the way, some of his combative stance easing. Din still couldn’t see his face, but he imagined that Boba had sighed. Rolled his eyes like he did, sometimes, fondly, when Din had done something particularly exasperating. 
“Alright,” Boba said. “I don’t – I’m not sure telling Reeves right now is a good idea,  Djar’ika, but if it’s what you want – ”
Din hesitated. It wasn’t a matter of what he wanted. Din wanted all of this to go away, frankly. He didn’t want anything to do with Kryze’s Quest at all. 
 But – keeping the truth from her, it’s dishonorable,  Din thought.  She has made her plans. She took me at my word when I said that I’d help her, so I should keep to that word. I can’t be her figurehead. But I can still help. 
“I’ve got your back, Din,” Boba added. The words were soft, pitched low so that only Din could hear them. They warmed Din to the bone anyway. “If you want to tell Reeves now, I’m with you.
Din nodded. “Come one, then,” he muttered. “Might as well get it over with, right?” 
Boba nodded. Din laid his hand on the door, then looked at Boba again. 
“I know – I know you don’t like her,” Din said, quietly. “And you don’t like Kryze, either. But – ”
“I can mind my manners,  Djar’ika,  ” Boba murmured. He  did sound exasperated now. “‘S long as she does, anyway. I won’t throw the first punch.” 
Boba had managed to hold his temper with Strill and Jaig and Paz, more or less. He’d set aside his dislike of them for Din’s sake. Din could trust that Boba would do the same now. 
Din didn’t have the language to describe what that meant to him – Boba’s support and Boba’s begrudging tolerance of other Mandalorians just for Din’s sake – so he just nodded and Din opened the door again, standing aside to let Boba take the lead. Boba entered the room, setting the tray down on the table and tilted his head in Koska’s direction. He kept his helmet on. 
Koska hadn’t put hers back on, and she hadn’t dismantled the room or paced a hole in the floor while Din had been in the hall with Gida, either. She lifted her chin at Boba. 
“Lord Fett,” Koska said, her tone light, almost mocking. 
“Koska,” Din said, warningly, stepping in after Boba and closing the door behind him. “Play nice. You’re the guest here.” 
She curled her lip. “A welcome one, I’m sure,” she said. 
“Any ally of Din’s is always welcome here,” Boba said. He gestured at the tray of  tihaar. “Drink, Reeves? It’s an old family recipe.” 
“A treasured one, no doubt,” Koska said. She didn’t reach for a cup. Her dark eyes were fixed on Boba’s helmet. Din didn’t like the look in her eye. 
She could not, Din thought, be much older than thirty. She was too young to have been a part of Death Watch, certainly – Koska Reeves had no  reason to look at Boba Fett like she was. Like he was her worst enemy. 
 Everything that happened between Jango Fett and Tor Vizsla – that was  years  ago,  Din thought.  Before Bo-Katan’s time, even. So what’s the problem here? 
Din didn’t understand. But it had been like this on Trask, too. As soon as Boba had walked into the cantina at Din’s side, Koska had gone for him like a colo claw fish scenting blood in the water. 
 We don’t have time for this, Din thought. 
Din cleared his throat, making both Koska and Boba look at him instead of each other. The hairs on the back of Din’s neck prickled. Somehow, despite both Boba and Koska calming down individually, simply being in a room with each other had reintroduced the possibility of a fight. 
“You two already know each other,” Din said, trying to figure out how to diffuse the tension before tossing a rather messy grenade into Kryze’s – and by extension, Koska’s – plans. “So I won’t bother introducing you. But – Koska, Boba is my ally. And Boba, Koska’s my ally too. You have different plans, but – ”
“You don’t need to play peacemaker, Djarin,” Koska said, her lip curling faintly. “I’ll be leaving just as soon as you and I are finished. I’d hate to strain your hospitality, Lord Fett.” 
Din closed his eyes and counted down from ten in Huttese. “Koska,” he tried. 
“After all,” Koska continued, her eyes glittering, “I’d hate to disrupt such…  important business. What are you freighting in today, Fett? Spice? Slave girls?” 
“You don’t know my business,” said Boba, with what Din thought was pretty remarkable restraint, given Boba’s temper. 
“I know your father would be proud,” Koska said, her teeth flashing. “If he’d still call himself that, of course. It’s not every day a walking test tube sets himself up as king of the Hutts’  keldab, is it?” 
 What – walking test tube? Din thought, confused. He pulled back a little, trying to understand what was happening, but pulling away gave Koska more room to maneuver, and she immediately pressed her advantage and went for Boba again. 
Boba growled. He didn’t drop his hand to his blaster, but that was alright – Din did it for him. His fingers closed over the hilt of the darksaber. 
“Honestly, Djarin,” Koska continued, though she was looking at Boba, expression fierce. “I know he’s your  riduur  and all, but I don’t know  how he tricked you into it, ‘cause – ”
“Koska,” Din snapped, rage splintering through him like a shard of ice. Something in his tone – or the sound of the darksaber hissing to life, its black-and-white blade crackling in Din’s fist, extended towards her like a promise – finally got through to her, because Koska closed her mouth and reluctantly looked at Din, breaking her glare with Boba. 
Boba had frozen. Probably to keep from tackling Koska into the wall, not that Din would blame him if he did. Boba had – he’d held up his end of the agreement. He had offered Koska something to drink. But Koska – 
Din didn’t know what she’d meant by what she’d said. About Boba being a walking test tube or about his father not being proud of him. What  riduur  meant, though Din did remember now snapping that Boba  was  his  riduur, on the light cruiser. But he didn’t have to understand what Koska’d said to understand that she was deliberately trying to rile Boba up – to provoke a fight – and Din was out of patience. 
“That,” he said, the darksaber humming in his hand, “is enough.” 
Koska scowled. “He’s – ”
“That’s  enough, ” Din growled. Anger – true, genuine anger, not just annoyance or irritation or even a little flash of temper – formed a fist in his heart. He wanted to hit Koska. 
“If all you’re going to do is insult him, you can leave, and tell Kryze to go kark herself,” Din continued. He glared at Koska fiercely. She wasn’t looking at his face – she was looking at the darksaber – but he could tell that he’d made his point. Koska scowled. 
Din was angry enough to press his advantage. “Boba,” Din continued, his voice a hiss above the crackling darksaber, “is not your enemy. Treating him like he is is  dar’ijaa. And I won’t let you do it in front of me.” 
Boba was still silent. His hands had curled into fists. Din could  taste the edge of Boba’s anger. 
“Is that a condition?” Koska finally asked. Her jaw worked. “For your cooperation?” 
“For my – Koska,” Din snapped. “I’ve already agreed to help you. I’m going to Kryze’s summit. If she wants to wave me around like a karking trophy kill,  fine. I keep my word. All I’m asking is that you conduct yourself with honor. Boba doesn’t like you any more than you like him, but he’s acting honorably.” 
Koska snorted. “Honorably?” she said. “I know you think he’s alright, Djarin – I wanted to believe you – but he doesn’t  have any honor.” 
Din  did lose his temper then, just a little. He hadn’t meant to, but he hated the way Koska was talking about Boba. Speaking past him like he wasn’t even there. 
Din lashed out with the darksaber. An easy, straightforward blow, hardly more than a flick of his wrist. 
And the table in the middle of the room collapsed into two pieces, smoking where the darksaber had split it. Koska’s helmet - Din’s too, though he cared less about that – clattered to the stone floor in a shower of sparks. 
Koska’s entire body stiffened with outrage. 
“I don’t have any honor, then,” Din told her. This wasn’t how he’d wanted to say it. He hadn’t wanted Boba and Koska to fight. They were both Din’s allies – if they could tolerate each other for even a few minutes at a time, everyone would have an easier time, not just Din. 
“What are you talking about?” Koska asked, incredulous. She gestured at the darksaber. “You’re  ijaa taab. You – ”
“I’m  dar’manda,” Din said.
Koska physically recoiled. Her eyes went wide with horror and confusion. 
Din set his jaw. “I broke my Creed,” he said. “I’m – I broke it months ago. Before I even asked for your help. Before we defeated Gideon.” 
“Din,” Boba murmured, finally stirring again. 
Din ignored him. He was determined to make Koska understand, now. “I was  dar’manda  when I won this,” Din said. He gestured with the darksaber, the blade humming as it moved through the air. “I don’t have any honor.  Me. It’s me you should be insulting. Not Boba.” 
Koska stared at Din. “You’re – you can’t be,” she said. “You – ”
“I am,” Din said. 
Koska looked at Boba again. “He doesn’t understand,” she said. “You – what have you been telling him?” 
“It’s not Boba’s fault,” Din cut in. He took a step towards Koska and was darkly gratified when she took a step back, her eyes locking on the darksaber again. 
 Good,  he thought.  Maybe now she’ll understand.  
It would shame him later, Din knew. When his anger passed. When he stepped back and realized what he’d done. But now – after the way Koska had spoken to Boba – after the way she’d breezed into the throne room and set the galaxy on its ear again, throwing Din’s life into disarray – 
It felt good, just a little, to snatch some of that control back from her. The darksaber crackled in Din’s hand like it agreed with him. 
“It’s not his fault,” Din repeated. “It’s not anyone’s fault but mine. I knew what I was doing.” 
“You – broke your Creed?” Koska said. She was trying to regain her footing in the conversation. She had finally realized that she was outnumbered. 
“I did,” Din said. 
“Willingly?” 
 That doesn’t matter,  Din thought. Willingly, unwillingly, on purpose or by mistake – it didn’t matter  how Din had broken his Creed. It just mattered that he had. 
“Yes,” Din said. 
He’d meant to tell Koska  why. To explain to her, like he’d explained to Paz and Boba, that he’d broken his Creed to save Grogu. To find out where the light cruiser was. 
But it didn’t matter why he’d done it, not really, and Din wasn’t interested in Koska trying to explain Din’s own Creed to him. She would take the fact that he’d broken it to save Grogu as a loophole of some kind. An exception. She’d want to – if Din had broken the Creed for an exceptional reason, no doubt Kryze could pretend that Din was a Mandalorian still. 
“I’m sorry,” Din said, trying to reel his anger back in. He really didn’t want this to devolve into a fight. Din was  tired. He wanted Koska to leave. “I understand that Krzye’s plans will have to change now. If she – if she needs this – ”
Din deactivated the darksaber and turned the hilt around in his hand. He offered it to Koska, who stared at it like it was a spit viper about to strike. 
“She can have it,” Din said. “Take it to her. Tell her – tell her that I’m not Mandalorian anymore, so she doesn’t need to fight me for it. She can just take it.” 
“That’s… not how it works,” said Koska, slowly. She looked up at Din again and any remaining trace of friendliness – her easy acceptance of Din as her ally, as another one of Kryze’s  tal’vod, a comrade in arms – were gone. She looked at him like he was a spit viper too. 
“Take it,” Din repeated, offering her the blade. 
But Koska shook her head. “No,” she said. “I – that’s not my choice.” 
“It wasn’t my choice to get stuck with it,” Din said, impatient. Boba still hadn’t moved, and Din was starting to worry about him now. “She’s the one who wants it.” 
“I have to – Bo’ll need to hear about this,” Koska said, slowly. She had edged away from Din. Her helmet was still on the floor. “She’ll need – she’ll have to decide what to do next.” 
That was fair, Din supposed. It wasn’t Koska’s plan that Din had ruined, after all. 
“Tell her, then,” Din said. “You can get a comm signal out. Ask her if she wants it. If she wants me to – if she’d rather I stay away from the summit now. I’ll go if she wants me to – I will keep my word,” Din added, when surprise and disbelief flashed across Koska’s face. “But you need to understand, Koska. I am  dar’manda. If you believe that means I have no honor – ”
“You’re not staying here,” Boba finally said, coming back to life with a small shake of his helmet. He had set aside whatever had angered him so badly. “You – I don’t care if you insult  me, Nite Owl, but Djarin – he is under my protection. You’re a danger to him. You won’t stay here.” 
“Boba,” Din said, but Boba shook his head. 
“Ask her,” he rumbled. “If she called Kryze now, and Kryze told her to put a knife in your heart, she would do it. Wouldn’t you, Reeves?” 
Din looked at Koska again. He knew better than to hope that she’d deny it. He  had liked her, after all. She’d been – well. She had been his only ally on the light cruiser. 
 But that was when she thought that I was like her,  he thought.  And now she knows the truth.  
“I can see that I’ve overstayed my welcome, then,” Koska said. She had recovered some. Either gotten over or managed to hide her shock. She didn’t look at Din or the darksaber again, and when she bent to pick up her helmet, she did it without taking her eyes off of Boba. “I don’t need to strain your hospitality, Lord Fett.” 
“Koska,” Din tried. He held out the darksaber again. “I am  dar’manda, but I’m not – I’m not your enemy. I still want to help. I just – I can’t do it the way Kryze wants me to.” 
Koska didn’t look at the darksaber. She looked past Din like he wasn’t even in the room. That stung, but honestly it was what should have happened from the beginning. Din had been  dar’manda all this time. Other Mandalorians weren’t even supposed to acknowledge his existence, any more. He was lost. 
“The summit,” Koska said, addressing the wall, “is in three days. Bo-Katan has declared it neutral ground. No one who attends will be hurt or killed. Thank you for your honesty, Djarin.” 
And then she jammed her helmet back on over her head and, with considerable bravery, shouldered her way past Din and left. The door echoed as it slammed shut behind her. 
Din stared after her, reeling. The darksaber was still in his hand. 
But she didn’t come back – either to attack Din, or decide that she’d forgiven him after all – and after several tense seconds, Din made himself blow out a breath. He returned the darksaber to its place at his side. His fingers were trembling, faintly. 
“That was – that could’ve gone better, I guess,” Din muttered. 
He looked at Boba, anxious. Koska’s dismissal of Din himself stung, but Din had been expecting it. But the hostility she’d treated Boba with – 
“Din,” said Boba, slowly. He still had his helmet on, and his voice was blank with shock. “Why did she call me your  riduur?” 
“What? Oh,” Din said, wincing a little. He decided that being honest was probably the best way forward. Boba was already angry. “I – last time I was on the light cruiser,” he said, trying to explain. “After Gorga’s raid, Koska – she was – well. She said something that I didn’t like, and when I got angry, she asked if you were my  riduur. I didn’t like the way she said it, so I said that you were.” 
Boba stared at him. 
Din flushed. “I – it’s another word for ‘ally,’ right?” he said. “For ‘friend?’ She said it like you couldn’t possibly  be my friend – like she couldn’t believe I’d say yes, so – ”
“So you said ‘yes,’” Boba said. 
Din nodded. 
“I see,” said Boba. 
“I – probably mistranslated,” Din admitted. “I’m not – I don’t know much  mando’a, still, and you’d told me not to let them know that, so – ”
“So you did what you thought you had to,” Boba said. He nodded. “I understand.” 
“Oh,” said Din. He still didn’t like the edge in Boba’s voice – didn’t understand it – but Din had had several conversations that he didn’t understand today, each more disastrous than the last, so he supposed that he could keep going. “I’m – sorry?” 
Boba shook his head and seemed to recover a little. He seemed to get over whatever had surprised him. 
“Don’t be sorry,” said Boba, gruffly. “You – you didn’t need to lay into Reeves like that, you know. Not for me.” 
Din scowled. “She was out of line, and she knew it,” he said. “I  told  her that you weren’t – I  am sorry,” Din said, more sincerely that time. He looked at the ruined table, the still-smoking scar where he’d hit it with the darksaber. “She was – she’s my ally,” he said. “And she behaved dishonorably. So – I’m sorry.” 
Boba managed a faint snort at that. “I’m not gonna hold you responsible for one of Kryze’s people being a  shabuir, Din,” he said. “Reeves is a blooded warrior. She knew what she was doing.” 
“Still,” Din said, unhappy. “I wish – ”
“Really,  Djar’ika,” Boba said. “It’s fine.” 
“I – if you say so,” Din said, still uncertain. He wished that he could see Boba’s face. That would help him understand if Boba really was fine or not. Din hesitated. “What did – why Did Koska call you a walking test tube?” 
That made Boba draw up short again. “What?” 
“She – when she was trying to get a rise out of you,” Din said. “She called you ‘a walking test tube.’ I don’t understand what that means. Is it – are you from a different part of Mandalore?” 
“Din,” said Boba, slowly. “I’m not from Mandalore at all.” 
“Oh.” That wasn’t a surprise, not really. Din wasn’t from Mandalore either. But Jango Fett had been a True Mandalorian. Din had just assumed that meant that Boba’s family had come from Mandalore too, like House Kryze. “Concordia, then?” 
“Din,” Boba said, repeating his name. Din frowned. There was an odd edge to Boba’s voice again, something new and sharp, and Din didn’t know where it had come from. “I’m – she called me ‘a walking test tube,’” Boba said, “because I’m a clone.” 
Din blinked. “What?” 
Boba stared at Din some more. “I am,” said Boba, “a clone. Of my – of Jango Fett. That’s why she called me what she did. She’s natborn. I’m – not.” 
“...  Oh, ” Din said. 
Several things made sense to Din all at once. 
Kryze had called Boba a clone before. On Trask, when Din had been trying to recruit Kryze and Koska’s help. She’d called him a clone to Din’s face. But Din had just assumed –
 What?  he thought.  That she was saying he was too much like his father?  
“Oh,” Boba repeated, his voice made hollow by his helmet. 
Din tried to recover. It was – Din didn’t know anything about cloning, not really. It was something that only the very rich did, these days. Most cloning facilities had been shut down after the Clone Wars. 
“That’s – okay,” Din said. He blinked, then frowned. “Wait, was Reeves saying that you’re – that there’s something wrong, with you being a clone?” 
Boba stayed silent. 
“She  was,” Din murmured, more to himself. He narrowed his eyes in fresh outrage. Koska had been trying to imply that Jango Fett wouldn’t care to call Boba his son, because Boba was – a clone? Because Boba’d done well for himself on Tatooine? 
Din swore. He didn’t have all of the words in  mando’a  to articulate just how furious he was with Koska – with Kryze too, because she’d implied the same thing on Trask – so he started in Ryl and went through Huttese and  tuskra too. 
“Din,” Boba said. “It’s – ”
“Ridiculous!” Din said, throwing his hands in the air. 
Koska had managed to upset Din several times today. She’d surprised him. She had frustrated him. And now she had offended him to the very core of his being. 
Boba paused. 
“To say that you’re not your father’s son – what does being a clone have to do with anything?” Din continued, his anger pushing him to keep talking. “Your father chose you, that’s enough to make you Mandalorian. That’s like saying foundlings aren’t part of the tribe because they were born somewhere else. Like – ”
“Din,” Boba said, and there was enough urgency in his voice that Din did pause, his anger momentarily derailed. When Boba was sure that Din was looking at him, he nodded. Like he had made a decision. 
“Din,” Boba repeated. “I’m not Mandalorian.” 
All of Din’s scattered thoughts crashed to a complete, immediate, shuddering halt. 
“What?” he said. 
He didn’t understand. Boba was Mandalorian. Of course he was Mandalorian. He – he spoke the language. He knew the stories of it, the history. He was a foundling’s son. He’d shown Din the chain code embedded into his armor. Jango Fett had been a foundling, and foundlings were Mandalorian. Boba – 
“I am not Mandalorian,” Boba said. The edge in his voice sharpened. Din flinched and wished that he hadn’t, because as soon as he did, he saw Boba recoil too. “I never said that I was.” 
“But – ”
Din didn’t  understand. Boba had been to Mandalore. He wore Mandalorian armor. He wore Mandalorian armor. If Boba wasn’t a Mandalorian – 
“What?” Boba snapped, pulling farther away. “But  what,  Din? I never claimed to be Mandalorian. You  knew that.” 
“No, I didn’t,” Din said, pushed beyond the limits of his understanding and upset by it. It wasn’t – 
 I told him – I told him everything, Din thought. He had told Boba more about Din himself than he’d told any other living being. He had taken his armor off for Boba. He’d bared himself down to the bone, let Boba look, because Boba – 
 Because Boba, of everyone else in the galaxy, had understood,  Din thought.  He understood. His father was – his father was  dar’manda  too, he said. So he knew what that  meant.  He knew what that meant. He –  
Din had thought that Boba understood what it had meant, for Din to lose his tribe. That Boba’d understood what it was to be a Mandalorian alone. To try and manage all of that  honor, all of that expectation. 
But if Boba wasn’t Mandalorian – had never been Mandalorian at all –
 Then he doesn’t know me,  Din thought. Grief tore at him.  He doesn’t understand. He –  
“You told me that your father had been a foundling,” Din said, distantly. 
“He was,” said Boba, impatient. “The kark does that have to do with me?” 
“I  was a foundling,” Din said. Foundling children became Mandalorian warriors. That was how it  worked. And because Din was Mandalorian – or had been Mandalorian, anyway, when he’d found Grogu – Grogu, Din’s son, was Mandalorian too. 
Boba was Jango Fett’s son. Din  knew  that. Boba had claimed that, at least. That Boba was apparently also a clone of Jango Fett was beside the point. If Jango had claimed Boba as his son, then Boba  was, and that meant that Boba was Mandalorian too. 
“I,” said Boba, his tone cold and cutting, “am not you.” 
Din flinched again. He couldn’t help it. 
Somehow – despite everything that Boba had done to Din – that Din had  asked Boba to do to him – nothing Boba had ever said or done had hurt like this. Not the whip, not his floggers, not his clamps or his cane. Nothing had cut Din to the bone like this. Like the realization that Boba didn’t – couldn’t – understand Din at all. 
“You’re not Mandalorian,” Din said. His mouth had gone numb. “I – I thought that you were Mandalorian.” 
“That’s not my  fault,” Boba snapped. 
And it wasn’t. Din could see that now. Boba  hadn’t told Din that he was Mandalorian. He’d only said that he was the son of Jango Fett. The rest of it – everything Din had thought that he’d known about Boba, that he’d understood – all of that was color Din had painted onto Boba himself. 
Realizing that didn’t do anything to ease the hurt of it, though. The sudden, searing  pain. It was like breaking a bone. It was like getting pummeled into the wall by the darktrooper again. Din felt it spike behind his eyes. 
“I don’t know you,” Din said, his voice breaking. 
Din couldn’t see Boba’s face. He could only see his own reflection in the black of Boba’s visor. His eyes were wide and red. His face had crumpled. 
“Maybe you don’t, then,” said Boba, roughly. “Maybe you should – you want other Mandalorians, is that it?” 
Din looked away. 
“Another Mandalorian is the only one who can understand you?” Boba pressed. “Who can  know you?” 
Din couldn’t say anything. His throat had closed. His thoughts had scattered. Even the desire to fight – the urge to protect himself, to put up his hands to catch the blows that Boba was lobbing at him now – had left him. 
“If that’s what you think,” Boba said, angrily, “then you know where to  find other Mandalorians, Din.” 
“What are you – what are you saying?” Din asked. He had to ask the question at the ceiling, because if he looked Boba in the face again Din wasn’t sure what he’d do. 
“I’m saying,” Boba snarled, his voice thick with anger, with hurt, “gev, Din. Gev. I want you to stop."
Din shut his mouth like Boba had slapped him. It was – Din had known that Boba could use the same word – gev – that Din could use to stop a flogging. Boba had explained all of that too him weeks ago. It was to protect both of them. It protected Din from being pushed too far and it protected Boba too.
From – being hurt, Din thought, sick to his stomach. He swallowed. He had hurt Boba. Taken Boba somewhere that Boba could not – would not – follow. "Boba," Din said, voice hushed. Guilt clawed at his ribs too, a scratchy hurt laid over top the shock, the heartbreak. "Boba, I'm – "
"Stop," said Boba, roughly. Din obediently shut his mouth again. He didn't know what to do. He could hear Boba breathing wetly – heavily, like an injured animal – behind his helmet, and Din was torn between the desire to bolt and the desire to help. 
He couldn't help himself. Din – 
I love him, Din thought. He had loved Boba for weeks. Boba was –
But Boba didn't seem to want Din's help, not like this. Din made a half-hearted motion to reach out, to try and reassure Boba, to take his mind off the argument, but stopped when Boba pulled himself away.
"Stop," Boba repeated.
"Boba," said Din. He dreaded the answer, but he had to ask. He had to know. "What do you – what do you need? What do you want?"
Boba looked up at Din. His visor was hard. Unreadable. "I want," he said, "you to leave.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: Discussion of the destruction of Mandalore and the Empire’s campaign of genocide against the Mandalorians and other groups. The miscommunication of epic proportions that Din and Boba have been dancing around for several hundred thousand words. Koska being a huge asshole. Din has some panicky thoughts. 
-Din, who does impossible things all of the time out of either a) sheer necessity or b) sheer stubbornness: “Yes I have a perfectly reasonable understanding of what is and is not possible for the average being to accomplish.”
-Boba Fett, with his chest: THERE ARE NO MEN LIKE ME
(am I showing my HUGE jaime lannister preference??? have i already compared din to brienne of tarth, and thus completely and fully shown you all my soft little "true chivalry" underbelly??? in a star wars din/boba fic, of all places??? YES, and i stand by it!!
(for real, though, if there's ANYONE in the gffa who can lay claim to the "there are no men like me. there's only me" line. to the assertion that he is a unique and entire product of unique circumstances, that he is set apart from anyone and everyone else by those circumstances, it's boba babey.)
-As a general reminder, I am not trying to play "which Mandalorian is valid" here, because as a whole Mandalorians are often a
bunch of <>huge assholes, and that's true for Mandalorians on any side of whichever sociocultural schism is the most present at any given point in time. 
That said, while I do usually like Koska, she is a huge dick in this chapter.
-I'm trying to decide what it is about Boba Fett in particular that upsets Kryze and her contingent of Mandalorians. Obviously they have quite a bit to gain by discrediting Jango/insisting that Jango wasn't Mandalorian -- I swear to god, the number of conversations I've had about the whole Almec saying Jango's not Mandalorian thing -- of course he says Jango isn't Mandalorian! Because he has a lot to gain by othering Jango! It's not rocket science! To figure out that he has an agenda! To further! By declaring Jango -- a contender for mand'alor -- not Mandalorian! -- and I assume that extends to Boba. Delegitimizing Boba's claim to a Mandalorian heritage removes him as potential claimant to the throne, so of course Kryze wants to hammer that as hard as possible, from a variety of angles -- hence the very specific clone racism, I assume (can't be your father's heir if you're not actually his child, I guess is her reasoning?) but that also opens up a whole other avenue of ???? regarding Kryze's Mandalorians. 
We see that among Din's people (and in, like, the body of pre-TCW Mando lore) blood relation is not all that important. You can be adopted at the literal drop of a hat, and that adoption is just as valid as biologically bearing a child; adopted kids are no less their parents' "real kids" than biological children, as far as Mandalorians are concerned. (This is, by the by, my preferred take and one that I've been hammering with Din -- he certainly doesn't freight with the "your family is blood only" idea, and will throw hands about it.) 
Bo-Katan's insistence that Boba's not Jango's real son, though, makes me wonder if the Neutral Mandalorians/New Death Watch/Traditional Mandalorians on Mandalore place more emphasis on blood descendency. I.e. Bo-Katan is only the heir to House Kryze because she is the biological descendant of such? We are presented with the interpretation that Mandalorians-from-Mandalore do things a little differently than diaspora Mandalorians, though, so. Who knows! It is a tangle, that's for sure. 
-A translation of the Riduur Revelation, because Din and Boba are literally not speaking the same language: 
Koska: You called him your riduur.
Boba: He called me his WHAT.
Din: Yes, my friend and my ally, I did call him that specifcally to spite you, Koska, because I didn't like your tone of voice.
Boba: Oh (: Of course (: He only called me that because he doesn't know what it means (: and he called me that to spite Koska specifically (: that's all (: 
I know, I know, miscommunication is SO FRUSTRATING SOMETIMES, especially when we the readers have more information than the characters. But listen! I promise that there are still a handful of chapters left in this thing!! It's gonna be -- well! It is gonna be! 
 
Your song of the week is "Loveless," PVRIS, because let's be real. We have had this dramatic falling-out coming for quite some time. I love you all and thank you so much for your patience while I wrestled with this chapter! You are some of the best readers and fans in the world.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which the desert is a decent place to confront painful truths.



    Chapter Notes

      Alright, whew, I am sorry that this one is a bit late. The whole body of it has been written since last week, but revision time has been thin on the ground and I spent like five days warring back and forth about whether to split the chapter or not. I did not split it, in the end, but wow. There was some deliberation, lol. 
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With that in mind, please enjoy the next 18,000 words of Din being sad. This chapter's pretty introspetion-focused, but we'll be picking up the action again next time. 
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  beviin.
 
Din did as he was told. There was nothing else that he could do. There was no give in Boba’s voice, in his stance; Boba stood like he was braced for a fight, like a wounded bladeback that had been backed into a dead-end canyon, ready to charge Din and run him down if there was no other way out. 
 He told me to stop,  Din thought, distantly. His own body felt very far away. He bent mechanically and collected his helmet from where it had fallen after Din had brought the darksaber down on the table. His ears were ringing.  He told me to stop, so –  
Boba had stopped, all those weeks ago. When Din had been overwhelmed, hadn’t been able to hear another word. Hadn't been able to bear what Boba had been trying to tell him. He could still taste the word on his tongue.  Gev.  
Boba had listened, then. He had let Din go. 
Din didn’t  understand – his thoughts were whirling and confused, everything disordered, a jumble of shock and pain and anger – but even though he didn’t understand, Din still knew what it was that he’d agreed to. 
 Gev protected Din and Boba both. Din had always had the suspicion that the word was more for his sake than Boba's, but Boba’d always been insistent that they could both use it if they ever needed to, and now –
 Now,  Din managed to think, distantly, in the part of his mind that was always capable of thinking through a fight, through a hail of blaster fire or an injury or even something like this, a blow that Din hadn’t been braced for and hadn’t been expecting,  Boba needs it.  
Din didn’t understand – Boba wasn’t Mandalorian, had never  been Mandalorian – but he could still keep his word. He could still do what he was told. 
So Din tucked his helmet underneath his arm. He clipped the darksaber back to its place on his hip. He even managed to make himself meet Boba’s eyes again – only through Boba’s black visor, which was flashing like a  verd knife – and then Din left. He closed the door behind him. 
For one brief, fragmented second, Din thought that Boba would change his mind. That he would wrench the door open and pull Din back inside. That Din could apologize, take a breath, explain – 
But Boba didn't open the door and the immediate onslaught of noise from the throne room, music and chatter and bellowing laughter, shouts and the low murmur of half a hundred whispered conversations, the clink of credits across tables, made Din flinch. None of the palace’s visitors had left after Boba had ended court, as far as Din could tell. Tavva and the human woman were still guarding Din’s hallway, but past them a mass of bodies seethed, dancing or arm-wrestling, playing cards, drinking and doing business, jostling past each other for a spot at the bar. 
Din thought of trying to shoulder his way through the crowd to get to his own rooms and flinched again. 
 Boba – he wants me to leave,  Din thought. Boba’s furious voice – his cold, alien anger – echoed in Din’s ears.  What does that mean? 
He had told Din to kark off and go find others – to go find  real Mandalorians. But only minutes before that, Boba had defended Din in front of Koska. He had refused to let Koska stay in the palace, because he’d thought that she might try to hurt Din. 
 Does he – he doesn’t want me to disappear, Din thought, a little desperately. Underneath all of his confusion, all of his panic – the realization that Din had fundamentally misunderstood Boba from the very beginning of their friendship – Din still knew Boba. Boba wasn’t Mandalorian, but – 
 But he hasn’t been Mandalorian this whole time,  Din thought. From the way Boba had spoken, it wasn’t like Boba was  Din.  Din had had his Creed and then he’d broken it. He’d been Mandalorian, and now he wasn’t. From the way Boba talked, it sounded like he’d  never been Mandalorian. 

   But he’s still – he looked after me. Took care of me.  

Boba was angry now, but Din had seen Boba angry before. Not  this angry, but angry enough, and even when Boba’d been angry about the Jedi, angry about Din’s stubbornness, he hadn’t wanted Din to vanish from Tatooine – from the outfit – entirely. He'd just wanted – space. Time.
 That was before I told him to his face that I didn’t know him at all, though, Din thought. 
Now that he was on the other side of a door from Boba – now that the immediate threat of violence had passed – Din couldn’t help but wince. 

   Did he just want me to leave the room?  

Din’s heart was thumping hard against his ribs, painful and swollen, beating too fast.
 Or the palace? Does he – does he want me to leave Tatooine? Does he want me to  stay  gone?  
Din was going to have to leave Tatooine anyway, at least for a few days. Koska’d left him with the darksaber. She’d carry on the news that Din was  dar’manda, but – 
 But I don’t know what to do, Din thought, miserably. His chest was tight. His armor was tight. He wanted to be alone. He wanted – 
Din turned away from the throne room and moved down the hallway, away from the noise, each step measured and precise. His body still knew what to do, even though the rest of Din had been thrown into chaos and confusion. 
Wading through the throne room like this wasn’t safe. Din was wound too tense. His shoulders were pulled too tight. He didn’t want to hurt anyone. He didn’t want to frighten his friends. He wanted the solitude – the safety – of his rooms, but not if getting there meant elbowing his way through a hundred other beings. 
 The  Fly, Din thought, trying to think of where else he could go to be alone, where he could be  safe. The palace – the palace was Boba’s territory. Everyone in it answered to him. Even if Din retreated to the kitchens with Ushib, he’d still be in Boba’s palace, and Boba had told Din to leave. 
 But the  Fly –  she’s mine,  Din thought. The  ahra  had given it to him. They’d done it through Boba, but it was Din’s ship. It wasn’t the  Razor Crest,  battered and familiar but safe because Din had made it safe, but retreating to the  Fly  was still a better option than staying in the palace. The  Fly had a sealable plug door. It had shields. 
Din turned at the end of the hall, resisting the urge to break into a dead sprint, and made himself move towards the landing bay at the back of the palace. 
It wasn’t that Din thought that Boba would turn on him. That Boba would throw Din into the dungeons or out into the sands. That Din wasn’t still safe here – at least from physical harm – in the palace. Boba was – 
 No,  Din thought, pushing it away. He didn’t want to think about what Boba was or wasn’t. He was too off-balance for that. Too hurt, too bewildered. Din needed to get  away first. To get his heartbeat under control, his breathing. The adrenaline that had flooded him when he’d pulled the darksaber on Koska was already fading away, leaving Din shaky in its wake. Once Din was calmer – 
He pushed away thoughts of what might happen next too, and focused on getting to the landing bay without further trouble. 
Koska was gone. Din didn’t run into her – or anyone else, really, aside from the guards who were stationed at the mouths of branching hallways or patrolling the palace, most of whom knew Din by sight, even with his helmet tucked underneath his arm, and let him go without comment – on his way to the landing bay, which was good. 
If Din saw Koska before he managed to get himself back under control, he was probably going to punch her. 
It wasn’t Koska’s fault that Din had made this mistake. That Din had assumed that Boba was Mandalorian. Had assumed that Boba understood what it meant to  be Mandalorian, and therefore understood Din. 
 Kark,  Din thought.  If I’d bothered to just  ask  her outright, she would’ve told me that Boba’s not Mandalorian. They all know.  
Kryze’s hostility towards Boba – and Koska’s by default, since she seemed to follow Kryze in everything that Kryze did – made more sense now, beyond the fact that Kryze had been Death Watch and Boba was Jango Fett’s son. Din had thought their dislike of each other was just clan politics, but it wasn’t. Kryze hated Boba because he wasn’t a Mandalorian, and Boba hated Kryze because –
 Because what?  Din wondered.  Why? If he’s not Mandalorian at all, why does he care about clan politics? About picking up his father’s grudge?  
Din made himself wrench his thoughts away from all of that too. None of it  mattered. At least, none of it mattered right now. What mattered now was doing what Boba had asked – leaving – and finding somewhere safe to hunker down where Din could lick his wounds. He could get his thoughts in order later. 
Din made himself keep walking until he’d left the palace entirely, until he’d passed the Nuxan who watched over the landing bay, until he’d found his own ship among the dozen or so battered, sandy hulls that had come to fill up the bay. 
The  Kirik-Fly  was where Din had left her weeks ago, settled between Boba’s  Firespray- class ship and a sleek light hunter that Fennec took out on jobs sometimes, on the rare occasions that her own business took her away from the palace. 
Dn dropped the  Fly’s plug door with a touch to his gauntlet and strode up the ramp, sealing it behind him as soon as he was through the door. 
The  Fly  wasn’t home, not like the  Razor Crest had been, but with the door sealed it was safe enough that Din could lean back against the door and shudder for a minute, all of his nerves stretched thin. 
 I’m safe here,  he told himself, trying to calm himself down. Din had the codes for the  Fly’s  doors, not Boba, and while Mos Eisley had a few old anti-ship systems at the spaceports to bring down raiders and rogues, the palace didn’t. Short of ordering Mos Eisley’s spaceport to shoot Din out of the sky – or climbing into his own ship to give chase, Din supposed – Boba couldn’t do anything to Din now that Din was in the  Fly.  
 I’m not afraid of him,  Din told himself sternly. He tossed his helmet into the  Fly’s copilot chair and, now that he was alone, gave into the urge to drag his hand through his hair, pulling roughly. 
Everything had happened so quickly. Din hadn’t even had the time to sort through all of the things Koska had told him – what Kryze wanted Din for, what she wanted him to represent to all of the other Mandalorians – before he and Boba had argued, and now that they  had argued – 
The headache that had started to prod the back of Din’s eye when he’d been bickering with Koska sharpened, like someone had taken a spike and driven it in behind Din’s ear. A twin pain throbbed in his chest. A fist tightened around his lungs, crushing the air from them, and Din had to fight to breathe.
It was, Din thought, grief. 
Din was familiar with grief. Of course he was. It had followed him for his entire life, ever since the Separatists had come to his village. 
Grief for his parents, his cousins, for the life that the Separatists had destroyed during the Clone Wars. Grief for the Mandalorian who had rescued Din and then died on his next deployment, before Din had gotten to know him at all. Grief for every covert they’d had to abandon, for the brothers and sisters who had been lost, for the way the tribe had shrunk year after year, for the heap of empty helmets left on Nevarro. 
Grief for Grogu, too, when Din had let him leave with the Jedi. Grief for the Creed that Din had broken. 
So the feeling breaking open in Din’s chest now was familiar to him. It was sharp and intense and Din hadn’t expected it, so he wasn’t as prepared for it as he’d been in the days and weeks following his choice on Morak, but it was something that Din knew he could survive. 
He swallowed. 
 It’s something I can survive, he reminded himself. His head throbbed and his heart twisted. His hands were shaking. 
 I can survive it. I  can.  I just have to –  
Din just had to weather it. He had weathered worse before. The backs of his legs were still stinging and sore, his welts and cuts bright, not yet healed. If he’d been able to endure  that, he could endure this. It was just –  
Din gave himself a handful of minutes to feel it. To let grief swallow him up, like a wave closing over his head, dragging him down. To be  angry.  
And Din was angry. Not just at Koska and not just at Boba – thought he  was angry with Koska, because she’d gone out of her way to antagonize Boba, to poke and prod him like a caged rancor just to see what Boba would do, and he was angry with Boba too for – 
 Well,  Din thought.  I’m angry with him, but I’m mostly just angry with myself.   
He couldn’t get the echo of Boba’s voice out of his head. Boba’s bleak, desolate tone. 
“Din,” he had said, “I am not Mandalorian.” 
Din didn’t  understand.  Boba had to be Mandalorian. He had to be. Boba did everything that a Mandalorian warrior should do. He was everything that a Mandalorian warrior should  be.  And more than that – Boba acted with an  alor’s  honor, not just a  verd’s.  Boba was – honest. Hard and fierce, sometimes, but he was fair. Upright. He kept his word. He took care of his people. He fought like a krayt dragon and he took fastidious, reverent care of his father’s armor, and Boba was the son of a foundling. He  was Mandalorian. 
 Except – except he’s not,  Din thought, opening his eyes again. He’d squeezed them shut to ward off his grief, but it hadn’t worked. The  Fly resolved itself around him. Its walls were blank and impersonal. Din hadn’t set foot on the ship in weeks, really. It hadn’t even occurred to him to take it out. If he’d needed to go anywhere, he’d either taken a speeder or flown himself, savoring the rush of the wind against him as his jetpack had carried him through the sky. 
The  Fly’s  comms array was blinking softly, a red light flickering on and off in a steady rhythm. Kryze’s messages, if Din had to guess. The rest of the ship was tidy enough, just – impersonal. Din had flown the  Razor Crest  for so long that he hadn’t been able to help slowly filling it up with things. Din didn’t care much for decorations or trinkets, little objects that would just clutter up the space where he lived and worked, but over the years he’d outfitted the  Crest, customized her, made himself at home inside her hull. 
The  Fly looked pretty much the same as it had the day Din had first taken her off planet, aimed for Boz Pity with a cabin full of escaping slaves. 
 Boba’s not Mandalorian,  Din thought, dully.  Even though he acts like one. Dresses like one.  Talks  like one.  
Boba knew  mando’a, and Din didn’t. Boba had been to Mandalore, even. He’d seen it before the Empire had turned it to a heap of ash. Din had thought – 
 It doesn’t matter what I thought,  Din told himself, ruthlessly.  If he says he’s not Mandalorian, then he isn’t. It’s his choice.  
Something in Din’s chest prickled uncomfortably. He was starting to regret what he’d said to Boba, now. 
“I don’t know you,” he’d said. 
Boba – Boba wasn’t Mandalorian. He never had been. If Boba was  dar’manda too, Din thought that he’d understand a little better, but from the way Boba talked, from the way Koska and Kryze had talked about Boba, Boba had never been Mandalorian at all. 
 He never understood what I was. What I am,  Din thought.  Can you – can you be  dar’manda  if you were never Mandalorian in the first place? 
Din wasn’t sure. He’d never thought about it. It wasn't like he'd been dar'manda when he'd lived in that little village with his parents. Back then Din had never even heard of the Mandalorians. He couldn't have been dar'manda then, because he couldn't have been a Mandalorian. He hadn't known what a Mandalorian was. 
But even setting all of that aside, Boba was right. He’d said that he’d never told Din that he was Mandalorian and now that Din had taken the time to think it through, that was  true. Boba had told Din on Tython that he followed no Creed. Din had brushed it away at the time because then Boba’d gone on to show him the chain code embedded in his armor, the one that named him the son of Jango Fett, the son of a foundling, but – 

   If Boba never swore a Creed at all – any Creed, not just mine – then he’s never been Mandalorian.  

 Right?  
Underneath Din’s anger, underneath his grief, confusion roiled in his chest. His headache spiked. He swallowed. 
Din didn’t know the answer. If Boba had never sworn any Creed, then he wasn’t Mandalorian at all. That was – Din would have believed that, a year ago. He would have believed that before Morak. But now – 

   Did Bo-Katan Kryze swear a Creed?  

In the covert, there was only one Way of the Mandalore. Din knew that like he knew how to breathe. He’d  believed  that, just as fervently as Paz ever had, as Annika, as the  alor.  A Mandalorian followed the Way of the Mandalore. That was what  made them Mandalorian in the first place. If they did not follow the Way, then they weren’t Mandalorian. The distinction was easy. 
 But my Creed – Kryze thinks it’s too radical,  Din thought.  She thinks it’s too extremist. A cult, she called us. So what does  she  believe?  
Din knew of the  Resol’nare, now. The Six Actions, even if Boba hadn’t been able to recite them all for Din. 

   Is that what she follows?  

Somehow, Din wasn’t sure that he believed that Kryze had a Creed at all. She was too – he didn’t know. It was not, he didn’t think, that Kryze didn’t have her honor. If she’d been honorless, she would’ve just killed Din and taken the darksaber on the light cruiser. It would have been easy – Din had been in bacta for days, vulnerable and unprotected. Killing him would have been a matter of a few seconds. 
 But she didn’t kill me. She hasn’t even  attacked  me. She has – she has a code. Some kind of honor. Some – some principle or Way that she follows.  
But she’d been born Mandalorian. That was her claim, after all. She was the last scion of House Kryze. Her family had ruled Mandalore before. She could probably recite a dozen generations of Mandalorian ancestors, Mandalorian kin, if not more. 

   But does she have a Creed?  

Din dragged a hand down his face, thoughts whirling.  If Kryze is Mandalorian because she comes from Mandalore, and I was Mandalorian because I followed the Creed, what does that make Boba?  
Din knew the answer to that question. Fennec had answered it for him weeks ago. 
 Jango Fett’s son. That was all Boba had ever claimed to be. A simple man trying to make his way in the galaxy, just like his father before him. 
But Boba had said that Jango had been a foundling. He’d been taken in by Jaster Mereel,  alor of the True Mandalorians. 
 And he said that Jango’d become  dar’manda,  so Jango  did  break his Creed,  Din thought. He followed the Supercommando Codex, and then he stopped. After he killed Tor Vizsla, Jango stopped. And Boba –  
Had grown up alone. Hadn’t he? None of Jaster Mereel’s people had come to take Boba in. No clan or tribe had pulled Boba into the fold. He had been alone after his father died. There’d been no one left to teach Boba a Creed or a Way, and even though he’d apparently later gone to Mandalore, he hadn’t stayed there. He hadn’t fought his way into a tribe or a clan, not like Din had. 
Din’s head hurt. All of this – it was almost too much to sort through. Too confusing. Din wasn’t a philosopher or a Jedi or even a clan elder, who could spend his days minding the foundlings and sharing wisdom from his youth. Din didn’t  have any wisdom. He was just a hunter. That was all he was. All he’d ever wanted to be. 

   I didn’t want any of this to happen.  

The first around his lungs tightened. Din – Din loved Boba. Still loved him, despite the confusion and the pain writhing around in his chest. Even if Boba didn’t feel the same about Din – or hadn’t felt the same, because Din wasn’t sure what Boba felt towards him now – he had been a good friend. He’d taken care of Din. Had helped Din more than anyone else had helped Din before. Din hadn’t wanted to – hadn’t meant to – ruin that. 

   I just don’t understand.  

His tongue was heavy in his mouth. His chest was too full, too hot and too dry, like someone had stuffed his lungs with ash. If Din had learned something like this about anyone else, he didn’t think that he’d be so – wounded. Affected. 
But Din had – he had let Boba see  everything.  Din had let Boba see everything. He’d let Boba see all of Din’s weaknesses. Things that Din had never shown anyone else. That he’d been too  afraid  to show anyone else; if Din had gone around the covert asking for someone to hurt him, to give him a few bruises or licks with a flogger to help Din focus, he would’ve lost his position as  beroya.  
Din had shown Boba his face. Willingly. Joyously, even, because Din had thought – 
He wrenched his thoughts away again. 

   I need – I need some space.  

Din needed  distance.  He needed to think. Sealing himself inside the  Fly had helped some, but he was no closer to unraveling his thoughts, to sorting out the tangle of grief and anger snarled around his ribcage, than he had been when he’d left Boba standing in front of the ruined table, and – 

   And I don’t want to be here.  

Din wanted – well. He wanted Boba, but that wasn’t going to happen, not right now. Boba – had a temper. Boba had been badly hurt. Din had  seen that. It had started with Koska, who’d said something that had upset Boba, thrown him off balance, and then Din had gone and made it worse. Boba was wounded. Maybe, if Din gave him space and time to staunch the bleeding, Boba would be willing to talk. To – to let Din explain. 
 And he said  gev.  He asked me to leave. I can – I can do that. 

   But where can I go?  

Din certainly wasn’t about to spend three days hanging around on Krownest, testing Kryze’s patience. Koska had told him that the summit itself had been declared neutral. She’d said that once it began, no one would be harmed or killed. But  before the summit – 
 No,  Din thought. He wasn’t going to spend three days hiding in his ship, waiting for someone from the light cruiser to storm it, and he wasn’t going to spend three days glaring  verd knives at Koska on the light cruiser. He still wanted to punch her, a little.  
But he couldn’t exactly stay hunkered down on the  Fly  in Boba’s landing bay and wait for the summit, either. Din had wanted Boba to go, but if Boba wasn’t Mandalorian at all, he probably wouldn’t want to attend. He wouldn’t be welcome even if he  did attend, and Din wasn’t sure if Kryze’s offer of neutral ground extended to those who weren’t Mandalorian.
 Tatooine is Boba’s,  Din thought.  And he told me to leave – to go join other Mandalorians, and –  
A thought occurred to Din. 
There were other Mandalorians on Tatooine. Mandalorians who weren’t part of Boba's outfit – though they were currently enjoying Boba’s protection – and Mandalorians who Din had hoped would be willing to go to Kryze’s summit themselves. 
Paz, Strill and Jaig were in Mos Pelgo. 
Boba didn’t run Mos Pelgo. He ran weapons and spice and other smuggled goods  through it, but Mos Pelgo belonged only to its own people. It wasn’t the palace, and Paz was there. 
 And Paz knows I’m  dar’manda  already.  
Din and Paz had sorted themselves out. They didn’t have much left to argue over, and Paz had agreed to let Din be. Din would be – bizarre as it might have sounded to him a few months ago, when he’d been sure that running into Paz again would be a death sentence – safe there, for a day or two. 
Mos Pelgo sounded better than staying near the palace, at any rate. Din could probably find someone in the Quarter – Imiri, maybe, or someone from Noora’s extended family – who’d take him in if he asked, if he needed somewhere to lay low, but Din didn’t want to bring the Quarter any more trouble. Mos Pelgo, on the other hand – 
 They’re a tough sort,  he thought.  And they’re always expecting trouble.  
Din peeled himself away from the plug door and made himself punch in the town’s coordinates before he could talk himself out of it. Despite sitting idle for a few weeks, the  Fly rose smoothly into the air. The familiar task of keeping a ship in the air settled Din some, and by the time he reached the canyons that backed Mos Pelgo a few minutes later, Din had managed to calm himself down considerably. His head still hurt and his chest was sore, but he’d brought his heart rate down, had deliberately slowed and evened out his breathing.
There was no room for doubt or confusion when piloting a ship, so for a handful of minutes, Din was able to set all of his doubts aside. All of his hurt. The brief respite was welcome. 
Din circled the town a few times, high up in the clear night sky. While Din and Koska – and then Din and Boba – had fought, night had fallen over Tatooine. The moons were high in the sky following one after another, and all of the stars were out and glittering coldly in the black. Mos Pelgo was quiet and still beneath him. 
Din made sure to fly low enough that Mos Pelgo’s scouts could recognize his ship, then landed up on a flat plateau above the canyons like he had before, still unwilling to risk losing the  Fly in the sands. 
When he finished securing the ship and stepped down the  Fly’s plug door, a gust of wind hit him, sweet and cold, and made Din put his helmet back on the co-pilot’s chair; he’d intended to put it on before going down into the town, but the wind was so clarifying that he changed his mind. 
 Paz and the  verd’ike  can deal with it, Din thought. They’d all seen him without his helmet on already. So had Cobb Vanth and a fair bit of Mos Pelgo. Din had nothing to hide from them, not any more. 
He made his way to the edge of the plateau and looked out across the desert. The sands were silver and quiet, for once. Din didn’t even see any bantha herds grazing in the distance or any anooba-packs on the move. Mos Pelgo was asleep – or mostly asleep, as Din’s eye caught the glint of the moons off a rifle scope down on one of the roofs – and the desert had gone to sleep with it. It was – peaceful. Quiet. 
Din took another steadying breath, looking up at the stars. 
Din preferred to see the stars through the slightly-warped viewports of a starship. He always had. Din had spent most of his time in the black, after all, and the solitude of deep space had often been its own kind of armor. 
The view from the cliff tops of Mos Pelgo wasn’t bad, though. The sky was clear and the stars shone like freshly-polished beskar, winking and glittering in the distance. If Din half-closed his eyes, it was almost like looking up at the stars through a viewport or from underwater, the edges of the night sky going soft and blurred. 
Din studied the stars for a while, letting the breeze and the view further ground him back in his own body. His armor had loosened, since he’d left the palace. He didn’t feel quite as much like a krayt dragon that had stepped into a durasteel trap. 
It was easy to feel – above it all, up here. To feel distant from all that had just happened in the palace. Din curled his hands into fists and then loosened them a few times, using the tension and its release to steady himself. Doing that made his bad arm hurt, pain throbbing dully through his wrist, up to his elbow, but Din was used to it and the hurt was steadying anyway. 
He didn’t let himself think about Boba. 
He might have stayed up there for the rest of the night, watching the suns rise over the canyons, but after several minutes of standing up on the plateau alone, someone from down below called up to Din and caught his attention. 
“Mando?” a familiar voice called, echoing off the sandstone cliffs. “That you?” 
Din leaned out over the lip of the canyon and looked down at Cobb Vanth, who was standing at the bottom of the plateau, some hundred or hundred and twenty feet down, with his hands on his hips. 
In the silver light of the moons, Din could see that Vanth was only half-dressed; he had pants and his usual holey red sweater on, the fabric draped loose over his narrow shoulders, but he was missing his red bandana and had only one blaster tucked into a belt he’d slung across his hips. He didn’t have his gloves on, either, and the MK-II Paladin rifle he’d been so fond of the last time Din had visited was nowhere to be seen. Vanth’s hair, usually swept back out of his eyes so that Vanth could squint at everything underneath Tatooine’s bright suns, was sticking up in every direction. 
 He was asleep,  Din realized.  Someone – one of the guards – must’ve seen me land and gone to wake Vanth up.  
Guilt – sleep was hard to come by on Tatooine, some nights – made Din call back, “Yeah, it’s me.” 
“Oh,” said Vanth. He squinted up at Din. “What’re you doin’ up there?” 
Din almost wanted to take a step back and retreat to the safety of the  Kirik-Fly. He wanted to sit at the edge of the canyon and look up at the moons for a while longer, feeling sorry for himself. 
But none of this was  Vanth’s fault, and Din knew Vanth well enough now to know that Vanth was a stubborn old vornskr. Now that he’d hauled himself up out of bed to come looking for Din in the dark, he wouldn’t just go back off on his own way. 
So Din sighed, shook out his hands to make sure that they were steady and dropped down to where Vanth stood on the sandstones of the canyon floor, using his jetpack to slow his descent enough that Din hit the ground and only rattled his knees instead of breaking them. 
That pain was good too. Din savored it for half a second, then pushed it aside. Vanth wasn’t likely to understand that, and Din wasn’t sure if Boba would ever understand it again. 
Vanth arched an eyebrow and looked Din up and down, then set his hands on his hips. He was not, apparently, impressed with what he saw. 
“Rough night, huh?” he asked. 
Din shrugged. He was sure that Vanth could read the truth of Din’s night across his face. 
Vanth studied him for another minute more, then nodded. “We deal with that a lot, ‘round here,” he said. “What’s the news from civilization?” 
Even though he was exhausted and sore, angry and upset, his head still throbbing in time with his heart, Din couldn’t help but smile a little. Only someone like Cobb Vanth would call Mos Eisley – call the palace –  civilization.  
“We’re not about to be run over or nothin’, are we?” Vanth continued. 
Din shook his head. “No,” he said. “You’re fine. That’s – I have no news.” 
Vanth eyed Din doubtfully. 
Din understood Vanth’s wariness, he supposed. It was late. No one crossed the Great Dune Sea at this hour unless they had to, and Din probably looked like he’d been run over by a ronto. Like he’d been through something awful – like the palace had been attacked again – and had come to warn Mos Pelgo that Gorga’s mercenaries were coming their way. 
“It’s – everything’s fine,” Din said. “In the desert and the palace, anyway. No one’s under attack. You’re not about to be run over by bounty hunters or mercenaries or anything.” 
“Oh,” said Vanth, finally relaxing, apparently deciding to take Din at his word. “Well, good. ‘S too damn late – or too damn early, I guess – to fend off any mercs or smuggler bands.” 
“Do you get a lot of those?” Din asked, frowning. Even though he was trying not to think about Boba, Din couldn’t help it – Boba’d gone into the sands just that afternoon to talk to Shaking Mountain scouts, who’d seen smuggling bands moving around in the desert. 
But Vanth waved Din’s concern away. “Not so close to town, usually,” he said. “Fett’s guards’re good at catchin’ them before they get too close.” 
The reference to Boba, sideways and fleeting as it was, made Din wince a little. Vanth, sharp even despite the hour, caught it, and frowned. 
“Mando,” he said, even though he knew Din’s name by now, “what’s goin’ on? If there’s no raid on the way, and no news, what’s got you out here in the desert at the anooba’s hour?” 
Cobb Vanth didn’t need to know that Din’s life on Tatooine – his understanding of his place in it, and who he’d been sharing it with – had imploded. Beyond the fact that it wasn’t any of Vanth’s business, it also wasn’t something that Vanth could really help with, either. He wasn’t Mandalorian. He wouldn’t be able to help Din understand what had happened. Why Boba  wasn’t Mandalorian, despite the armor he wore and the way he acted and the honor he carried himself with. 
Din cleared his throat and tried to school his face into what he hoped was a reassuring expression. “It’s – nothing that Mos Pelgo needs to worry about,” Din said. Even though he was down in the bottom of a canyon and the palace was half a day’s ride by speeder away, he looked off in the direction of the palace anyway.   
Vanth’s expression cleared. “Mando business?” he guessed, shrewdly.  
Din  had come to talk to Paz, so he nodded. 
Vanth relaxed completely. “Oh,” he said again. “That’s fine, then. Why didn’t you start with that?” 
“It’s late,” Din offered. It  was, and Din knew that he wasn’t acting like himself. He just hoped that Vanth would buy that it was the late hour that was dragging at Din, not anything worse. 
“That it is,” Vanth agreed. He eyed Din again, but didn’t put his hackles back up. “‘S probably not so late that Vizsla or the kid’s asleep, though. They keep strange hours, your people.” 
Din didn’t know if ‘the kid’ was Strill or Jaig, but he smiled faintly anyway. “They’re not keeping strange hours,” he said. “They’re keeping watch.” 
Vanth snorted. He gestured down the canyon, towards Mos Pelgo, and Din obediently fell into step beside him. “They know they don’t  have to keep watch, right?” Vanth said. “I’ve got more eyes watchin’ the desert now than a bladeback’s got sand fleas. Mos Pelgo’s never been safer.” 
Din was pleased to hear that, even though Vanth sounded sour about it. “Good,” he said. Din still felt – not  responsible, for Mos Pelgo’s safety, not exactly, but since he’d been the one to bring Boba’d deal to the town, Din did like making sure that Boba’s end of the deal was being held up. 
“If only one of them is keeping watch at a time,” Din explained, circling back to Paz and the  verd’ike,  “that means they  do feel safe. If they didn’t it’d be two on per shift, and they’d trade off who’d get to sleep.” 
Din had walked these canyons with Vanth before. The steps back towards Mos Pelgo were familiar. Din tried to let that settle him, pushing his pain aside. 
Vanth grunted. “I’d hope so,” he muttered. “Even your kids’ve got more knives on ‘em than a Tusken does. I’d hate to see how they’d act if they felt unsafe.” 
 I doubt that,  Din thought, suppressing another smile. Din didn’t know if the Sun Rock had told Vanth about the  nisa’sikke,  the krayt-bone women’s knives that all Tusken women carried, or Tusken childrens’ habit of fashioning knives out of any loose bits of material that they could find, or even the Tuskens’ firm belief that every knife should only be used for its own purpose, and no other. Tuskens had rope-cutting knives and carving knives. They had warrior’s knives and knives for digging-up kirik-fly nests. Mandalorians always carried a  verd knife or two, maybe more depending on their personal fighting style, but no one carried more knives than a Tusken. 
 If Vanth hasn’t figured that out already, though, I don’t need to tell him,  Din thought.  I don’t want to make him wary of his neighbors, especially not if Mos Pelgo and the Sun Rock are still getting along.  
“We like to be prepared,” Din said, placidly. 
“For what?” Vanth retorted, though his tone was light and teasing. “The ground and the rocks themselves to pull a blaster on you?” 
“Stranger things have happened, on Tatooine,” Din said, unable to hide his smile now. The pressure in his chest lessened. The fist squeezing his lungs loosened its grip. Vanth seemed to notice, too, because he only rolled his eyes. 
“Are they – '' Din felt compelled to ask, “are they doing alright? Paz and the rest?” 
Din hadn’t seen Paz and the others since they’d fought right after Gorga’s raid. When Din and Fennec had gone into Mos Eisley after Jaasa, Kasyyk had taken the Mandalorians to Mos Pelgo. They’d been gone by the time Din had made it back.  
“Paz’s the big one with blue armor, yeah?” said Vanth. “Vizsla?” 
Din nodded. He was surprised that Paz had told Vanth his name – Paz usually guarded it zealously from outsiders – but maybe he hadn’t. Maybe Kasyyk had told Vanth when he’d brought Paz and the others here. 
“Yeah, they’re doin’ okay,” Vanth said. “Even Vizsla, though he’s got a krayt’s temper on him. Those kids’a his are more’n alright, though – we like ‘em. Hard-working little things, and pretty clever too. And the other two are useful enough. Douwan, A’Ten and Bassa are particularly taken with Jaig.” 
Din didn’t know Bassa, but Douwan and A’Ten were scouts for the Sun Rock. They had introduced themselves to Din before. 
“Young Tuskens and young Mandalorians,” Din said, thinking of how well he’d gotten along with some of the White Bantha’s scouts – Usdaq and A’Saf in particular, though A’Haza had always tagged along too – after he’d healed enough to join them on patrols and krayt hunts, “aren’t that different.” 
Vanth snorted. “No,” he said. “I figured that one out when the four of ‘em got into a – what d’you call it?  Aza- somethin’, I think it was – last week.” 
“Aza’gad,”  said Din, understanding.  Of course they held an aza’gad – they probably wanted to show off for each other.  
“That the one where they whack each other with sticks until somebody falls out of the ring?” 
Din nodded. “It is,” he said. 
“Then yeah,” said Vanth, still sounding vaguely disgruntled. “That’s what they were up to. Had half the town up in arms with ‘em, though who were were gonna back if it had turned out that Jaig and the Tusken boys were out for blood instead of bragging rights is anyone’s guess.” 
 That made Din lift an eyebrow. “A settler town?” he said, trying to keep his tone light. His chest was still heavy, all of his thoughts still out of balance, so Din wasn't sure if he managed to sound teasing or not, but he pushed ahead anyway. “Ready to rush to the defense of some Tuskens?” 
“We like these Tuskens,” said Vanth, scowling. “They’ve done right by us. And they’re not so bad, not really. Their opinion of what’s edible or not notwithstanding.” 
Din softened. “Good,” he said. He meant it. Din knew that he was biased in favor of the  tuskra  anyway – the desert was  theirs, and always had been – but he did like the people of Mos Pelgo. Vanth and his folk weren’t here to strip the desert of its resources, its water, its wildlife. They didn’t want to farm all of the moisture out of the air and then pack up and leave everything dead and withered behind them. Tatooine – Mos Pelgo – was their home too. 
 It’s good that Vanth’s folk and the Sun Rock are still getting along, Din thought. If an alliance between a Tusken tribe and a settler town had lasted this long – almost a year, now – then Din hoped it would continue to last in the future. 
“They’re not causing you any trouble, are they?” Din asked, a thought occurring to him. He still didn’t know Strill and Jaig very well, but Strill at least had proved to be sensible. She reminded Din of Annika. But Paz – 
“The Mandalorians, I mean,” Din continued, when Vanth looked at him sideways. “I know P – Vizsla can be difficult.” 
“ Difficult  ain’t the word I’d use,” Vanth muttered. But he shrugged. “They’re no trouble, no,” he said. “Not really. Vizsla ain’t exactly  polite, but then he’s still stumpin’ around on that busted leg’a his, so I can’t imagine he’s feelin’ too friendly even at the best of times. He does his work without complainin’, though, and that’s more’n I can say for some of the other guests we’ve had come through town.” 
“Work? Din asked, cocking his head. 
Vanth waved a hand. “Yeah,” he said. “You know. Mendin’, mostly, for Vizsla, but the others’ve been pitchin’ in where they can. Even the kids. Your people don’t like sittin’ idle. I do feel bad about that. Vizsla weren’t too friendly when he first arrived, so I lost my temper with him a bit and sent him off to do the washin’ with Skitter and Olena. I only meant for him to get outta my way for a day, but he and the rest of ‘em took it to heart and have been workin’ around town ever since.” 
“No,” Din said slowly, still confused. “We don’t – none of us really like sitting around.” That was true even in the covert; foundlings Took, Kieran and Mirda’s ages would’ve had chores and lessons to do before they’d be turned loose in the covert to explore and to play. Adult warriors spent their days mending kutes and patching armor, finding and preparing food, checking weapons, fixing ships. No one was idle for long. 
“When Kasyyk dropped ‘em off in my lap, I was kinda worried about feedin’ ‘em all,'' Vanth continued. “‘Specially at Jaig and Vizsla’s sizes – what d’you feed baby Mandalorians to make ‘em grow that big?” Vanth continued. As he and Din made their way back towards town, Vanth brightened and woke up a little more. He was animated while he talked, waving his hands, sweeping his hair out of his eyes.
“But your Strill – she’s a decent hunter,” Vanth said. “She went out that first day and came back with a brace’a ruuba hares, and she’s managed to do the same thing just about every day since she got here. Even the kids’re good at turning’ up black melons and things.” 
“That’s – that’s what foundlings do,” Din said. He’d never dug up black melons for his covert, because they hadn't been with him on Tatooine, but he had always fished or foraged for fruits and vegetables, had always set traps and snares, hunted small game, scrounged up what he could and brought it back to add to the covert’s little storerooms wherever they’d lived. It had made Din – and probably made Kieran, Took and Mirda – feel useful. 
“Well, if you wanna take on some of our kids and teach ‘em how to do the same, nobody here’d complain,” Vanth said, his eyes crinkling at their corners. “Though Vizsla’s kids’re already turning ours into quite the little pack of marauders.” 
Din chuckled. The sound hurt, scraped raw against the back of his throat, but he made it anyway. “That sounds about right,” he said. A strange pang went through him, an echo of his earlier grief. 
He hadn’t spent much time with the foundlings of his own tribe, after Din had been named  beroya  and turned loose into the Bounty Hunter’s Guild. He just hadn’t had the  time. He couldn’t remember the last season he’d been able to spend more than a few days among the covert between jobs. 
There had just been too many mouths to feed for Din to stay with the tribe for more than a few days at a time. Most of the credits he’d brought in would only last for a week or two, between food for the tribe and fuel for the  Razor Crest, medical supplies and weapons, ship repairs, bribes to local marshals or lawkeepers to ignore the den of Mandalorians underneath their feet. 
No one had ever  made Din pack up and hit the black again, a day or two after he’d finished one run or another, but Din had still made himself leave. He’d hated to see the covert going hungry, and he had taken pride in feeding them all. 
But as a result, Din just – hadn’t been around much. He hadn’t taught any of Paz’s kids how to throw their first punch or how to hold a  verd knife. He hadn’t known what they liked to eat or even where they’d come from. All Din had been able to do for them was feed them. Armor them, when he could. 
Another stab of grief made Din’s stomach lurge. It wasn’t the same grief that had seized him in the palace, looking at Boba and realizing that Din hadn’t known him, hadn’t understood him, hadn’t been understood, but it cut Din just as deeply. 
 How many people in my own tribe,  Din thought,  did I even really know? How many of them knew me?  
He had known Paz and Annika, of course. He had always known Paz and Annika, because they had been by Din’s side from the day he’d been dropped gently into the covert’s pack of orphans until he’d become  beroya and ventured out on his own. He’d known a few others his own age too, since they’d all come up together, and he’d known some of the others from a cohort of foundlings just a little older or a little younger than Din’s, but – 
 But a lot of  my  cohort – they’re all gone now, Din thought. 
He didn’t know who had survived the attack on Nevarro beyond Paz, his kids and the  alor. Annika – she might be dead, and any foundlings she’d tried to save dead with her. Denn and Tosho, Ryna, Wyrran – all of them would have fought until they couldn’t fight. Until the Empire had killed them. 
And Din – 
 I was alone,  he realized.  Even before I found Grogu and left, before I broke the Creed, I was alone.  
He’d had to be alone. Bounty hunting wasn’t  safe.  The risk of bringing a brother or sister along – a foundling – had been too great. Din had expected to eventually take on an apprentice in five or ten years, and very rarely he had taken another warrior with him on a bigger job, or he’d banded up with other bounty hunters and worked as part of a crew, but usually it had just been Din alone on the  Crest, drifting through the stars far away from the covert. 
Din had always ignored his loneliness. It hadn’t  mattered.  What had mattered was providing for the tribe. He’d made sure that his brothers and sisters were fed. That they were  safe. That the foundlings – war orphans, just like Din – had had the beskar they’d needed to properly join the tribe. Everyone had been cared for, as best as Din had been able to care for them, and that had been – it had been enough. 

   But I didn’t know them, either.  

Just like Din, apparently, hadn’t known Boba. 
 No,  Din thought, that fist of grief squeezing his lungs again. He was bruised and sore all over. It hurt to breathe.  That’s not – that’s not  true.  I did know him. I  do.  It’s just –  
“Mando,” said Vanth, his expression thoughtful again, his sharp vornskr eyes seeing too much. Din should’ve taken his helmet from the  Kirik-Fly before he’d come down into the canyon. He was going to need it. “You want a drink or somethin’? A few minutes of shut-eye, maybe, before you go and handle your Mando business with your people?”
 They’re not my people,  Din thought.  I don’t  have  any people.  
 That was a self-pitying thought, weak and low, and Din knew it. He could almost hear Noora’s shout of disagreement. Ushib’s disagreement. Fennec’s, Gida’s. The White Bantha had counted Din as one of their own once and would probably do so again. The Sun Rock would take Din. The Spotted Anooba, too. 
 Kark, Mos Pelgo would probably have me, Din thought. If he asked – if he asked – he could step in and serve as Marshal alongside Vanth, or he could hunt. Tend to a bantha herd. Din could even shed his armor entirely, bury it in the sand and learn to grow polta beans. 
That thought – that certainty, more than anything else – made Din offer a strained, tired smile. “I don't need a drink,” he said. He didn’t want to add spotchka to his already sore head. “Thanks, though.” 
“Suit yourself,” Vanth said, giving way easily enough. He paused, then said, “What about a friendly ear?” 
Din paused too. The offer was oddly tempting. Din had never needed a friendly ear before – had kept to himself in the Guild or as part of a crew – but over the last few months he had gotten used to having plenty of friendly ears – sympathetic listeners – around. 
He still wanted to resist the offer instinctively. To pull back into himself. He’d learned a lesson with Boba, hadn’t he? Din had been too open, too vulnerable, and Boba had been able to wound him too deeply. If Din had just kept to himself – 
“C’mon,” said Vanth, offering Din a quick, flashing grin. “I don’t know kark-all about Mando business, that’s true, but now that I’m up I’m not likely to go back to sleep. If you’ve got somethin’ you wanna get off your shoulders – whatever’s givin’ you that look in your eye – I’m happy to listen.”
The confirmation that Din had dragged Vanth out of bed made Din wince. “Sorry,” he said. 
Vanth only shrugged. “‘S alright,” he said, grinning again. “I don’t mind. And if you don’t wanna talk either, you’re always welcome to use my house while you’re gatherin’ your thoughts. It’s quiet enough there, if you ignore the vaporator. Unless your Mando business is urgent and you’ve gotta go talk to Vizsla now.” 
They were near the end of the canyon, so Din tilted his head back and checked the position of the moons. It was still the middle of the night. The anooba’s hour, Vanth had called it. Even if Paz or one of the  verd’ike was on watch, the others would be asleep. Din – Din didn’t need to wake them up. He could wait until morning. The summit wasn’t coming up on them any faster than it had been for a month now.  
 And,  Din thought to himself,  a few hours to think might – might help me figure out what to say. 
Din was far enough away from the palace now that he could admit to himself that he shouldn’t have pressed Boba so intently. Not after Din had seen how unbalanced Boba’d been by Koska Reeves and the things she’d said. Din had – 
 I reacted,  Din thought.  And I reacted badly.  
He’d been – surprised. That was all. Surprised and hurt. He was  still hurt. He was still angry. But – 
 But I’ve never liked being pushed into a corner either, Din admitted to himself. That was part of the reason he himself had reacted so poorly to Koska’s revelation. She had backed him into a corner, into a durasteel trap, and he had lashed out at her and Boba both. And Boba – 
 Boba was – he was cornered too, Din thought. 
In a day or two, Din knew that he would understand Boba’s position – his anger, his cold, flat denial of being Mandalorian – a little better Even now Din could understand what had  happened; Boba had been cornered, and like any cornered Mandalorian Boba had lashed out. 

   Except he’s not Mandalorian.  

Din’s headache sharpened. 
“If you’ve – if there’s room for me at your place,” Din said, as they left the canyon and made their way down Mos Pelgo’s tidy main street. It wasn’t the only street, not anymore. It looked like several new white wattle houses had been added behind the town’s original two rows. “It’d be good to – to gather my thoughts a little.” 
Din didn’t want to go see Paz like this. Paz  did know Din too well, and he’d likely be able to figure out that Din and Boba had argued. While Din’s life wasn’t any of Paz’s business, not any more, Boba and Paz had fought too. Din wouldn’t put it past Paz to decide that he wanted to go after Boba again, if he learned that Boba had wounded his former brother. 
 The last thing anyone at the palace needs,  Din thought to himself, remembering Noora’s nervousness in the days following Gorga’s raid,  is another incident with a plasma thrower.  
Vanth obligingly turned off the main street and made for his own house, set as it was close to the canyons apart from the others. Din followed Vanth through the door, down into the courtyard and paused before he followed Vanth into the house. Vanth paused too. 
Din had first shown his face to Vanth in this very courtyard. He hadn’t been able to sleep that night, upset as he’d been by losing Paz and the others in Mos Entha, and he’d come outside to look up at the stars for a while. That was how Vanth had found him. 
Vanth must have been remembering that night too because he looked at Din, eyebrows raised, and said, “You sure you don’t want that friendly ear, Mando?”
Din hesitated again, and this time he knew that his hesitation had given him away. He  did want a friendly ear. He wanted – 
 Well,  Din thought.  I want more than I should. That’s the problem, isn’t it?  
“You don’t have to  – I’m fine,” Din said. 
Vanth’s eyebrows climbed higher. “Now, maybe it’s just ‘cause I’m used to seein’ you in your shiny helmet,” he said, “but you don’t look fine,  akki.” The word was unfamiliar, but the look on Vanth’s face wasn’t. He thought that Din was being stupid. 
Frustration flickered in Din’s belly, but it was gone before Din could grab a hold of it,  use it. Frustration was better than blank grief, better than formless anger. But the emotion didn’t last – his frustration flared against the look in Vanth’s face, but then it drained away like adrenaline after a fight, leaving Din tired and scraped raw. 
“It’s – Mando business,” Din said, hoarsely. 
Vanth seemed to understand, because he nodded again. “I don’t need specifics, if you don’t wanna give ‘em,” he said. “Or  can’t give ‘em, I guess. Your people are kinda secretive, aren’t you? But I dunno, Mando. The look you’ve got in your eye – sometimes the only thing to do for a wound is to cut it deeper, yeah? Cut the poison out.” 
That sounded like something a Mandalorian medic might say. 
“I’m not wounded,” Din said. 
“Like kark you ain’t wounded,” Vanth said, flatly. “I can see it on your face, Mando. You look like you just took a blaster bolt to the gut and are expectin’ to die slow.” 
Din wavered again and Vanth saw it, because he gestured to the edge of his vaporator, where he’d found Din sitting and looking up at the stars the last time Din had spent the night in Mos Pelgo. 
 Kark,  Din thought, but there was no heat to it. In fact, his belly had been flooded with cool  relief. Vanth – Vanth was good for his word. He wouldn’t need specifics. He’d be able to tell that Din was keeping some things back – despite the fact that they’d fought, Din wasn’t about to betray Boba’s secrets, any of them, to anyone – but he wouldn’t push. Vanth kept plenty of secrets of his own. 
 And he’ll – he’ll listen, at least.  It wasn’t like Vanth would be able to help. He wasn’t Mandalorian either. He wouldn’t – couldn’t – understand what Din had done, who Din was. The difference between Mandalorian and  dar’manda.  
 But,  Din thought, remembering his first trip with Vanth into the canyons, when he’d told Vanth that he was  dar’manda,  because Vanth had told him something too,  he said that he was –  dal’ahra.  A slave who had forgotten that he should be free.  Din had never been a slave, so he couldn’t understand what being  dal’ahra  was like any more than Vanth could understand what it was to be  dar’manda, but –
 But it’s close enough,  Din thought.  Maybe. It’s – something, at least.  
Din had gotten out of the habit of feeling alone. Six months ago he could have absorbed Boba’s revelation. He could have absorbed Boba’s rejection, too. It wouldn’t have mattered to Din. But now –
Din tiredly perched himself on the edge of the vaporator and looked up at the night sky again. He felt Vanth settle down beside him and do the same thing, leaning back on his elbows to look up at the stars. 
Vanth didn’t push, which Din was grateful for. It took Din a few minutes to gather his thoughts. To figure out where to  start.  
It wasn’t like Din could start from the beginning. The problem was that Din had – that he  still  loved Boba. Boba was – Din had thought that Boba was the one person in the galaxy who  knew him. Who knew all of him. 
Paz knew Din well. Annika too. Some of Din’s other friends, his allies, knew him as  their friend and ally. 
But Boba had known Din as  Din.  Wholly and completely. He’d seen Din angry and Din afraid, Din in pain. Din desperate for  more pain. He’d seen Din cry and Din come and Din beg for Boba to stop or to keep going. Boba had seen all of that, and he hadn’t looked away. 
 But he didn’t – he can’t understand all of it,  Din thought.  And I thought that he could.  
None of that was Boba’s fault.  Din had made the assumption that Boba was Mandalorian, not Boba himself. Din had just never bothered to ask him. 
“What do you do,” Din began, choosing his words carefully, trying to figure out where to start, “with – with the  dal’ahra?”  
The beginning, Din supposed, was as good a place to start as any other. He couldn’t talk about any of the rest of it without talking about the start of the problem first; Din was  dar’manda, and he’d been so desperate for a tribe again that he’d assumed that the first person who had shown him kindness since breaking the Creed would be looking for the same. 
Vanth went very still. “You remember that, do you?” he asked. 
Din nodded. “I’ve – I’m good with languages,” he said, half-apologetic. He knew that this probably wasn’t easy for Vanth to talk about either. 
 Like talking about being  dar’manda  with an outsider, Din thought, even though that was what he was trying to do, in a sideways sort of way. 
Vanth, for his part, made a thoughtful noise. “What d’you mean?” he said, slowly. “What are you askin’? Are you askin’ if we – what? Kill ‘em?” 

   Like Paz tried – or thought that he should try – to kill me.  

It was the duty of the tribe to make sure that the  dar’mande weren’t a threat to their former brothers and sisters. Strill had told Din about the warrior from her covert who’d been killed after she’d broken her Creed because she’d gone mad with it. Because she had started walking the way of the wurrek. 
 Tallow,  Din thought.  That was – that was her name. Her name was Tallow, and she lost her helmet in a cantina fight, and her  alor  killed her for it.  
“Some – some Mandalorians do,” Din said. He kept looking up at the stars. The seasons were turning. The rains would come soon. Din could see the shape of the Rain-Father in the sky, a dense cluster of stars the Tuskens said looked like a great chieftain with his arms extended, wearing a thunderstorm for his robes, streaks of rain falling from his welcoming hands. That constellation only rose over the Great Dune Sea when the rains were on their way. 
“We –  they,”  Din corrected himself, “kill the ones who break the Creed, I mean. The  dar’manda. ” He managed to keep his voice steady while he said it. 
He tried to comfort himself with the familiar shapes in the stars. The Anooba-Pack was almost gone, only the hindrunners still visible in the far south. The Warrior’s Knife had shifted too, beginning its transformation into the Cedru Tree, and Um’Ar, the Emerald, had already vanished. 
The rest of the stars were shapeless, scattered randomly across the black. Any Mandalorian constellations that Din might have recognized were strangers to this sky. 
Vanth had gone quiet again. Din risked a look at his face and found it tight with anger. 
 Boba had been angry too, Din thought. When Din had told Boba that Paz or someone else for his covert might try to kill him, Boba had been angry. Furious on Din’s behalf. 
 But if he’s not Mandalorian, why did he care?  If Boba wasn’t Mandalorian, why had what Din’s tribe did with its Creed-breakers bothered him? Boba talked of the  Resol’nare  like the  Resol’nare  was – gentler. Like it allowed for mistakes. Like Boba followed  that Way, and thought following a harsher Way, a Way with no give, no mercy, was too cruel to even think about. 

   But Boba doesn’t have a Creed.  

“It’s not always safe,” Din made himself say his voice strange to his own ears. “To let someone – to let someone who knows the covert, the tribe, who knows where the foundlings sleep and when the night watch switches out – to let someone like that live. Not if they have no honor. If they can’t be trusted.” 
Vanth stayed silent for a little while longer. Then he said, his own voice calm, “Who tried to kill you, Mando?” 
Din screwed his eyes shut for a moment. “Please don’t call me that,” he said. 
He heard – felt – Vanth soften. “Din,” said Vanth. “Who tried to kill you?” 
He’d seen through Din’s question about the  dal’ahra. Din’s mouth twisted. 
“No one yet,” he said, which was technically true. Paz hadn’t been trying to kill Din. Trying to hurt him, yes, but if he’d been trying to kill Din, he wouldn’t have just kicked Din in the balls. 
Vanth’s spike of alarm was so bright and so strong that Din could almost taste it in the air. Like hot metal or burning wood. “Is something gonna try to kill you soon?” he asked, sharply.
“For being  dar’manda?  ” Din said. It was an important distinction to make, he thought. Gorga was trying to kill Din too, after all. Or at least Gorga was trying to get him out of Boba’s outfit, off of Tatooine, out of the way, but that was because of what Din was  doing,  not because of who Din  was. “Yeah, probably.” 
“Not Vizsla,” Vanth said. “Or his kids?” 
“No,” Din allowed. “We’re – we’re all settled. Paz is – we were brothers. That still means something to him. To – to me, too. But there’s going to be a…  summit, I guess you can call it. A gathering. And some of the Mandalorians there – ”
Din broke off and shook his head. “I don’t know if they’ll try to kill me or not,” he said. “There’s – a leader among our people, and she has a lot to gain by killing me. More than she has to gain by keeping me alive, I think. Now that she knows that I’m  dar’manda. ” 
“She didn’t before?” 
Din shook his head. 
“...Huh,” said Vanth. He fell silent again. Din appreciated that about him. Cobb Vanth wasn’t the sort of man who offered empty platitudes just because he thought it would make Din feel better. Din wasn’t  going to feel better. This was just something that he had to get through. Like an infected wound that had to be cut away, or a half-healed bone that needed to be rebroken and set properly. 
“We,” said Vanth slowly, after another handful of seconds of silence, “don’t… it ain’t quite as… I dunno,  formal,  for us. The  ahra, I mean. It ain’t like we’re just one people, y’know?” 
Din did know. He knew that better now than Vanth had guessed. Din had always thought that all Mandalorians were one people –  his  people – but Din had been wrong. Kryze was as different from Din’s  alor  as night was from day. The True Mandalorian and Death Watch had been bitter enemies. According to Boba, there had once been an entire group of Mandalorians who hadn’t believed in  anything  that Din’s Creed believed. They hadn’t fought to protect their clan. They hadn’t believed in wearing armor, in blood and sweat and glory, in hunting for their covert, in raising foundlings. They hadn’t done any of those things, all of which were, to Din, what made a Mandalorian  Mandalorian.  

   But they still called themselves Mandalorian.  

It made sense that the  ahra,  many of whom had come from other planets, who’d been born in chains or who’d been put there as adults, who’d been stolen from their homes or sold off to pay a debt or had even sold  themselves, seeking the chain as a way to escape something worse, weren’t all one unified people. 
“It’s… hard to describe,” Vanth continued, still speaking slowly. Din let him take his time. “For some of us – some of us never stopped fighting,” he said. “And some of us  did. I did. I was – for a long time, I thought it was better for me to keep my head down. To ride it out, y’know? I didn’t care what happened to anyone else.” 
 He was dal’ahra, Din thought. Vanth had told him that. 
“But when I finally did come to my senses and got out – when I started my turn as a fly, started to help my people – I dunno. There were some who didn’t trust me. A couple of ‘em even kicked the bantha shit outta me, actually. I deserved it,” Vanth added, when Din finally looked away from the stars and looked at Vanth instead. “I was – there were all sorts of things I did back on the chain that I wish I could take back now. I sold out – I sold out a few people. Tore apart some families.” 
A haunted note had entered Vanth’s voice. Din let him keep speaking. 
“I couldn’t – for years,” Vanth said, softly, “I was sure that I deserved to die. When I realized –  really realized – what I’d done, all to make myself more comfortable at the cost of someone else’s freedom, someone else’s pain, I – well. I let more’n a few folks in the network take a swing at me, when I started doin’ my fly’s work. 
“But it weren’t like there was a council or somethin’, who wanted to put me to death,” Vanth continued. He cleared his throat and shook his head, scattering whatever memories he’d been lost in. “There were some who hated me, and I understood that. Still do. But for us – I dunno. I can hate the  dal’ahra. I can wish that they’d wake up one day, like I did, chokin’ on all the flesh and blood they’d helped sell off to save their own hides. But if one of ‘em came to me and wanted to get free, I’d still help them.” 
“Even though they’re your enemy?” Din couldn’t help but ask. 
Vanth looked at him again, surprised. “My enemy?” he asked. 
Di shrugged. “Yeah,” he said. “If you’re part of the  ahra,  and they’re  dal’ahra, then – ”
“Din,” Vanth said, his eyes very dark and very serious. “The  dal’ahra aren’t my enemy.” 
Din frowned. That didn’t make any sense. “But – ”
“But nothin’,” said Vanth. “They’re my people too, Din. Some of ‘em need a good punch in the nose, like I did, but it’s not – I’m not gonna kill some poor son of a  skug  who’s just tryin’ to survive. Not unless I have to. It ain’t the  dal’ahra’s fault. It’s the masters’.“
Din stared at Vanth like Vanth had punched Din in the nose instead. 
Vanth blew out a noisy breath. His expression was tight with frustration. Not at Din, Din didn’t think, but maybe frustration at the question. The situation. 
“There are,” he said, “a lot of slaves on Tatooine.”
Din nodded. He knew that. 
“A lot of masters, too,” Vanth said. “And the masters – the  salasra  – they’ve got more ways’a keepin’ us ground down under their heels than the desert’s got grains of sand. It’s like – I dunno. There  are  some  dal’ahra  out there who don’t – who don’t  realize it ain’t right to be. Who’ve bought in so deep that they don’t care anymore, not even deep down – ” here Vanth pressed a hand to his chest, above his heart – “that what they’re doin’ – that helpin’ the masters – is wrong.” 
Vanth’s expression darkened. Din just listened. It sounded – 
It sounded like there was more of a difference between behind  dal’ahra  and  dar’manda than Din had originally thought, but – 
 But also not as much of a difference, either,  he thought. Din thought that he understood what Vanth was trying to say. That being  dal’ahra  was a choice, like being  dar’manda had been for Din, but that sometimes the choice was a terrible one. 
“And there are some of us out there,” Vanth continued, quietly, “who think – who think if they help the masters out enough, that one day they’ll be masters too. It – happens. Not very often, but it does. And those  dal’ahra  – they are dangerous. But I still wouldn’t kill ‘em unless I had to. And for most of the rest – I dunno, Din. ‘S hard to hate ‘em when I’ve  been ‘em, you know?” 
Slowly, Din nodded again. 
“Besides,” Vanth continued, more to himself now. “There’s usually a  reason one slave turns their back on another. Like I said, the masters’ve got more ways to keep their slaves in chains than Tatooine’s got sand. For every coward like me who was just lookin’ to make their own life a little more comfortable, there were ten who were doin’ what their masters told ‘em to try and protect someone else. You know how hard it is to try and convince a father to run to freedom away from his child? A sister away from her brother?”
“I can imagine,” Din said, thinking of Gida’s friend Ruli. Gida’d said that she’d tried to convince Ruli to leave Tatooine with her once, but that Ruli’d refused to leave because the rest of her family lived in Mos Eisley. She hadn’t wanted to leave them. 
“The masters’ll promise all kinds of things,” Vanth said, darkly. “For some it’s the promise of pain that turns ‘em against other – turns ‘em  dal’ahra – and for others it’s the promise of mercy.” 
“What was it for you?” Din asked, before he could stop himself. He wished that he could take it back immediately – it wasn’t any of Din’s business. This was obviously a painful topic for Vanth. 
But Vanth just shrugged and said, “It was survival.” 
Din blinked. 
“Comfort, too,” Vanth continued, his voice thick with disgust. With self-loathing, even though now Vanth was on the other side, was a freedom fighter and a freedom runner. He killed slavers now, and took in not just runaway slaves but almost anyone who came through the desert needing Vanth’s help. “It was – the promise of extra rations. A real bed to sleep in. A few hours off at the end of the week. That kind’a thing.” 
“Oh,” said Din. He wasn’t sure what else he could say. He’d expected – 
Well. Din wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Vanth had told him weeks ago that Vanth had been  dal’ahra, but he hadn’t said why or how. Just that he had been. 
 There’s another difference there,  Din realized.  He said that he  was dal’ahra,  not that he’s  still  that way. He talks now like he’s just –  ah’ran.  A free man.  
Din couldn’t be Mandalorian again. He had already broken the Creed. There was no mending it. He’d never stop being  dar’manda,  not until someone did finally manage to kill him. But from the way Vanth talked, it sounded like one could move between the two,  dal’ahra  and  ahra, based on the choices one made. Based on who one helped, or didn’t help. 
A strange feeling prickled at the base of Din’s skull. A phantom sensation, like a hand in his hair. He swallowed. 
 Is it – for the  ahra, he thought.  Is it that easy? Is it just – a choice?  
Being Mandalorian was a choice. According to the Creed, anyway. Din had been Mandalorian because he’d chosen to be, as a foundling, and he’d made that choice again and again every time he’d gotten up and put his helmet back on. 
 But it’s not – but I  chose  to be  dar’manda,  too,  Din thought, frustrated.  I chose Grogu over the Creed. I chose to break it. I can’t just put my helmet back on and  decide  to be Mandalorian again.  

   Right?  

“We’re gettin’ away from your original question,” Vanth said, shaking his head a little. He flashed Din an apologetic glance. “Which was – what? What we do with the  dal’ahra?”
Din blinked, unsettled again, but nodded. That  had been his original question. He didn’t know entirely why he’d asked it, but – 
 But I do want to know,  Din thought. The  ahra weren’t Mandalorians, but they weren’t all that different from Mandalorians, either. Kind of like Tuskens –  Tuskens and Mandalorians were separate peoples. Din was probably the only one who was – who had been – both. 
Vanth sighed. “Honestly?” he said. “I do my best to just leave ‘em alone.” 
That was not the answer that Din had been expecting. He blinked quickly, trying to recover. “You don’t – ” he started, and Vanth shook his head. 
“I help ‘em when I can,” he said. “If I can do it without putin’ anyone else but me at risk. I have killed a few. But it wasn’t – I didn’t kill ‘em because I wanted to. Because I thought that I was supposed to. It was just – survival.”
“But – they’re traitors,” Din said. 
“They are,” Vanth agreed. “But that doesn’t mean that they’re  always  gonna be traitors. Look at me. I came around, eventually. Took me longer than it should have, but I got wise. Well. Wiser.  If Mos Espa’s  babs had decided to kill me instead of houndin’ me enough that I came to my senses, I never would’a made it out here.” 
Din had had that same thought. Not about Vanth, but about himself. If Din had done the honorable thing after he’d broken the Creed on Morak – or what he’d always been  told was the honorable thing – he would be long dead, most likely. None of the things Din had managed to do since then would have happened. Din had protected the palace. He’d protected Gida. He and Fennec had brought down Jaasa’s slaving ring. 

   If I had let Paz kill me –  

Paz would probably be dead too. The infection in his broken leg would’ve carried him off. That would have left Strill and Jaig with three foundlings on their own, hunted by the Empire. 
 I’ve already had this argument with myself,  Din thought, frustrated. He  had.  When he’d finally told Boba that he was  dar’manda, Din had crashed in the desert and argued all of this out with himself. 
He reached the same conclusion now that he’d reached then. Vanth was right. If Din had died – if he’d done what he’d always been told was honorable, was  right  – then a lot of others – Din’s friends, his  tribe – would be worse off. 

   How is dying over a handful of words – over whether or not a living thing has seen my face – more honorable than living for my people? 

The thought was enormous. It was terrifying. But Din was right up against it now, staring it in the face, and he knew its answer too. 

   It’s not more honorable.  

Vanth was right. An  ah’ran  killing a  dal’ahran –  even one who had done terrible things – took away that  dal’ahran’s chance to make up for it. To atone. 
 The Creed – there’s no room in the Creed for atonement,  Din thought.  Boba – that upset him. He was angrier about that than anything else.  
And Boba hadn’t been angry at Din, either. He’d been angry with the Creed itself. Being angry with the Creed had honestly never really occurred to Din. It wasn’t alive. It couldn’t argue with him. He couldn’t yell at it, couldn’t rage, couldn’t challenge it to a fight and beat it, win out over it, prove his strength against it. It just  was.  
 But – it’s not right,  Din thought.  It asks for too much. It asks for too much.  
Maybe that was why Boba had decided that he wasn’t Mandalorian. Maybe Boba had looked at the Creed – any Creed – and decided that they asked too much of him for too little in return. 
 That,  Din thought,  or he went to Mandalore looking for a Creed and found only Mandalorians like Bo-Katan. Mandalorians of old families, old clans. Mandalorians whose ancestors had ruled Mandalore, or fought for the right to rule Mandalore, who might have looked down on the son of a foundling and decided that he wasn’t Mandalorian enough. 
Thinking about that made anger spike through Din’s chest again, except this time it wasn’t directed at Boba or even Din himself. It was directed at everyone else – at Bo-Katan Kryze, at Din’s  alor, at the elders of his covert – and it was as sharp as a spear. 
 Who – who among the Children of the Watch  decided  that it was  dar’manda  to show their faces? Din wondered. 
He had never thought to ask that question before. It couldn’t have just been Din’s  alor, because Jaig and Strill were from a different covert, but kept to the same Creed. 
Had it been a council of  alore?  How had they come up with the Creed itself? Had they just taken the parts of the  Resol’nare that they liked and tossed out the rest, or had there been another Creed that Death Watch had followed in secret, that the True Mandalorians hadn’t known about? 
 And who decided that – that once you’d broken the Creed,  Din thought, anger buzzing in the back of his mouth,  you had  broken  it, and it couldn’t be repaired?  
Beskar could be reforged. And Vanth had said that he’d tried to help the  dal’ahra, as he’d been helped, so that they could change and join the network properly. If they were killed – 
 Then nothing changes, Din thought. Anger roiled through him again. 
Din struggled with that anger for a while, trying to get a grip on it. To get it back under control. It was sharp like a spear, but not as easy to wield as one. Din  wanted  to aim it, wanted to find an easy target for it, but there wasn’t one. He was furious with Kryze and his own  alor, but he was still furious with himself too. With the Separatists who’d destroyed his home and tossed him out into the galaxy. With Boba. 
Vanth was watching Din carefully now, his expression thoughtful. He said, “Have you had somebody else to – I dunno. Talk about this with? It ain’t – I don’t think that you bein’  dar’manda  and me bein’  dal’ahra was quite the same.” 
“No,” Din muttered, addressing Vanth’s statement, not his question. “It’s not.” 
It was close, though. Din could see – similar shapes, maybe, in the way Vanth talked about being  dal’ahra. It was similar enough that it had Din asking questions he’d never wanted to ask before, even when he’d been lying in a sand dune feeling sorry for himself. 
He shook his head a little to clear it. “It’s – not exactly something that other – that Mandalorians want to talk about,” he muttered. “The kind of Mandalorian I was – it’s not something that you can change. Being  dar’manda, I mean. There’s not – there’s nothing I can do to become Mandalorian again.” 
Vanth stared at Din, surprised. “Really?” he said. “But from the way you talk about it – you said that bein’ Mandalorian’s about wearing the armor, right? That’s why you didn’t want me to keep Fett’s.” 
Din winced at the reminder – he would have regretted shooting down Cobb Vanth – but nodded. “Sort of,” he said. “It’s – we’re supposed to wear armor, yes. We’re – my kind of Mandalorian – we don’t show our faces.” 
“But you still wear your armor?” Vanth said, jerking his chin at Din’s beskar. 
Din’s mouth twisted. “I know,” he said. “I’m not supposed to anymore, but – ”
But it was  useful, and it was his, and Din needed it. He needed it. And so far, no other Mandalorians had been able to defeat him to take it off of him, and now that Din was halfway decent with the darksaber it’d be that much harder for someone to take it away, and – 
 Stop, Din told himself, wrenching his thoughts back with both hands. His heart was pounding again. 
That was – 
That was not something Din had thought before. 
He’d had to consider what he’d do if he ran into Paz again, before Din had managed to find signs of Paz in Mos Entha. He had been prepared to defend himself – and had – if Paz had attacked him. 
 But if someone else – if Kryze or the  alor,  if another warrior from another covert, tried to take my armor from, me, I’d –  
 What? Din thought. His fury had soured a little, transformed into a sick sensation writhing at the bottom of his stomach. 

   I’d fight them? Kill them, if I had to?  

There were so few Mandalorians left already. To fight to the death – and with the darksaber, it  would be a fight to the death, the weapon was too dangerous for anything else – with another over Din’s armor – 
 But it’s mine. I  earned  it. Me. It wasn’t given to me. It wasn’t passed down to me. I wear it because I fought for it. Because it’s –  
Because that was what Mandalorians did. They wore beskar. Vanth had gone right to the heart of it all without even trying. 
That was why Din had assumed that Boba himself was Mandalorian, after all. At first, anyway. Boba had  insisted that the armor was his. That he had the claim to it. Later it was the way Boba had acted – the honor he’d carried himself with – that had convinced Din that Boba was just a Mandalorian of a different Way, but it had been Boba’s determination to get his armor back that had convinced Din in the first place. 
“But it’s mine,” Din finished, aware of the way Vanth was watching him. “And it  is useful.” 
Vanth cracked a smile, though his eyes were very grave. He had dark eyes too. Not quite the same color as Boba’s eyes or even Din’s, but serious and intent. “It is that,” Vanth agreed. He searched Din’s face again. 
“You really – you really don’t have anybody you can talk about this with?” Vanth asked. “Not even Fett?” 
Din grimaced. 
Vanth seemed to understand. 
“Well,” he said, slowly, “if you need to keep gettin’ it out, I don’t mind. It’s just – I don’t know how much help it’s gonna be.” 
“It’s – it’s been helpful,” Din said. He was calmer now, at least. His anger was less shapeless. He didn’t feel ready to rush back to the palace and demand answers from Boba – beg apologies for Boba either – but he was – less confused. 
The problem itself was clearer now, like a krayt dragon that had finally emerged from the sands. It had been moving underneath Din’s feet for weeks now, rumbling faintly underneath everything else he’d been dealing with, but now he could see it. 
 The problem,  Din thought to himself,  is that I think – I think that the way I was taught to be Mandalorian was wrong.  
It was a bit like getting punched in the nose. Like taking a knife to the side, a boot to the ribs. Even thinking it made Din want to put his arms up over his face, made him want to curl protectively over his chest, his belly. 
 We were –  I  was wrong, Din thought. 
He didn’t know what to do about it. A krayt dragon – a real krayt dragon – could be fought. Even the Greater Krayt had been able to be fought. It had taken all of Mos Pelgo and most of the Sun Rock too, but they’d managed to bring it down. 
But this – 

   But this is something that I have to figure out on my own.  

Din missed Grogu, then, with an ache that was just as sharp and deep as his grief over what had happened with Boba. Things had been simpler when it had just been Din and the kid. Frantic and confused in their own way, he supposed, but those problems – finding somewhere safe to refuel, figuring out what Grogu ate, keeping the bounty hunters off of their trail – had been ones that Din knew how to solve.  This –  
Din shook his head again more forcefully, clearing it a little. 
He had – talking to Vanth had helped. Din’s thoughts were clearer now. The problem had shown itself. It was too much to expect for a  solution to that problem to fall in Din’s lap like a gift from the stars too. 
“It’s been helpful,” Din repeated, firmly. He tried to flash Vanth a reassuring smile and wasn’t quite sure that he’d managed it, though Vanth’s intent expression did ease some. “It’s – I still have a few days before the summit, so. I’ve got some more time to figure it out.” 
“Summit?” Vanth asked. “You said that before. Of Mandalorians?”
Din nodded. 
“All Mandalorians?” 
“As many as Kryze – she’s a leader among us, I guess you could call her. A Marshal, sort of – can find,” said Din. 
“Is she… one of your kind of Mandalorians?” Vanth asked. “I’m not too sure I understand the difference,” he added, apologetic. 
That  did get Din to smile. “Me either,” he admitted. 
Vanth snorted. 
“No,” Din continued, answering Vanth’s question. “She’s… from a different faction.”
“What does her faction think about you bein’  dar’manda?” 
“I don’t know,” Din said. It was easy to admit that to Vanth. “Her – one of the others who works under Kryze, she wasn’t too happy to hear about it, but that’s because – well. That’s Mandalorian politics, I’ve been told.” 
“And you’re goin’ to this summit?” Vanth asked. His wary expression was back. “You’re not gonna get yourself killed there, are you? You gonna have somebody watchin’ your back?” 
“Kryze has sworn that it’s neutral ground,” Din said. “And she’s – we disagree about some things, but she  is honorable. I think. She won’t – she wants to be heard more than she wants us at each other’s throats, I think.” 
Vanth didn’t look convinced, so Din added, “And Paz – Vizsla – he’s going. So’re his kids. Strill and Jaig.” 
“They’re leavin’?” Vanth asked, sounding surprised. “They haven’t said anything.” 
“They wouldn’t,” Din said. “They’d just – disappear, one day. That’s their way. It’s safer. But yes, they said that they’d attended. Vizsla’s – our tribe was attacked, about a year ago. All of us were scattered. He’s going to see if he can find other survivors.” 
“And you’re going to…?” 
“To keep my word,” Din said. He grimaced. “As stupid as that makes me, I guess. I  should just... leave it all behind.” 
“If you need somewhere to hunker down for a while, we’ll hide ya,” Vanth said, very seriously. “You might have to lose that armor of yours for a while, but we’ve got bolt holes. Places to stick you, if you need to go on the run.” 
Din’s smile was more genuine, this time. Less painful. “Thanks,” he said, and he meant it. “I did think about taking over  your job, for a minute.” 
“Please,” said Vanth immediately, eyes turning up in an answering smile. “Anytime you want it,  akki, it’s all yours. I’m ready for retirement. Wanna try my hand at growin’ polta beans and ridin’ bantha, I think.” 
Din, who had had that same thought about growing polta beans, laughed. “Could be fun,” he said. “Riding banthas isn’t too hard. They do most of the work for you.” 
Vanth flashed Din a bright grin, then sobered a little again. “Really, though,” he said. “Are you good? You need – anything else I can do for you? Any other questions I can answer?” 
Din was tired of thinking about all of this. Of trying to decide what it meant to be Mandalorian. Of who was and wasn’t one, and who’d made all of those distinctions in the past in the first place. 
His chest was still sore. Grief was still braided through his ribs. He could still hear Boba’s angry voice, the ice in it, the splinters of that anger stuck somewhere in the soft skin of Din’s throat. 
 But Boba – he told me to leave,  Din reminded himself.  Even if it’s just for a few days, I should – I need to respect that. We both need time to think about things.  
And Din was tired of feeling lonely. He was badly out of the habit, now, and here was Cobb Vanth, offering Din easy companionship despite the fact they really only knew each other because they’d killed a krayt dragon together. 
“Or,” Vanth continued, looking back up at the stars, “if you don’t wanna hash over Mando business any more, I can fix us up a pot of caf, and fill you in on what’s been goin’ on here instead?” 
Din’s shoulders dropped. Relief made him a little dizzy. “Please,” Din said, and took Vanth’s offer with both hands. 
They passed the rest of the night in companionable calm, both of them determinedly talking about anything  but Mandalorians. 
Vanth went inside for a few minutes, left Din studying the stars, then returned with a few battered earthenware mugs of gritty instant caf. They grimaced their way through their cups while Vanth filled Din in on Mos Pelgo’s goings-on. Not just their official business, with more silicax pulled out of the mines every day, more goods passing through the town on their way to Bestine, but on the town gossip, too. Din listened with tired but amused interest. 
For such a small, far-flung down, Mos Pelgo had a lot going on. 
Douwan the Tusken scout was apparently sweet on Bellton, a young miner, and the two had been seen walking together in the canyons at twilight, shyly exchanging little gifts in the Tusken custom; warra nuts and pressed flowers, bits of dyed cloth, small gemstones and fragments of krayt pearls for Bellton to take back to his mother and smooth, carefully-carved animal figurines for Douwan to take back to his. 
A Twi’Lek mother had just welcomed a baby girl into her growing family. The town’s small bantha herd – a gift from the Sun Rock – kept breaking out of their pen and wandering the canyons, and Vanth’s people, former slaves and smugglers and scouts, were turning into halfway-decent ranchers trying to keep track of them all. 
The town was growing, too. Slowly growing, adding only a new miner or scout or farmer every week or two, but that it was growing at all was apparently something of a desert miracle – Vanth told Din that Mos Pelgo had been shrinking for years, before Din had helped Vanth slay the krayt, and the new residents were something of a bit of a surprise. 
The polta beans were coming in, though, and the mine was turning a small profit, and the clink that flowed in with Boba’s business was good for everyone. Mos Pelgo was happy. It was thriving. 
Din was glad to hear it. By the time the suns came up, filling Vanth’s little courtyard with reddish light, Din was as caught up on Mos Pelgo’s gossip as any local, and he was calmer, too. 
 Still grieving,  he thought, mostly wry now that he was on the other side of all that had happened back at the palace.  But – I have a lot to think about.  
Vanth, who’d only left Din’s side twice to make a few more cups of caf, squinted at the rising sun and finally pushed his most recent mug aside. 
“Your folks’ll be gettin’ up right about now,” Vanth said. He stretched, shoulders creaking, and stood. “They’re up with the suns.”
“Thank you,” Din said, sincerely. He didn’t just mean for the caf and the conversation. Vanth had taken Paz and the others in. He’d proven to be a steadfast friend. Din – Din was grateful. 
Vanth flicked a careless hand. “‘S no trouble, Mando, really,” he said. 
Din, through the worst of his anger and grief, sighed. “Vanth,” he started. “I told you – call me Din.” 
Vanth’s eyes turned up. “Cobb, then,” he said. “I do mean it, though. You’re always welcome here, even if you’re comin’ in at the anooba’s hour. You’ve done a lot for this town. We remember that.” 
“All I did was kill a dragon,” Din said. 
Vanth – Cobb – rolled his eyes. “Sure,” he said. “That’s all. Now c’mon. Let’s get you to your people. I’ve got an early patrol with Kirsha and her crew, and it’s gonna take up most of my day.” 
Din had already leaned heavily on Cobb’s welcome, so even though he was slightly nervous about seeing Paz again – they  had settled their disagreement, if something like what had happened in the palace could be called that, but that didn’t mean that Paz wouldn’t change his mind – he followed Vanth back up to the town proper. 
Din would have thought that Vanth and his people might stick guests in the cantina or maybe the barracks that housed Boba’s guards, but to his surprise, Vanth led him over to one of the newer white wattle houses where Jaig, tall and solid, was leaning against the door. 
 Standing watch, Din thought. 
He hesitated for a split second, lurking in Vanth’s shadow. Din hadn’t brought his helmet down to Mos Pelgo. He couldn’t put it on even if he wanted to, and he wasn’t sure that he wanted to. 
 Everyone knows that I’m  dar’manda  now,  Din reminded himself.  I don’t – I don’t have to pretend. I don’t have to try and make the others comfortable. I’m probably going to scare Paz’s kids, but Jaig –  
Jaig was enough of an adult to have earned a spot with Strill and Paz. He could handle the sight of Din’s bare face. 
Steeling himself, Din stepped out from behind Cobb and stood at his side. Jaig looked at him. 
“Djarin,” he said, after a second. It wasn’t Din’s first name and it wasn’t even Strill’s nickname for him –  ori’vod – but it was better than an insult or a curse. 
Din lifted his chin a little and wished that he’d had time to pull himself together. He was sure that he still looked like he’d been run over by a ronto, even with Cobb’s help in calming Din down. 
“Jaig,” he said. “I’m here to see Paz. Is he around?” 
Jaig studied Din for a moment longer, but then he nodded. “He is, yeah,” the younger Mandalorian said. “You want me to bring him out? I’d let you come in, but the kids – ”
Din didn’t want to put Paz’s kids through any more than he already had, so he just nodded. “If you could bring him out, I’d appreciate it,” he said. 
Jaig shrugged. “Can do,” he said. “What’s this about? Not trouble with that Hutt  shabuir again?” 
Jaig, Din remembered, had left Paz and Strill during the raid to come help clear Gorga’s mercs out of the throne room. Remembering that dropped Din’s guard, a little. Jaig had known then that Din was  dar’manda, and he’d still come to fight. 
“No,” Din assured him. “It’s – I’m just checking in, is all. Before the summit.” 
“Oh, yeah,” said Jaig. “Forgot about that. Hold on, will you?” 
Din nodded and waited a few paces back from the door. Cobb looked at him again. 
“You sure you got this, Din?” Cobb asked, quietly. His laughing eyes were serious again. “If you need back up, I’m not half bad at scarin’ teenagers.” 
Din gave his friend a small but genuine smile. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “Paz hasn’t been able to beat me in a fight since we were kids, and last time we got into it, Strill didn’t let Jaig jump in.” 
“Of course she didn’t,” Cobb muttered, rolling his eyes. “Well, if you need us to stage a rescue, I guess, just blow somethin’ up, yeah? Not the cantina, though.” 
“Not the cantina,” Din agreed, grateful affection flooding his chest, easing some of the hurt that still lingered there. “But it’ll be fine.” 
“If you say so,” Cobb said, and left it at that. He went off in the direction of the barracks, still missing his bandana, and Din let him go. Cobb would be alright in the desert. 
He turned his attention back to the door in time to see it open. Jaig came out first, a Firepuncher rifle in his hand – Din paled to see it, though Jaig made no move to level it at Din – and Paz followed on his heels. Jaig slipped past Din and headed off down the street in the opposite direction of Vanth. While Din watched, three Tuskens came down from their posts on the rooftops and encircled Jaig excitedly, their hands moving fast. 
“He goes hunting with them, most days,” Paz said, following Din’s line of sight. 
 Oh, Din thought, understanding. The three Tuskens must be Jaig’s friends. Dowan, A’Ten and Bassa. 
“They any good?” Din asked. 
Paz shrugged. “They brought down one of those – what d’you call ‘em? The red-bellied lizards. The big ones.” 
Din raised an eyebrow and shot a more concerned glance after Jaig and his Tusken friends. They’d finished their greetings and were now moving towards the canyons – Din saw a cluster of bantha-mounts waiting. It looked like Douwan and his friends had even brought one for Jaig. 
“A syck?” Din asked, using the Hutt name for the animal. 
Paz nodded. “That’s the one,” he said. “They dragged one of those in the other day. Jaig’s got some  dikut’la idea to make a necklace or something out of its scales.” 
“That’d be the Sun Rock’s influence,” Din said. He was impressed despite himself – sycks weren’t quite as fearsome as krayt dragons, but like most things on Tatooine they were foul-tempered and dangerous when provoked. 
Paz made a noncommittal sound, rough under his helmet, then folded his arms and looked Din up and down. 
Din lifted his chin again and met Paz’s stare. 
Paz, for his part, looked better. He hadn’t found any armor paint to repair all of the scrapes, scratches and dents he’d accumulated in the year since the Nevarro covert had fallen, but he hadn’t picked up any new ones that Din noticed. 
He was standing well, too. It was obvious to see that his broken leg – now probably on its way to healing, as much as a break that bad would ever heal – still pained him, because he’d shifted all of his weight to his other hip, but he looked steady enough, at least. 
It was good to see him. 
Paz was quiet for a second, then he broke Din’s gaze and looked down the street after Jaig. 
“You look awful,” said Paz, addressing the street.
“Thank you,” said Din, dryly. 
Paz snorted. “Really, though,” he said. “What happened? Jaig said you weren’t attacked back at the palace, but – ”
“We weren’t attacked,” Din said, studying Paz’s armor. Neither Strill nor the kids had emerged from the house. “It’s just – I’ve had a rough night. That’s all.” 
Paz looked at Din again. “A rough night,” he repeated, tone flat. 
 Do I really look that terrible?  Din wondered.  Or is it just that Paz isn’t used to seeing my face?  
“I’m fine,” Din said, brushing Paz’s concern aside. The last thing he wanted to do right now, when Paz seemed willing enough to tolerate Din’s presence without any violence, was bring up what was bothering Din. What made a Mandalorian, or made a Mandalorian  dar’manda instead. 
 Did Paz know that Boba wasn’t Mandalorian?  Din wondered. Din had insisted to Paz that Boba  was,  just that he was a Mandalorian of a different Way. Paz had at least said that he’d heard that other Ways existed, through Annika and the  alor. He hadn’t said that he’d believed in other Ways, but – 
 But he said that Pallas warned him about Boba, when we were younger and Boba was more actively a hunter,  Din remembered.  Did he warn Paz that Boba would  look  like a Mandalorian – act like a Mandalorian, even – but wouldn’t actually be one?  
Din wasn’t about to ask, though. That would tip Paz off – Paz was no  beroya, but he was clever enough, and he’d be able to figure out that Din looked so terrible because Din and Boba had fought. 
“I just – I came to check up on you all,” Din said. “That’s all. I had – one of Kryze’s Mandalorians came by the palace. She’s checking around to make sure that everyone who wants to attend Kryze’s summit on Krownest is prepared to go.” 
Paz grunted. 
“You  are going,” Din said, suddenly unsure. Jaig – Jaig hadn’t acted like a Mandalorian about to back up his covert and move on. He’d left the house with  a rifle and his armor, but nothing else. “Aren’t you?” 
Paz looked down at Din again. He’d always been able to do that and it hadn’t gotten any less irritating in the thirty or so years he and Din had been brothers. Din was still, now nearly forty, tempted to kick Paz in the shin to bring him down to Din’s height. 
 That’s not going to help anything either, Din told himself. He probably should’ve tried to sleep before coming to see Paz, but it was too late for that now. 
“Yeah,” Paz finally said. “I’m going. Strill and the kids, too.” 
Din’s eyebrows went up. “Jaig’s not?” he said. 
Paz shook his head and somehow, Din knew that he was frowning. That his face had pulled down, heavy with worry. “No,” he said. “He’s – he wants to stay with the Sun Rock, for a little while. Wants to learn what they can teach him, he says.” 
“...Oh,” Din said, surprised. 
He supposed that he shouldn’t be. Cobb had said that Jaig and the young Tuskens were getting along well, and if Douwan was bringing a bantha for Jaig to ride on, the Tuskens thought that Jaig was worth their time and effort, too. Their offer to teach him would be sincere. 
“That’s not a bad thing,” Din offered. “Tuskens – they’re survivors. They’ll teach Jaig a lot.” 
“If they don’t get him killed chasing giant lizards all over the desert,” Paz growled, but he shook his head. “Strill’s not – she doesn’t know what to do,” he said. Din blinked again, surprised. He hadn’t – 
Din and Paz had settled their business. They’d spilled enough of each other’s blood. Pummeled enough of each other’s sore spots. Paz had agreed to let Din be, and that was – that was supposed to be the end of it. 

   I didn’t think – I didn’t expect him to talk to me like this again.  

“There’s nothing she can do, really,” Din pointed out, quietly. “Jaig’s old enough to go out on his own, if he wants to. At least if he’s with the Sun Rock, they’ll look after him like he’s one of their own.”
“Will they?” 
“Yes,” said Din, honestly. “They will.” 
Paz grunted again. He stared off down the street. Jaig and the Tuskens were gone now, no doubt riding down the canyons looking for trouble to get into. Din remembered those days fondly enough. He  had learned a lot, even if he’d learned most of it by making an idiot out of himself trying to figure out how to stay on his bantha’s back. 
“How did you feel?” Paz asked, abruptly. “When you – when you let your kid go off with the Jedi?” 
Din  did  stare at Paz this time, too surprised to say anything for several seconds. Paz – Paz wasn’t  like this. He wasn’t thoughtful or pensive. He was – 
 But he has kids of his own now too,  Din thought.  He has foundlings to worry about. And Strill and Jaig – they’re not kids, but they look to Paz like he’s their  alor.  They’re his responsibility.  
“I felt… I don’t know,” Din said, honest again. Paz snorted, disbelieving, but Din pressed on. “In the moment, I was pretty concussed,” Din pointed out. “We’d just taken the light cruiser from Gideon. I was – honestly, about two seconds after the Jedi closed the lift behind him, I hit the floor. I was three days in bacta. And then – ”
And then Din had let himself grieve. Had grieved too much, maybe – he had come to Tatooine an ashen shell of himself, almost. Din had lurked around the light cruiser for weeks, snappish and strange. 
“And then I missed him,” Din admitted. “But… he’s where he needs to be, for now. The Jedi are going to help him get a handle on his powers. I know where he is; I can visit.” 
Paz just grunted again. “Yeah,” he said. “I s’pose.” 
Din sighed. “That’s all I wanted, really,” he said, feeling awkward and out of place. Din wasn’t Paz’s brother, not any more. They couldn’t – they didn’t have the Creed in common. The covert, the foundlings that Paz had taught and Din had armored. Din didn’t know what to  say.  
 It’s not like I can ask him how he feels about the Creed,  Din thought, faintly frustrated again.  I know how he feels about it. I know how he feels about  me.  He’s not – he’s not going to have any insight that’s going to help me untangle this.  
And even if Paz  did have some insight, Din wasn’t sure that he wanted to push it out of him. Paz was – he had had a hard year too. And he was proud of being Mandalorian. Proud of following the Creed. Din – 
 I don’t have the right to ruin that for him,  Din thought.  To make him doubt it. To make him wonder if it was right or wrong. If our Creed is cruel because of what it asks us to do. To give up.  
Din cleared his throat and shifted his weight back on his heels. He wasn’t sure what to do with his hands, so he tucked them into his belt. “So I’ll – I’ll see you at the summit, then,” Din said. “On Krownest. I’ll – meet you there.”
Paz took his eyes off the street, the canyons that were starting to shimmer in the heat, and looked at Din like he thought that Din was being stupid. “Din’ika,” he said, “come inside.” 
For the fourth time in as many minutes, Paz surprised Din into silence. 
“You didn’t come out here just to make sure we have fuel in the ship,” Paz added, crossly. He folded his arms across his chest and loomed up to his full height. Din still sort of wanted to kick him. “You came out here because you wanted to talk. Because you’re hurt, and you’re doing what you always do when you’re hurt. You’re getting yourself patched up.”
Din balked, but Paz was right, kark him. He was right. 
Din had gone to Paz and Annika to have his injuries patched up since they were all teenagers Jaig’s age. Din’s wound now wasn’t something that Paz could bind up or slap bacta on, wasn’t an infection Paz could drain away or a bone he could set, but –  
“We don’t – ” Din started, but Paz just shook his head.
“Don’t make me get Strill,” said Paz, his tone dangerously pleasant. “She’s been asking around town about you. Come inside, Djarin. I’m not going to rush you. Alright?” 
Din looked at the door behind Paz. He swallowed. Something new – something warm – unfurled itself in Din’s chest. 
“Alright,” he agreed, and followed Paz inside. 
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Din stepped off of the  Kirik-Fly’s ramp and took a deep, steadying breath. 
Yavin-4 murmured and sang all around him. The air was warm and wet, almost clean, thick with the smell of growing things, and leaves rustled in a faint, humid wind. Din heard the usual sounds of a jungle – a kitehawk shrieking, belly-birds whooping to each other, insects droning – and let out a quiet breath. 
The difference between Mos Pelgo and Yavin-4 was startling. Din had only spent half a morning in the little town, ensconced in Paz’s borrowed house, but he’d been there long enough to get used to the dry air, to the sound of sand crunching underfoot. Mos Pelgo had been undoubtedly  alive, buzzing and humming with the pattern of life that formed in the desert. Work and music and companionable chatter and more work.  
Yavin-4 was entirely different. The landing pad had been more thoroughly cleared off since Din had visited last, the jungle pushed back to the edges of the pyramid, vines cut away to reveal delicate carvings on the stonework, but the jungle’s tall massassi trees were still crowded close enough to throw long shadows over Din and the  Kirik-Fly.  
Yavin-4 was alive too, of course, but it reminded Din more of Kashyyyk than anywhere he’d been on Tatooine. Life on Yavin-4 was  vibrant, thrumming and noisy and jostling, a sort of energy that Din could feel humming against the bare skin of his face, like the charge in the air before a storm, but there was an odd sort of peace here on Yavin that Din wasn’t sure existed on Tatooine. 
 Or doesn’t exist on Tatooine any more, Din thought. 
That thought was close to thinking about Boba, which Din had been trying very hard not to do ever since he’d left Mos Pelgo. 
Din took another breath of clean, warm air and felt some of his worry – his anger, his confusion, all of it still lurking behind his ribs despite all of the cups of red tea that Paz and Strill had pushed on Din – ebb away. 
 Must be the Jedi’s influence, Din thought. He was already looking forward to spending some time with Grogu in the meditation gardens, even though Din still wasn’t sure that this – visiting – was a good idea. 
Coming to see Grogu had been Paz’s idea. That in and of itself had given Din some pause – he had maintained for almost thirty years that Paz never had any good ideas – but Paz  had brought up a few good points in his argument’s favor. 
First, if Din wasn’t going to go back to the palace before the summit – and Din, still angry and hurt by his argument with Boba, had said that he wouldn’t – then he’d be spending the next few days in Mos Pelgo, in close quarters with Paz and the others, and Din and Paz hadn’t managed to go two days without getting into a fistfight since they were children. 
Mos Pelgo – Cobb Vanth – had done Din a favor, taking in Paz and his battered little tribe. Din didn’t need to repay that favor by tackling Paz through a window. 
And second – 
Second, Paz was taking his kids with him to Kryze’s summit. Din had stared at him for a while after he’d said that, shocked, but Paz hadn’t been moved. 
He and Still had apparently discussed – quite seriously, since all three of Paz’s kids had taken so well to Mos Pelgo and its mixed pack of town and Tusken children – whether or not Strill should stay behind with her brother and the foundlings, but in the end they’d decided that the kids should get to go to the summit too. 
“You said that this was going to be a gathering of Mandalorians,” Paz had said, looking at Din across a battered table that one of Mos Pelgo’s people had donated to furnish the Mandalorians’ borrowed house. Word had gotten out around town, apparently, that Paz and his little tribe were Din's kin, and Mos Pelgo had done their best to make sure that Din's kin had been comfortable. “The kids’ve all sworn the Creed, Din. They’re Mandalorian too.” 
Din had been surprised that all three of Paz’s kids had taken the Creed. Kieran was old enough, but Took was eleven standard and Mirda only nine – both of them were too young to take their Foundling’s Trial, and while Kieran was old enough, she’d been on the run with Paz for a year – she hadn’t taken her Trial either. 
But when Din had pointed that out, Paz had argued that a year on the run, being hunted across the galaxy by the Empire, counted as Trial enough, and he’d wanted all three of his kids to know that they were Mandalorians if anything had happened to Paz or the  verd’ike, so all three of them had sworn the Creed and were now Mandalorians in miniature. 
“And since they  are Mandalorians,” Paz had growled, his voice echoing in his borrowed kitchen like he had expected Din to argue back, “they’ve got a right to go to this summit, same as any blooded warrior.” 
Paz’s argument had been a good one. Din hadn’t been able to come up with a convincing counterargument, anyway. Koska  had sworn that the summit could be safe – would be neutral - and even though she probably wasn’t Din’s ally any more, he knew that her word was still good. No one would hurt Paz’s kids there, and that had settled the matter for Paz. 
His kids were going. 
And then Paz had asked about Grogu. 
Din had balked at the idea, at first. It wasn’t that Din thought that Grogu  shouldn’t  go – if Paz’s kids, the adopted foundlings of a Mandalorian, were going, then Grogu had the same right. He was a foundling. The  alor had named him one herself She had named Din and Grogu a clan of two. Clan Djarin. 
 Grogu – he’s my son,  Din thought, standing at the bottom of the  Kirik-Fly’s  ramp. He’d already had this argument with Paz, and Paz had won. Din had tried to point out that he wasn’t a Mandalorian any more, but Paz had chucked an empty cup of red tea at Din’s head and told him to get his head out of his  shebs.  
 Just because  I’m  not Mandalorian any more,  Din thought, the words echoing around his head in Paz’s angry voice,  doesn’t mean that Grogu isn’t.  

   Right?  

Grogu hadn’t sworn the Creed, but that was only because he was still too young for it. He couldn’t understand it, not really, so Grogu couldn’t swear to follow it. But he  was  a foundling, and foundlings were the future of the tribe, so that meant that Grogu  was Mandalorian, or at least Mandalorian enough to go to the summit with the others, and if it didn’t, well – 
If it doesn’t mean that Grogu deserves to see the place where his future will be decided, to meet who will be deciding it,  Din thought,  then –  
Well. Din wasn’t sure what he would do, or what would happen then. He was too tired to think about it. He had managed to catch a handful of hours of fitful sleep in hyperspace, interrupted by strange, slithering dreams that he didn’t remember, but Din’s head still hurt. His heart was still sore. 
That had been at the crux of Paz’s third and final argument, as Din had been sitting at his table clutching his own empty cup. 
“Din’ika,”  Paz had said, using the nickname that Din had hated as a child and still sort of hated now, because it meant that Paz still felt like he had to take care of Din, to look after him, “you look half-wild. You need to  rest.”  
Din hadn’t told Paz what had happened in the palace. What had happened with Boba. He  couldn’t. Din wasn’t sure how to explain it to Paz. 
 It’s not like Paz can be convinced that Boba is – or should be –  Mandalorian, Din thought, bitterly. 
Pallas had probably told Paz that Boba was a pretender. Someone who wore armor like a Mandalorian, spoke like a Mandalorian,  acted like a Mandalorian, to – 
 To what?  Din thought.  To hunt other Mandalorians for their bounties?  
Even though he was alone on the platform, Din flinched. 
Boba wouldn’t do that. He  wouldn’t. Not now, at least. Boba wanted other Mandalorians to leave him alone. He didn’t want anything to do with them, and that included spending the time and the credits he'd have to spend to hunt them across the galaxy. 
 But – Boba himself has said that he's changed. That he used to be wilder, when he'd been a younger man. Would he have hunted Mandalorians before the sarlacc?  Din wondered. Did  he hunt them? 
Unease prickled insistently behind Din’s ribs. 
 Paz said that Pallas told him that Boba  had  hunted Mandalorians. But – did he really? And if he did, did he hunt them because they were  Mandalorian,  or because they were Death Watch?  
Din hadn’t known Boba before all of this. Before the sarlacc. Before fighting together on Tython, before falling into bed together on Tatooine. But Din knew – or had known – Boba  now, and Boba –
Boba,  Din thought, remembering Fennec and her warning in the empty throne room after Din had returned from the desert,  inherited only a few things from his father. 
Fennec had laid all of those things out for Din. Boba inherited Jango's armor. His ship. And his shadow.  
Had that shadow, Din wondered – that legacy that Jango Fett had left behind – come with Jango’s old grudges, too? A bitter hatred for Death Watch, which Boba had picked up like a  verd knife? 
Din thought that he knew the answer to that question. The Boba that Din knew had – reluctantly, but still – sheltered three Children of the Watch in his own palace because Din had asked him to. Boba had sheltered  Din. He’d done more than shelter Din – he had helped Din. Held him. Hurt him, too, and then soothed that hurt away. The Boba that Din knew hadn’t inherited such bitter hatred. 
But the Boba that Din  didn’t know, the Boba of twenty years ago, who had been alone in the galaxy without his father – 
 Twenty years ago, if Boba had run into a Death Watch  verd  in some cantina somewhere, he probably would have turned them in for their bounty,  Din thought.  If he hadn’t killed them outright.  
For Boba then, it would have been a matter of honor. It would have been about paying back a debt. About vengeance.  
 Of course Pallas warned Paz about Boba, back then,  Din thought.  If Boba was Death Watch’s enemy, and  we  were Death Watch – or what was left of Death Watch –  
Din caught his thoughts before they could branch away and put him right back where he started the day – standing shell-shocked in front of Cobb Vanth – and shook his head. None of that mattered any more, not really. 
Din had left Tatooine behind. For a few days, at least. He’d left  Boba behind, and he’d left his fight with Boba behind back in Jabba’s palace, too. There was no room for any of it here, and no room for grief or guilt or doubt, either. 
Paz had been right. Din  did need to rest, and he needed – 
He wanted, he thought, to make sure that Grogu knew more about being Mandalorian than Din had known. He wanted to make sure that when it came time for Grogu to make his choice, Grogu knew what he was choosing. That he could make a choice. 
So Din had come to the Jedi Academy. He’d come out of hyperspace and commed down to the temples. Chase Piru, one of Grogu’s teachers, had taken Din's call and invited him to land. Din was here now, surrounded by the light and life of Yavin-4; he needed to set everything that had happened on Tatooine aside. 
 Grogu’s a Jedi now, Din thought. Whether he wanted to be Mandalorian or not had yet to be decided, but Grogu had been here for months. He’d had training. If Din was too upset, too angry, Grogu might be able to sense it. It might upset him too. Din didn’t want that. 
 I want to see my kid,  Din thought.  I don’t want to make him cry.  
So Din pushed all of his confused thoughts about Boba and Paz and being Mandalorian aside. He’d done enough thinking about it. He'd done enough grieving over it too. 
Din shaded his eyes against the sun and squinted in the direction of the main pyramid. It was shading towards evening on Yavin-4, so the sprawling complex of pyramids and walkways, gardens and terraces, was mostly quiet. Din’s ship was the only one on the landing pad and the only sounds in the air were the calls of belly-birds and the rustling of leaves. The Jedi were probably gathered together for lastmeal, if their daily schedule was still the same as it had been the first time Din had visited. Din wondered who had cooked tonight. 
Chase Piru’d told Din over the comms that he was welcome, but he still hesitated, not sure he should leave the shadow of the  Kirik-Fly. A pang of doubt went through him. 
Din didn’t want to barge in on the Jedi – who were, as far as Din could tell, mostly peaceful – unannounced. Uninvited. Skywalker had been accommodating the last time, but then Skywalker had wanted Din there at the Temple. He’d wanted Din’s advice; he’d had a reason to put up with everything that Din dragged along with him. That had been weeks – months – ago. 
 I should have come back sooner, Din thought, guiltily. Din had been gone for a long time. Grogu might not even remember Din that well, not really. He was still barely more than a baby. And if he didn’t even remember Din – 
 I should – maybe I should wait until morning, Din thought, struggling to catch and hold his sudden nervousness. To lock it away. It was only grief speaking. Din knew that. It was only doubt. Din had assumed that he knew Boba, and it had blown up in his face. This – 
 Grogu – Grogu will remember me,  Din thought, firmly. He  would. He’d remembered Din the first time, after all. It was only Din’s lingering grief that made him wonder if Grogu’d remember him. It was only the dreams that Din had had in hyperspace. 

   He’ll remember me. There’s just – there’s no need to bother him and the other Jedi now.  

The older Jedi would be tucking the younger ones into bed. They’d be finishing their meal and the younglings would be getting tired. And Din – Din could spend a night in the  Fly. It might even do Din some good – another night might give him the time he needed to work through the mess in his head. To put it away, out of reach, so that Din’s bad mood, his pain, couldn’t weigh down Grogu or any of the other Jedi. 
 But he’s right there, Din thought, looking down the walkway that bridged the landing pad and the main pyramids.  
Grogu would still be at the temple in the morning. The Jedi Academy was  safe. Din could see the kid after they both had gotten some sleep. 
Din had mostly convinced himself to turn around and climb back into his ship – or to go down into the jungle and wander through the trees, hunting for something to catch and bring to the Jedi for firstmeal – when Din heard a very loud, very excited  “BAH!” from the direction of the main pyramid, and Din turned back around. 
The kid, moving as fast as his little legs could carry him, was trundling down the walkway with his hands outstretched, ears flapping, followed at a more sedate pace by Master Skywalker. 
 Piru must’ve told them that I was here, Din thought. He stopped and waited for Grogu to reach him, smiling despite the guilt that still prickled behind Din’s ribs. 
Grogu trundled along until he was four or five feet away and then, to Din’s surprise, he launched himself  up with considerable force, five feet straight into the air and directly into Din’s chest. 
“Oof,” Din said, only managing to catch Grogu before the kid crashed face-first into his chest plate by instinct.  He’s gotten a little heavier, Din noticed. Grogu was a little taller too, Din thought. Grogu shrieked happily, waving his hands. Din held him out for inspection. “Learned something new, huh?” 
“Gah!” Grogu agreed, happily. Din grinned down at him. He couldn’t help it. Grogu was happy to see him. Din felt his simple joy like the first brush of sunlight after a long night in space. 
“Eulia taught him that,” Skywalker said dryly, crossing the walkway at his own, more reasonable pace. “All of the younglings are doing it now – you can’t turn around without one bouncing up to say hello.” 
Din couldn’t do anything but keep smiling.  
Grogu looked – happy. Healthy, too. He  had gotten a little bigger since Din had seen him last – his ears were even more outsized, and twitching happily – and he was a bright green color, flushed from running over to see Din. His eyes were bright and curious. 
The kid waved his hands animatedly, bombarding Din with a stream of unintelligible chatter. He wriggled in Din’s grip a little, reaching for Din’s face, and Din let him, pulling the kid closer and tipping his own head down so that Grogu could pat either side of Din’s jaw. 
Din pressed their foreheads together. Grogu cooed. His little hands stopped patting quite so insistently and he just kept them on either side of Din’s face instead, his claws gentle against Din’s cheeks. 
For the first time outside of Boba’s rooms, Din was glad he’d left his helmet on the  Fly.  
“Hey, kid,” Din said, quietly. “It’s good to see you.”
“Gahh,” Grogu agreed. His ears twitched. 
“I think he knew that you were coming even before Chase pinged you dropping out of hyperspace,” Skywalker remarked, coming to stop a few feet away from Din and Grogu, giving them the space to greet each other. “He’s been watching the sky all day.” 
Grogu made a little burbling noise of pleased agreement. 
“Oh,” said Din, blinking. Part of him wanted to be disconcerted – he hadn’t decided to come to Yavin until he’d finished his talk with Paz, and that had only been six or seven hours ago – but most of Din was just relieved to find out that Grogu had missed him. “Is that a Jedi thing?” 
Skywalker managed to make his answering shrug look scholarly instead of just confused. “It’s a Grogu thing, as far as we can tell,” he said. “He’s – very sensitive.” 
Din’s head came up. His eyes narrowed. 
Skywalker had hesitated, before he’d said that. He’d only done it for less than a second, but Din caught it anyway and looked at the kid, eyeing him. 
Skywalker had said that – “He’s – very sensitive” – in the same tone of voice the  alor  had once used when she’d called Din and Paz, their noses bloody from another fight outside of the sparring ring, "energetic young warriors."   
Grogu just gave Din a wide, gummy smile. He was growing in another tooth. Din refused to let himself soften. 
“Grogu,” Din said, trying to sound stern. “You’re not giving your teachers a hard time, are you?” 
“Bah- ah!” Grogu said, patting either side of Din’s face. 
Skywalker chuckled. “No more trouble than any youngling his age should be giving his teachers,” he said, reassuringly. “A child Grogu’s age is learning something new about the Force every day, and while what he learns might surprise us, it’s not a bad thing, that he feels comfortable enough to explore or to experiment. This is the right age for mischief. My sister’s son is just four, and he’s a  terror.” Skywalker paused, then winced. “Uh,” he said. “Don’t tell her that I said that.” 
Din looked Skywalker up and down, but could see no resentment or concern or even exasperation in him. He meant what he was saying. Grogu wasn’t causing any trouble. 
“I won’t,” Din promised, amused. He doubted that he’d ever meet Skywalker’s sister, unless she visited Yavin-4 at the same time that Din himself did. Skywalker didn’t talk like his nephew was a student here. His sister and her family probably just visited now and again. 
Din looked down at Grogu. Grogu beamed up at Din again and this time Din let himself smile back. “As long as this one’s not causing you too much trouble,” Din added. 
Skywalker laughed. “No,” he said. “None of the younglings – the youngest of the younglings, anyway – are too much trouble. Some of the middling ones – our Initiates, we call them – can be a handful. They’re all old enough to get into trouble on  purpose, you see.”
“How old are Initiates?” Din asked, interested. Skywalker had talked Din through the different stages of being a Jedi before. Grogu was a youngling then there were Initiates, then apprentices, then Jedi. 
But Skywalker hadn’t described how old, roughly, each group was, or when a youngling moved up to being an Initiate, or an Initiate up to an apprentice. 
Din gently pulled his face away from Grogu, who let him do it with only one disappointed sigh. Din checked on the kid to see if he wanted to get down and walk on his own again, but Grogu just settled himself into the crook of Din’s elbow and wrapped a hand around one of Din’s thumbs. Point taken, Din shifted so that the kid was held securely against his chest, and then he gave his full attention back to Master Skywalker. 
Skywalker was willing enough to talk to Din. By unspoken agreement they turned and began to make their way towards the main pyramid. Din fell into step at Skywalker’s side. 
“Our youngest Initiate is eight,” said Skywalker, slowly. “Our oldest – well, she’s a Wookiee, so she’s sixty-one, but Gungi tells me that’s about the same as twelve or thirteen standard, to a human.” 
Din nodded. He thought that he understood. A Jedi Initiate sounded like an older foundling. The youngest – foundlings and clan-born children under six or seven – didn’t have much to do in the covert aside from attending self-defense lessons and play; it wasn’t until a foundling was older, closer to eight or even nine or ten, depending on the child, that they were ushered into more advanced combat lessons and given chores around the covert. 
“What happens after a Jedi outgrows being an Initiate?” Din asked. “They’re – apprentices next, right?” 
The evening air on Yavin-4 was warm and balmy, and Skywalker was willing enough to indulge Din’s curiosity. 
Din still didn’t know much about the Jedi. Most of what he knew came from rumor. But Grogu was going to  be a Jedi, one day, and Din – 
Din wanted to know what that would look like. 
“When an Initiate is eleven or twelve, sometimes a little older,” Skywalker said, “the Knights – full Jedi, like me – will start spending more time with the Initiate to see if they’d be a good match as teacher and student. Knights and Masters who find Initiates who get along with them – and who work well with them in the Force – take on the Initiate as a Padawan. An apprentice. 
“At least,” Skywalker added, “that’s how it was done in the old days. We’re… still figuring it out, here. In the old days, a master and their apprentice would train together for years, until the Padawan was ready to become a Knight themselves. Knights usually trained at least one or two Padawans before they were granted the rank of Master.” 
Din nodded again, a little surprised – his covert hadn’t ever had enough full warriors for each one to only take on one foundling to train more closely, but he’d heard from Paz, who’d heard from his father, that Mandalorians had once trained their own children that way. A warrior would take on just a few students at a time – two, maybe three – and teach those students everything they would need to know about fighting, about hunting, about the tribe and the Creed and how to survive. 
Teaching foundlings that way when Din had come up in the covert hadn’t really been possible. There’d only been a handful of fully-trained warriors across the entire covert to teach twenty-odd young warriors and foundlings, so Din had never been pulled aside and made an apprentice or a student. He had learned his trade in bits and pieces; hunting from Pallas, blasters from Wyrran, hand-to-hand from the older kids, honor from the  alor.  
“That was when there were – that was back in the days of the old Order, though,” said Skywalker, as if he could read Din’s memories. “A lot of the Knights – or the Jedi we have here who’d  be Knights, if there were still Trials of Knighthood to take – aren't ready to take on an apprentice. Many never will. Teaching a student like that, so close in the Force – it’s difficult, when both master and apprentice might have the ghosts of the Empire still in their heads.” 
Din winced. He could imagine that that was true. 
“We’re managing, though,” Skywalker continued. “Those who have apprentices already hate seeing Initiates left out, so there’s some of us who have just one or two apprentices, and there’s Knights who’ve got five. It’s – well.” 
Din thought that Skywalker sounded – embarrassed, almost. Din blinked. 
“Sounds like it works to me,” he said. 
“Groo-dah,” Grogu agreed. 
Skywalker smiled faintly. Some of his earnest happiness, the affection in his voice when he’d talked of Grogu and the younglings learning more of the Force, had faded. Din watched Skywalker’s expression out of the corner of his eye. 
“It does work,” Skywalker agreed. He looked around surreptitiously, almost like he was checking to make sure that he wouldn’t be overheard, and then he said, voice lower than before, “It’s just – not the way that it  was done.” 
Din blinked again. “No,” he said, slowly. He looked at Grogu and thought about keeping his observations to himself. Din didn’t know anything about the Jedi. Not really. It looked to him like Skywalker’s Academy was doing just fine. Grogu was happy, at least, and that was what Din cared about the most. But – 
 Maybe there’s only one way that the Jedi are supposed to learn, Din thought, frowning a little to himself as he tried to sort his thoughts out. 
Jedi weren’t Mandalorians. Mandalorians learned all sorts of different ways to fight; they learned blasters and knives and bombs and spears and even swords, if they were suited for it. 
But a sword wasn’t the Force. Din could do a lot of damage with the darksaber – to tables, walls and Imperial Remnants, at least – but he couldn’t throw someone forty feet away with the power of his mind. Maybe Jedi had to learn just one way – the Jedi way – so that no one got hurt. 
 Maybe it’s not like learning to  fight  like a Mandalorian,  Din thought, slowly.  Maybe it’s like learning to  be  a Mandalorian. There is – I was taught that there was only one Way of the Mandalore.  
But Din knew now that what his elders had taught him – it hadn’t been  true. Even if they had all believed it, the elders of Din’s tribe, the Children of the Watch, it hadn’t been true. 
Bo-Katan and her people had been on Mandalore, when Din had been learning the Creed. The civil wars had already been over. Death Watch had already scattered. But while Din had been learning to throw a punch and how to bring honor to the covert, the True Mandalorians had been twenty years exiled from their home system, broken by Death Watch. Neutral Mandalorians had been twenty years settled into their dome-cities. Boba had already lost his father, and had decided to forge his own way through the galaxy. 
 Even when I was a child,  Din thought,  there wasn’t just one Way. I just – didn’t know about any of the others.  
Din licked his lips. “Maybe,” he said, carefully, “that’s not a bad thing.” 
Skywalker looked at Din askance. His expression was calm and unreadable again, the sage Master Skywalker, as remote and untouchable as a star. 
Din grimaced, already regretting that he’d opened his mouth. “I just mean – your kids seem happy,” Din said, changing tactics. He had no place sticking his nose into the Jedi’s business. Everything Din had learned about the Jedi he’d learned from an old holocron or from Cobb’s stories. From Boba’s glancing references to the Jedi and their history as he’d walked Din through as much of Mandalore’s history as he could remember. 
Thinking about Boba made fresh pain well up in Din’s chest. It hurt more than poking at a bruise. More than the cuts and welts still stinging, faintly, across the backs of his legs with every step that Din took. Din frowned and tried to push the hurt aside; Grogu’s ears twitched, and he looked up at Din again. He made a questioning sound. 
 This is – this is a place of peace,  thought Din, firmly, as if he told himself sternly enough that the Jedi Academy was beyond Tatooine, Din might make himself believe it.  And Jedi can read minds.  
Din remembered the deep ocean of Quinlan Vos’s thoughts. He didn’t need Grogu wandering around in his head too. Din hadn’t been able to shelter Grogu from much, but this – Din could shelter him from this, at least. 

  I don’t need to – I don’t need to think about Boba.  

“Grogu seems happy here,” Din continued, turning his thoughts away from Boba and Tatooine with all of the effort that he could muster. “That’s – there’s something to be said for that. If they’re happy – if they’re safe and cared for – then it doesn’t – well.” 
Skywalker was still watching Din out of the corner of his eye. He had blue eyes, Luke Skywalker, as open as the skies of Tatooine, but there was a depth to them that told Din that Skywalker had seen his own share of grief. 
 I should quit shoveling sand before I dig up a dragon, Din thought, wincing again. He sighed. “You’ve got a lot of younglings and Initiates here, right?” he said. 
Skywalker nodded. 
“Then you’ll have enough Knights and Masters to do things the way that the old Order did them,” Din said. “It’ll just… take a while.” 
Skywalker smiled again, though his smile was still distant. “In time,” he agreed. He seemed to shake off his melancholy with great effort. His smile brightened a little. Became more genuine. 
“Believe it or not, Master Djarin,” Skywalker said, “I’m just not very patient. I hear from some of the other Masters about the way that the Jedi Temple on Coruscant used to be, and I just – ” he broke off and waved a vague hand. “I want that here,” he said. “I want to know what it was like, then. There.” 
“You’ve never been to the Jedi Temple on Coruscant?” Din asked. 
Skwaylker shook his head. “No,” he said. He gave Din a sideways little grin. “I grew up on Tatooine,” he said. “I didn’t get any training – didn’t even know what the Force was – until I left Tatooine for the Rebellion. I didn’t set foot in the Jedi Temple. Not until – well. The Emperor turned it into his Imperial Palace, after he’d driven all of the Jedi away,” Skywalker said. “I’ve visited that. We did some kind of big ceremony there a few years ago. Not the Jedi – the New Republic. Some big political thing. It was awful.” 
Din grimaced again. He could imagine. Din had never had much to do with the New Republic, aside from breaking into that prison barge to free Qin, and aside from a few brushes with New Republic rangers, which Din did not particularly want to mention to Skywalker, but Din imagined that New Republic politics weren’t that different from Mandalorian politics. From Tatooinian politics. All of it was awful. 
“It’s ‘Din,’” Din said instead, firm again. Grogu made a happy little burbling sound from the crook of Din’s elbow. “Not ‘Master Djarin.’ And – if the Jedi Temple on Coruscant still exists, why are you all the way out here? Coruscant’s got to be safer than some moon in the Outer Rim, right?” 
There were shadows in Skywalker’s eyes when he answered. “You’d be surprised,” he said. His tone was forbidding enough to make Din wince. “The old Temple – the Emperor ruled the galaxy from it for over twenty years. It’s – it’s not really the Jedi Temple any more.” 
Din thought of Mandalore again. The shell of the planet – the system, really – was still there, hanging in space, but it was just that. A Shell. Nothing would ever live there again. 
“Yeah,” Din said, thinking of that deep, unnatural silence. The utter stillness on the surface. “I can – I understand.” 
“Besides,” said Skywalker, brightening again with obvious effort. He didn’t seem to like wallowing in whatever bitter spirit he carried, though Din thought that Skywalker – that any Jedi still living, really, if half of what Din had heard about what had happened to them was true – had more reason to wallow than most. 
Skywalker swept a hand out, gesturing at the cluster of pyramids, their flanks turned soft and golden in the evening light. “There were Jedi here too, once,” Skywalker said. 
Din blinked. “Really?” 
“Or something like the Jedi,” Skywalker said. “They were – an older Order, I think. Like us, but different, too. There were Jedi Temples and Jedi outposts all through the galaxy, once. And the Jedi weren’t the only ones who used the Force, either. Cal – Knight Kestis, you’ve met him?” 
Kestis was the red-haired Jedi with the little droid. His wife was the white-haired Zabrak woman who Din had seen meditating in the gardens a time or two. 
Din nodded. 
“He’s spent most of his life exploring old ruins like this,” Skywalker explained. “He and his teacher, Master Junda, have been all over the galaxy looking for Force artifacts. He’s found dozens of cultures – old temples like this one – that venerated the Force as the Jedi do. Whoever lived here before us – they were strong in the Force. They touched it often.” 
“You can sense that?” Din asked, surprised again. He looked around. The temples were cleaner and tidier than they’d been when Din had first visited, but they were still  old. Ancient, even. “Even if they lived here, what? Hundreds of years ago?” 
“Thousands,” said Skywalker. “And yes, we can tell. Jedi, I mean. It’s – whoever they were, the people who lived here in these temples loved the Force. That leaves an… impression, I guess you could call it. It leaves a mark.” 
“Oh,” Din said. 
Grogu made an inquisitive sound, patting Din’s chest plate. 
 Can Grogu – can  he  sense that?  Din wondered.  Can he sense that there were people who lived here thousands of years ago?  
“You’ve spent some time on Tatooine,” Skywalker said, looking at Din again. “Haven’t you?”
“I’m – I was pretty much living there,” Din said. He didn’t want to get into the specifics of it. Boba and Skywalker had been enemies once, after all, and even if Din and Boba were arguing  now – even if Boba had sent Din away – Din didn’t want to undermine Boba to an enemy. Didn’t want to give Boba’s secrets away to an outsider. 
 And I – I’m going back, Din reminded himself, fiercely. He’d left to see Grogu. To attend Kryze’s summit. To give – to give Boba what he’d wanted. Time to be alone. But Din was going to go back. 
“I spent a lot of time there when I was younger, too,” Din added, pulling his thoughts away from Boba again. Grogu made another sound, a little more worried this time, and patted Din’s beskar again. “‘S a good place for a bounty hunter to get started out.” 
Skywalker smiled faintly. If he’d grown up on Tatooine, he probably knew that already. 
“Then you’ve seen some of its canyons,” Skywalker said. “Like the Jundland Wastes?” 
Din nodded again, slowly. He didn’t want to get into his status as  tuskra, either. Skywalker was a sorrowlanes name. Din didn’t know what Skywalker’s life had been like on Tatooine. 
But most of Tatooine’s human inhabitants didn’t like the Tuskens, and most Tuskens didn’t like humans. Even if Skywalker’d grown up in one of the cities or the spaceports, he would’ve grown up hearing of the evils of the Tusken Raiders. 
“The Force – think of it like a river,” Skywalker said. He’d lost most of his melancholy tone and was speaking to Din like a teacher spoke to a student. “The Force flowed through these pyramids, this clearing, thousands of years ago, and everyone who knew that river as it was is gone now. Like the rivers of Tatooine.” 
The rivers of Tatooine weren’t  gone. Many of them had dried up, that was true, but there were still rivers moving underground. There were still springs in the high mountains, still oases in the desert. 
That wasn’t Skywalker’s point, though. Or at least, Din didn’t think that it was. He cocked his head, listening. Grogu was listening too, his big eyes fixed on Skywalker. Din wondered how much of this kind of thing – all this talk of the Force – that Grogu actually understood. He was still so young. 
“But the Force left an impression here," Skywalker continued. "When the Jedi of that day left this place and took their love of the Force with them. Like how the rivers of Tatooine carved canyons out of the bedrock, before they dried up in the suns. The water is gone, but the canyons still stand.” 
Din looked at Skywalker sideways. “I – see,” Din said. He didn’t really, but then Din wasn’t a Jedi. Maybe whatever it was that Skywalker was talking about was obvious to a Jedi, these rivers in the Force. Whatever it was that made the old pyramids feel – safe. Feel welcome. 
Skywalker’s eyes turned up at the corners. “Imagine it,” he suggested. “Close your eyes.” 
“I’m not a Jedi,” Din said apologetically. “I’m not going to be able to feel anything.”
“You’re not a Jedi, no,” Skywalker agreed, placid as an oasis. Din thought he saw a flicker of mischief in Skywalker’s eyes, and frowned a little. “But that doesn’t mean that you’re deaf and blind to the Force,” Skywalker continued. “You are – all living things are in the Force. All living things  create the Force. And all living things touch it, too. Just – some of us touch it more closely than others.” 
Din, who had liked the Force much better when Skywalker’d described it as something like gravity, something with  rules, frowned a little harder. 
Skywalker chuckled. “Just try,” he encouraged. “It’s not as hard as you think it is. Just – close your eyes. Breathe. Grogu?”
"Patu?” Grogu said. 
“Can you show your father how we meditate here at the Academy?” Skywalker asked. 
Grogu studied his teacher for a moment, then flicked his ears, looked up at Din and put a tiny hand on Din’s chest to brace himself. He closed his eyes. He held very still. 
“Good,” Skywalker said. He smiled at Din. “Now it’s your father’s turn.” 
Doubtful but willing enough to play along, since Din had apparently secured Skywalker’s hospitality for the night, Din stopped walking and closed his eyes. The last thing he wanted to do was walk off the side of one of the pyramids while he was holding Grogu. Grogu could levitate; Din could only do that if he remembered to engage his jetpack in time. 
As it always did, closing his eyes made the rest of Din’s senses expand to compensate. It wasn’t quite as sharp an expansion as it always was up in Boba’s rooms. Usually Boba’s rooms were dark, or Boba had properly blindfolded Din so that Din couldn’t see anything past the fabric of the blindfold, and the rest of Din’s senses had to work harder to make up for that darkness. 
Yavin-4 wasn’t dark. Din could still see the sun through his eyelids, a warm red-orange, and he felt it on his face, too. 
But his senses still stretched out a little. The distant chatter of a flock of belly-birds resolved into individual whoops and cries. Din could hear the branches of the massassi trees creaking too, not just their leaves rustling, and he could hear the wind as it whistled around the worn edges of the pyramids. 
His sense of smell sharpened. Yavin-4 still smelled damp and alive, but its scent was richer now. Din could smell overturned earth and a complicated tangle of three or four different flowers, some sweet and light, others so floral they made his nose itch. He could smell sun-warmed rocks, too, and the faint, spicy scent of whatever it was that the Jedi had been eating for dinner. Din could smell Grogu. Warm skin, a clean tunic. Beskar. 
“Now,” said Skywalker, quietly, “imagine a river.” 
He was beside Din and Din could feel him there, his own body registering the warmth, the movement, of another nearby. “Imagine it winding its way through these pyramids. Connecting them together.” 
Still dubious, Din did as he was told. 
Din was not an imaginative person by nature, not really. There were warriors in the covert who had been. Annika had spent a lot of her time painting her armor, painting toys for the kids, and Denn had loved coming up with silly stories to tell the foundlings. Tosho and Paz both had liked to whittle, had taken great pleasure in carving wooden toy wyyyschokks and shriek-hawks and iron wolves out of hunks of wood for the foundlings to play with. 
Din’s concerns had always been more immediate. He’d spent most of his time hunting or preparing to hunt. He hadn’t been able to spend much time sitting around painting new designs on his armor or looking at a piece of wood to see what creature he might be able to coax from it with a sharp knife and a little patience. 
 But I’ve seen a river before,  Din reminded himself, still frowning to himself.  I know what water looks like.  
He was overthinking this. Skywalker had said that it was easy. That all Din had to do was – 
 What?  Din thought.  Imagine a river?  
It sounded absurd, but Din could do that. 
He reached through his memories and tried to find one that fit. One that matched the sounds and smells of Yavin, the smell of it; animals and earth and children laughing, wind moving through the leaves. 
Kashyyyk, for all of its vibrancy, had never gotten much wind down among the wroshyr trees. The treetops had been plenty windy, but underneath them the wroshyr forests had been still. And things had always been growing there, but Din’s time on Kashyyyk was still tinged in Din’s memory with the acrid smell of burning sap, the Imperial refineries belching smoke out over the horizon. 
He set aside his memories of Kashyyyk and reached deeper. 
Tatooine’s rivers were all underground now, too deeply hidden – too closely guarded – for Din to have been able to find them. Nevarro’s rivers were all rivers of lava. In places like Nar Shaddaa or Nal Hutta, all of the rivers were choked with weeds and filth. None of them belonged here. 
Din reached farther back into his memory. 
The river of his childhood – the river that had run behind his parents’ house at the bottom of the fields, thick with reeds – had been alive too. There had been peaceful days playing with his cousins beside it. There had been laughter in the air. 
Hadn’t there? 
Din brushed against the memory. Something in his chest shuddered. 
 No,  he thought, pulling away.  That’s not right.  Din couldn’t tell  why it wasn’t right, but it wasn’t. That memory – it had no place here. 
The backs of Din’s legs, still crossed with half-healed welts, ached sharply. 
Din opened his eyes. 
“Sorry,” he said, apologetically. The jungle and the temples and Skywalker’s face resolved themselves. “I didn’t – I can’t feel what you’re talking about. 
Skywalker only shrugged. He offered Din another smile. “That’s alright,” he said, his tone reassuring. “Thanks for trying anyway – it’s not every day that I have such an attentive student, hmm, Grogu?” 
“Bah-oh-ah,”  Grogu objected immediately, opening his eyes too. He looked up at Din, his expression wide open and innocent, as if he was trying to say that whatever had happened during Master Skywalker’s lesson to catch Grogu’s attention, it certainly hadn’t been  Grogu’s fault. 
“Now, kid,” Din said, seizing the opportunity to keep moving, to get away from Skywalker’s strange Force exercise, the strange feeling in Din’s own chest. “I thought we’d talked about behaving for Master Skywalker and the other teachers?” 
Grogu took up a spirited defense and chattered the rest of the way back to the Academy’s main pyramid. He still wasn’t speaking Basic, but his strings of sounds had gotten longer, had gotten more complex. Din hoped that Grogu would start talking soon. That when he did, Skywalker would comm Din so Din could listen too. 
Skywalker interjected here and there, filling Din in on all that had happened since Din had left the first time. It had been a few months, after all. He didn’t mention the Force again. 
“Actually,” Skywalker said, as he and Din crested the main pyramid and crossed into the mess hall, which was now mostly empty of younglings and Initiates, leaving only a handful of the older apprentices and the Knights, “if you hadn’t shown up when you did, I was going to comm you.” 
“Oh?” Din said, lifting an eyebrow. He tried to squash the guilt that was bubbling up at Skywalker’s words – Din  had been gone for too long. He’d thought about visiting Grogu dozens of times over the past few months. But Din had just been – busy. He’d had work, and he’d had Boba. 
 That might not be a problem any more,  Din thought, half-wry, half-bitter. Boba would probably accept Din back into the outfit. He’d be stupid not to, to throw away a fighter like Din before his war against the Hutts was finished, and Boba wasn’t stupid. 
But accepting Din back into his bed, into his arms – 
Skywalker smiled, drawing Din out of his thoughts again. “Quinlan Vos mentioned you,” Skwaylker explained. “He said that he ran into you a week or so ago. He said that you might be willing to help us.” 
Din blinked, thrown a little by the mention of Vos, but caught on and nodded. 
Vos must have come here, back to the Academy, after he’d left Mos Eisley. He’d taken Jaasa’s pilot, Din remembered. The Duros. Vos had been on Tatooine hunting slavers. 
 Slavers,  Din remembered,  who freighted with Force-sensitive kids.  
“I am,” Din said immediately. He thought of Grogu disappearing down the sorrowlanes and tightened his grip on the kid. “I will help.” 
Skywalker flashed him a grateful smile. “You seem like you would be willing to,” he admitted. “But I’m glad to hear it.” 
“Is Vos – is he alright?” Din asked, worried. Vos was capable – more than capable – but if he had mentioned meeting Din in Mos Eisley to Skywalker – 
“Does he need help?” Din pressed. 
Skywalker held up a hand and looked around the mess hall. There were fewer than ten Jedi in the room, all together, and even fewer than that that Din recognized. 
K’Kruhk the Whiphid, who taught the younglings lightsaber combat, was settled into a corner by himself reading off a datapad. He hadn’t looked up. Ferus Olin, the human Jedi who’d sat for so long at the top of the Bounty Hunter’s Guild’s pile of pucks, was speaking quietly with two younger Jedi, a Nautalan and a Mirialan. Kestis’s wife, the Zabrak, was sharing her meal with an older human woman that Din didn’t recognize. 
A few other Jedi had looked up when Din had followed Skywalker into the mess hall and had registered Din’s presence. He met their curious gazes as best as he could; he’d left his helmet back on the  Fly, and it was too late to double back for it now. 
Din didn’t regret leaving his face bare for Grogu, but the attention of the Jedi still made him want to shy away. 
Fortunately, most of the Jedi seem to know who Din was, even if he didn’t recognize them, and went back to their meals and their datapads when they saw Grogu tucked safely in Din’s arms. 
“We try,” said Skywalker, quietly, “to keep this sort of thing away from the younglings.” 
Din blinked, confused again. “What sort of thing?” he asked. 
Skywalker’s expression was very serious. “The sorrowtrade,” he said. 
“Oh,” said Din. He frowned a little. “Why?” 
Din had been warned about the dangers of the sorrowtrade – of venturing outside of the covert alone, of trusting adults that he didn’t know, of strangers who looked too long and too intently at Mandalorian children – almost from his first day in the covert. 
Skywalker studied Din for a moment. “A lot of our kids,” he finally said, “haven’t… had an easy time of things.” 
“No,” Din said, slowly, thinking of Grogu. Of Arvala-7, the Trandoshans. The dark little carrier that had been Grogu’s only home before Din had found him. Of the Force-sensitive kid that Vos had come to Tatooine to find, only to learn that the sorrowtrade had already stolen that kid away. “They haven’t.” 
“We try not to worry them,” Skywalker said. He managed another smile, though it was more stranded than his others had been.
Din wanted to point out that the only child in the mess hall right now was Grogu, and Grogu already knew that the galaxy was a dangerous place. The only other Jedi in the room who could count as children were the two younger Jedi with Olin, and they looked at least fourteen or fifteen. 
 Maybe Jedi kids don’t come of age until they’re Knights, Din thought. Among the covert those young Jedi would have already taken their Foundlings' Trials and found their full place among the clan, but the Jedi did things differently. 
They're old enough to learn that the galaxy is dangerous, Din thought. 
Still, Din was Skywalker’s guest, here, and if Skywalker wanted to shelter his students from the realities of the galaxy for a little longer, that was his right as the  alor.  
“But,” Skywalker continued, lowly, “if you’d like to help – ”
“I would,” said Din, tone firm. 
That made Skywalker’s smile a little more genuine. “Then we can talk once the last of the younglings have been sent to bed.” Skywalker nodded at Grogu. “Though this one should finish his dinner first, hmm?”
Din, not surprised to hear that Grogu had rushed out to see Din before finishing his meal, looked down at the kid. He raised an eyebrow. Grogu’s ears drooped. 
“Let’s finish eating, then,” Din said. He supposed that he understood Skywalker’s reticence; Skywalker wanted all of the children in his care to feel  safe.  To be able to trust that their teachers would protect them. Din wasn’t sure that pretending that the galaxy wasn’t crawling with skug-suckers who’d sell a Jedi down the sorrowlanes for a quick  peggat or six was the best way to go about doing that, but the only kid at the Jedi Academy who was Din’s was Grogu. 
 Maybe Jedi kids are different from Mandalorian ones, Din thought. He'd been warned of the galaxy’s many dangers almost from the first day he’d spent with the covert, not that Din had needed the reminders; he had learned that the galaxy was dangerous the day that the Separatists had come to his village. 
 But,  Din thought,  these kids – they’re a lot safer than I ever was.  
None of the places that Din had lived in with the covert had been as safe as these temples were. Din’s tribe hadn’t had the backing – or the protection – of the New Republic. If their covert had ever been raided, the only ones who would have looked for Din and his agemates if they’d been stolen – who would have sought vengeance – would have been other Mandalorian warriors. 
 It’d be an  astonishingly  stupid slaver to come here,  Din thought.  If any of them ever found this place to start with.  
Din wondered if that was another reason why Skywalker had chosen Yavin-4 for his Academy instead of Coruscant. If anyone went looking for Jedi, they’d probably expect to find them in the Core, the Inner Rim; Yavin-4 was just as much a wild Outer Rim backwater as Tatooine was, and it was even more sparsely-populated. 

   Skywalker wants his students to grow up in peace.  

It was a well-intentioned goal, so Din didn’t feel the need to argue or demand to know what Quinlan Vos needed, where he’d gone, in front of the other Jedi. Din could wait until the kid had gone to bed. 
Din met Skywalker’s eyes and nodded to show that he understood. He saw grateful relief flicker across Skywalker’s face. Din returned his attention to Grogu. 
“C’mon, kid,” Din said, bending to set Grogu carefully back on his feet. “Let’s finish your food, yeah?” 
Grogu grumbled a little, clearly not very happy with being put down, but he trundled off obediently enough, heading for a plate in the middle of one of the tables that had been left half-eaten, surrounded by the sort of mealtime detritus – crumbs, bits of mashed vegetables that had been flung from their plates, a sticky spot where some youngling had spilled their jawa juice – that told Din that Grogu had been eating here with all of his creche mates. Din helped the kid up into his seat, then settled in beside him, meeting the eyes of the other Jedi. 
Din got several nods of welcome. He even got a few smiles. Din was surprised, but grateful; the last time he’d been here, most of the Jedi had treated him with polite but careful watchfulness. 
Grogu went after the rest of his meal with enthusiasm, offering Din bits of crawlfish and slices of armored eel as he worked through his plate. Din accepted the crawlfish, which were deep-fried in some kind of batter and pretty good, but declined the eel; he’d gotten miserably sick once as a child after eating some Carnovian eel on Nar Shaddaa, and still couldn’t eat anything like it nearly thirty years later. 
That had been Paz’s fault – he’d dared Din to try the dish, apparently some sort of Hutt delicacy, and had laughed himself into falling over when Din had taken one bite and started to gag. 
He’d stopped laughing when Din had tackled him around the middle, though. 
Grogu didn't seem to mind that Din didn’t want to share his armored eel. He caught on pretty quickly that Din wouldn’t take any and contented himself with shoving crawlfish and bits of some kind of bright purple fruit into Din’s hands. 
While they ate, Din kept half an eye on the Jedi around him. He was surprised, still, at how few Jedi were here. Din hadn’t expected to see Vos, who was almost certainly still out hunting down slavers, but many of the adult Jedi Din had met months ago were also gone. Din didn’t even see Chase Piru, though he knew that she was in the temple somewhere, as she’d been the one to answer his comm when he’d dropped out of hyperspace. 
 She’s probably off with the kids, Din thought, accepting one last crawlfish from Grogu and then beginning the usual task of helping the kid clean up after a meal. Several months with the Jedi might have taught Grogu a few new tricks with the Force, but they hadn’t done anything for his table manners. 
When the kid and the spot he’d been sitting in were free of eel sauce, Din held out his arms and Grogu obligingly climbed into them, sleepy now that he’d had a full meal and the excitement of seeing Din had worn off some. 
Din had to wrestle with the urge to give into normal habits and take Grogu back to the  Fly.  He didn’t have a berth set up for the kid yet, not even a hammock like he’d put up on the  Crest,  and if Skywalker wanted to talk, Din didn’t want to leave Grogu on the  Fly unsupervised. 
Mind made up, Din set off in the direction of the creche, where all of the other younglings slept. 
On his way, Din  did run into Chase Piru, who looked as tired as Din felt. Her robes were splattered with the same eel sauce that Grogu had gotten all over the table in the mess hall and there were shadows underneath her eyes. 
She smiled, though, when Din nodded in greeting, and she turned around with Din to let him into the creche. The younglings all slept in one room together, and while they had individual sleeping areas, when Din set Grogu down the kid immediately went over and flopped down with four or five other kids. Jedi younglings, it seemed, preferred to sleep in a heap, much like Mandalorian foundlings or a pack of anooba cubs. 
Din crouched down so that he was at Grogu’s level, and tapped the kid’s nose gently. Grogu gave him a sleepy giggle. 
“‘Night, kid,” Din murmured, speaking softly so he didn’t wake the other children. “I’ll see you in the morning, okay?” 
“Oh-tah,” Grogu agreed. 
“Thanks for comming me in,” Din told Piru, once they’d closed the creche door behind them. 
Piru waved Din off. “Don’t mention it,” she said, yawning enormously. “You’re on youngling duty tomorrow, though.” 
Piru looked like she needed more than just a day off to rest and recover, but Din accepted her charge with a dip of his chin. “Anything you need,” he said, and meant it. 
Piru peeled off down another hall. Din more or less remembered the way to Skywalker’s personal quarters – he got lost only twice, sticking his nose into a room that was full of strange-looking leather-and-flimsi books and datapads, then another that was empty of everything but for a table and what Din thought were two holocrons – and made it there without any trouble. 
The temple at night was hushed and quiet. Din felt almost embarrassingly loud, moving around in his armor. Out of place with the darksaber on his hip, with blasters in their holsters and his spear at his back. The temple was a place of peace, and Din – 
He made it to Skywalker’s rooms before he could sink too deeply into a philosophical melancholy, which was good. Din had done too much thinking over the last few days. His head  still hurt, the spike of pain lodged behind his ear throbbing dully. Din didn’t want to think any more about what he was or wasn’t. About Boba. He wanted something to do with his hands. Something that would occupy his mind.
 Skywalker might have a job for me, Din thought. 
The door to Skywalker’s sparse room was open. Din knocked on the frame anyway, wanting to be polite; Skywalker was Grogu’s teacher, after all, and that deserved respect. 
“Come in,” Skywalker called. 
Din obeyed. 
Not much had changed in Skywalker’s rooms since Din had been here last, talking about the differences between Jedi and Mandalorian children. There was a holocron on a small table beside Skywalker’s bed, this one more complex than the one Boba had given Din, with twelve faces instead of six, and another leather- and flimsi-bound book was sitting open beside it. 
A set of mechanics’ tools was scattered across the bed. Skywaker’s window was open, letting in the warm jungle air, and a large, rather battered R2-series astromech droid was charging against one wall, its photoreceptor dark. 
Din recognized that droid. It had come with Skywalker to the light cruiser. 
Skywalker, who was sitting cross-legged on a woven reed mat in front of the window, caught the direction of Din’s gaze and smiled. 
“That’s Ar-Two,” he said. “My astromech.”
“You had him with you on the light cruiser,” Din said. 
“I did,” said Skywalker. “I don’t go many places without him. He’s an old family friend.” 
As far as droids went, R2 units were pretty harmless. They were built for navigation and for piloting, not for war. Din was still wary of droids, most of the time. A2 and IG-11 had proven to Din that not  all droids were mindless killing machines, good only for scrap, but Din didn’t think he’d be taking on an R2 unit of his own any time soon. 
This one was dark and charging, though, so Din left it alone. 
“Please,” said Skywalker, gesturing at the other end of his reed mat. “Sit.” 
Din obeyed, shifting a little, tension beginning to pull at his shoulders. His concern for Vos returned, sharper than before. If Vos had mentioned Din to Skywalker, and Skywalker had been ready to comm Din himself – 
 Vos is in trouble, Din thought. 
He waited for several seconds for Skywalker to start speaking, but Skywalker only put his hands on his knees and looked out his narrow window, watching the dark jungle of Yavin-4, his expression distant and calm. 
“So,” Din said, resisting the urge to drum his fingers against the armor covering his thigh plates. “Where’s Vos?” 
Skywalker blinked, expression clearing some, and said, “Last time he checked in, he was on Nar Shaddaa.” 
Din titled his head, thinking hard. Nar Shaddaa made sense. Half of the sorrowlanes in the galaxy ran through – or at least ran past – Nar Shaddaa. It was situated on the very edge of Hutt space, close enough that the Hutts got a cut of everything that came through the planet but not so close that the Hutts could seize a sorrowtrader’s cargo. Spice lanes ran through that sector, too; Din knew that the spice trade ate up a lot of the unfortunate beings who vanished down the sorrowlanes. 
“Is that where all of the other Jedi are too?” Din asked, thinking of the empty hallways, the mostly-empty mess. 
Skywalker’s eyebrows went up. 
“It is,” he said, sounding surprised and a little impressed. “Master Vos took several of the Knights with him. Gungi, Cal, Rahm – they all went with Quinlan.” 
“Why?” Din asked. He didn’t like the idea of so many trained Jedi away from the Academy. 
“His lead – the Duros pilot he brought from Mos Eisley – gave up her entire slaving network,” Skywalker said. Now that he was away from anyone who might overhear, Din could hear a dark bite in Skywalker’s voice. Skywalker didn’t like slavers much either, then. 
“Did she – did that network take the kid that Vos was looking for?” Din asked. “On Tatooine?” 
Skywalker nodded. “They targeted Force-sensitives in particular,” he explained. “During the Empire days, they sold Force-sensitives directly to the Empire, for the bounty. We’ve got some of the Knights going through some of the records Vos brought back. That network was – very profitable, for the slavers running it.” 
Din hadn’t known that Vos had taken records from Gella’s Place, before Kolburn and his crew had been able to sort through all of Jaasa’s belongings but there wasn’t anything Din could do about it now, so he just listened, setting his hands at his knees to mirror Skywalker. 
“Vos took a team with him to raid the operation’s hideouts on Nar Shaddaa and Zygos,” Skywalker continued. 
Zygos  was a Zygerria’s moon. Din had never been there, but he knew that Zygerria used it to house many of its slaves. He frowned harder. 
He didn’t like this plan of Vos’s. Five Jedi against two strongholds, one just a short flight in sublight away from Zygerria – 
The Jedi, Din knew, were accomplished fighters. All the ones that Din had met, anyway. He’d fought beside Vos, and the others had all survived the Empire’s Purges. They were all warriors. 
 But after they hit one of Jaasa’s bases, the other will be on high alert,  Din thought.  And if they succeed, they’ll have kids to worry about. Non-combatants.  
Din had an idea. He hesitated to share it, because he didn’t want to betray anyone’s secrets, but Skywalker – Skywalker had grown up on Tatooine. Skywalker was a sorrowlanes name. 
Din took a deep breath. “Has Vos thought,” Din said, slowly, “about getting help from the  ahra? ” 
Skywalker’s expression didn’t even flicker. Din was impressed. 
“What does a Mandalorian,” Skywaker said, warily, “know about the  ahra?” 
He said the word the right way. He said it like Vanth would say it, Tatooine-slow. 
Din took another breath, and another gamble. “I’m –  batran,”  Din said. “I’ve done runs – well, a run – with the  ahra  before. The  ahra on Tatooine are my allies.” 
Skywalker didn’t say anything. He studied Din with preternatural calm. 
“You can – you can read my mind, if you need to,” Din said. He didn’t want Skywalker in his head, particularly. He hadn’t liked having Vos there, and Vos had been healing Din at the time. But Din knew that anyone involved with the  ahra didn’t live very long if they were too trusting, and Skywalker was a grown man. 
But then Skywalker broke into a smile. His expression softened. “I don’t need to read your mind,” he said. “You’re telling the truth. And to your question – the  ahra would be very welcome, if you know how to contact them.” 
“You don’t?” Din asked, surprised. He’d thought – 
Skywalker shook his head. His smile faded. “Not anymore,” he said. “Everyone I knew – well. Let’s just say that for a while it wasn’t safe for anyone to be associated with me, especially if their name or their face was already on a puck. I had to pull back from the network after I joined the Rebellion.” 
“I have… more recent contacts,” Din said, slowly, because he did. “I can send them to Nar Shaddaa, maybe. Or get a local cell involved.” 
Things on Tatooine were precarious enough without Din conscripting Cobb and his people into a rescue mission. 
“That would help,” Skywalker said, inclining his head. “I have Quinlan’s frequency. It’s coded, but I can share it with someone that you trust.” 
Din nodded. He trusted Cobb. 
“Is that what brought you here?” Skywalker asked. “Looking for Quinlan?” 
“No,” Din admitted. He probably should’ve kept Vos and his quest in mind, but the last few days had been so chaotic that Din had almost forgotten Vos entirely. “I – I came to see Grogu.” 
Skywalker accepted that with a nod. Something in his face made Din think that Skywalker wanted to ask more, but he didn’t, not yet. But he could probably sense – or see it on Din’s own face – that Din had come for another reason. Skywalker’s expression was almost – expectant. 
Din wanted to put his hackles up at that expectation. He wanted to bare his teeth. Din’s business was his and his alone. Grogu was his son. If Din wanted to take him to the summit –  
 He’s Grogu’s teacher,  Din reminded himself.  He wants to keep Grogu safe too.  
And it wasn’t even that Din  wanted  to take Grogu to the summit – Din wanted Grogu to be  safe. Din wanted to be able to close his eyes on some strange planet, surrounded by enemies, and know that at least Grogu was somewhere where he was safe, protected, cared for.
 But this is a gathering of Mandalorians,  Din thought.  And Grogu – he should be there.  
It didn’t matter that the kid was too young, probably, to understand what would happen at the summit. To understand the differences between Din and the rest of Kryze’s people, between Din and his own people. Grogu was a foundling and foundlings were the future, and Din wanted Grogu to be there. 
He took another breath. 
“I came,” Din said, “to borrow Grogu for a few days.” 
Skywalker blinked, but didn’t immediately shoot down Din’s idea, so Din pressed on. 
“There’s – in a few days,” he continued, “there’s going to be a – a gathering of Mandalorians, I guess you could call it. The first gathering I can remember. And I – Grogu should be there.” 
Din didn’t want to get into the details – the mess it all had become – with Skywalker. He could barely explain the krayt’s den of blood feuds and clan alliances and factions and grudges of Mandalorian politics to  himself; Din had grown up in a covert that had been like all of the other coverts in the network. There hadn’t been any other factions. There hadn’t even really been proper clans. There’d been petty grudges, of course, but not the life-or-death blood feuds that had ripped Boba’s life apart before he’d even been born. 
None of that was Skywalker’s business. 
But Skywalker didn’t ask Din about any of that. He didn’t ask what the summit was or why it was so important for Grogu – for Din – to go. 
He just blinked, looking at Din from the other side of the woven reed mat – brushed against Din’s mind, Din thought, with mental fingers that felt less like Vos’s ocean-deep presence and more like the wind in the desert, fingertips gritty with sand – and then said, simply, “Will Grogu be safe?” 
Din stared at Skywalker, momentarily thrown. 
Skywalker smiled, crookedly. “Grogu is  your son,” said Skywalker. “I am just his teacher. If he will be safe there, at this gathering – ”
“He will be,” Din said. Paz had promised.  Din  wouldn’t be safe there, not really. Krzye knew that Din wasn’t Mandalorian any more. She knew now that whatever rules of honor had kept her from taking the darksaber from Din before had been thrown out of the ring. And Paz had accepted Din, the  verd’ike, but the rest of Din’s tribe – 
It was very likely that someone, anyone, would go for the gaps in Din’s armor, no matter what Kryze had said about the summit being neutral. 
But Grogu was just a child, and Paz had promised that if anything happened to Din, Paz would step in. Din was going to have a target on his back when he landed on Krownest, but few, Din thought, would want to tangle with a Vizsla. 
“He will be safe,” Din repeated. He looked at Skywalker and tried to let his conviction shine through. “My brother will be there too, and he’s promised to look after Grogu, if – if anything happens to me.” 
Skywalker’s eyebrows went up again. “Are you expecting something to happen to you there?” he asked. 
Din grimaced. “I am… I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’m – I’ve never been – clan politics are beyond me,” he said. “I’m just a bounty hunter. This summit – it’s to decide the future of Mandalore. I’m just a bounty hunter.” 
The expression on Skywalker’s face opened and the sympathy there – the  understanding – scoured Din to the bone. He winced and shifted away, unable to bear it. It was – 
It wasn’t something that Din had expected to find in an  aruetii,  to be honest. Din had thought that Boba understood, but he’d learned that Boba  couldn’t  understand. Boba had always been exactly what he was. The son of Jango Fett. A clone. A bounty hunter.  Aruetii too, it turned out. Boba had never been Mandalorian at all. But Din – 
 I don’t know what I’m going to find at the summit,  he thought.  Kryze wanted to use me. The  alor,  if she’s there, will want me at her side, not anyone else’s. And the other factions, the other clans –  
What would they want from Din? What  could  they want from him? Din was no one. He wasn’t even  beroya any more. He was just – himself. He had nothing to offer the future of Mandalore. 
But Skywalker did understand. Din could see it in his face. 
 Skywalker,  Din remembered, suddenly,  was once the last of the Jedi. And Skywalker was trying to build a new Jedi Order. 
Something leapt between Din and Luke Skywalker, then. Electric and alive. It buzzed in the back of Din’s mouth. It made Skywalker sit up very straight, like he had touched a live wire. The air crackled. Din and Skywalker looked at each other, their eyes very wide, and then they looked away. 
The crackling, electric feeling faded. 
 What the – what was that?  Din wondered. He’d felt something like it in the cave beneath Gella’s Place. It had hung in the air around Vos.  Is it a Jedi thing?  
Skywalker spoke first, and his expression had fractured. “You’re in pain,” he said, hoarsely. “I felt it.” 
Din tried not to flinch. “It’s – not about the summit,” Din said. “Not really.” 
It  was about the summit, though. Din was in pain because – 
 Because I don’t know what to  do, he thought.  I don’t know what to feel. What to think. The Creed – I think that the Creed is  wrong.  And if the Creed is wrong –  

   If the Creed is wrong, does that mean that I’m still Mandalorian?  

Din hadn’t dared to think that before. He’d gotten close to it, a few times. But it was there in his heart, like a wound that still had shrapnel in it, and Din couldn’t pull the shrapnel out without bleeding to death but he couldn’t leave the wound as it was, either, because leaving it as it was would kill him slowly. 
 I don’t know what to do,  he thought.  I don’t know what to  think.  And Boba –  
Boba was the person Din had turned to, these last few months. When that heart-wound, when being  dar’manda, had hurt too much to bear. Boba had helped Din. Boba had given Din other things to think about. To focus on. He had listened to Din, and argued with him, and trusted Din, and – 

   No.  

None of that – none of that mattered, here. Now. Now, Din needed to convince Skywalker to let him take Grogu to the summit. That was all. The problem of Boba – the problem with Din himself – 
That was Din’s problem. Not Skywalker’s.
Din took a steadying breath and tried to shut out that pain. That awareness of it. Skywalker was still watching him, his expression still broken open. Troubled.
“Master Djarin,” he said, slowly. Din twitched a little at the name, but held his tongue. “Are you – are you  sure that Grogu will be safe?” 
“I am,” Din said.  That,  at least, he was sure of. Din would defend Grogu with his life, and if Din fell, Paz would defend Grogu with the same. Strill would too. Grogu would be  fine.  
Skywalker nodded, slowly. “Then I won’t keep him here,” he said. 
“You won’t?” 
That got another crooked smile out of Skywalker, who looked like he was trying to move past whatever strange sensation had made him sit up so stiffly. “No,” he said. His tone was gentle. “I told you already – I will not keep younglings from their families. Grogu – Grogu loves you. That’s  good.  As he grows he will have to be careful, because attachment – unhealthy attachment – can lead to the Dark Side, but for a child who has often been afraid, having a father who loves him is a  good thing. You make Grogu feel safe.” 
Din blinked again, this time because his eyes had grown suspiciously warm and wet. “I do?” he asked. He hadn’t meant it to sound – plaintive, almost. To sound so vulnerable. 
But Grogu couldn’t talk. Din couldn’t ask him if he had been happy, on the  Razor Crest  with Din. If he had understood that Din would have done anything for him.  Had done everything for him, really. 
Din had broken the Creed for Grogu.  
Skywalker softened. “Yes,” he said. “You do. Grogu will tell anyone who will listen. You protected him when he needed it. He loves you.” 
Din had to look away, then. He stared out Skywalker’s window at the dark jungle of Yavin-4. His eyes were stinging. “Oh,” he said. 
“My sister’s son is strong in the Force,” Skywalker said, lightly. “And I am always happy to train him, when Leia brings him by. But he is happier with his parents. Making him stay here would make him unhappy. I don’t want any of my students to be unhappy.”
Din nodded. He still couldn’t look Skywalker in the eye. 
“That’s – good,” he said. “Good.” He took another handful of seconds to get himself under control. Something fragile was beating in Din’s chest. It was radiant and warm. It was  joy, simple and uncomplicated, because Grogu loved Din too. 
“I’m going to bring him back,” Din said, when he could look Skywalker in the eye again. “He’s – he  should be here, at least while he learns to get his powers under control. And I’m – I have places to go after the summit that won’t be safe. Not for him.” 
Skywalker inclined his head. “Then we’re happy to have him back,” he said, easily. “Where are you going? After Quinlan?”
“If he needs my help,” Din said. “Then I can.” 
After the summit – assuming that he had survived the summit – Din had intended to go back to Tatooine. Boba’s temper took a few days too cool, sometimes, but Din was hoping that after the summit, Boba would be calm enough to talk to. Calm enough to – to decide what he really wanted. 
If he truly wanted Din to leave. 
But after that, if Vos needed help raiding a slaver’s den, Din would happily go along. Killing slavers would probably improve his mood. 
That didn’t sound like the sort of thing Din should say to a Jedi, though, so he kept it to himself. 
“I mean it,” he added. “If Vos needs help – I don’t like slavers. And there’s – there’s a lot of kids on Tatooine who’ve gone missing, lately. I’d like to help bring them home, if I can.” 
Din thought of Deyyeri, the Wookiee whose son had disappeared. He thought of Gida and her siblings. Gella at least had been kept chained in that cave, Din was pretty sure. He wouldn't be surprised if more of Gida's family had passed through that cave too. He thought of Ruli’s cousins, of some of Noora’s friends. The slavers who had attacked the Spotted Anooba in the desert. 
 Maybe that’s what I’ll be,  Din thought.  If Boba doesn’t want me at his side any more. I can’t be Mandalorian. I can’t be  beroya.  But I can be  batran,  maybe.  
He liked the sound of that. 
Skywalker was smiling again. “You know,” he said, his hands still on his knees, “I think that I believe you, Mandalorian.” 

  

  


The rest of Din’s night passed more or less without incident, and in the morning, Din took charge of the younglings. 
Skywalker had offered Din a room inside the pyramid but Din had declined, instead making his way back to the  Fly, which was at least more familiar than the depths of the Jedi Temple. He’d slept fitfully again, despite getting Skywalker to agree to let Din take Grogu to the summit, and his dreams had left him drenched in sweat and panting. 
But after Din had gone to the temple again after sunrise, bolting down firstmeal with the Jedi and then assuming responsibility of the younglings from a very grateful Chase Piru, his dreams faded. His unhappiness faded too. His grief, his doubts about the summit, the faint anger that Din still carried in his belly like a forge-coal. 
All of it, and all of Din’s attention, was completely taken over by a horde of Jedi children. 
Din didn’t mind. He’d met most of the younglings before and was privately a little pleased that so many of them – Eulia the Mirialan, who still liked to leap from pyramid stair to pyramid stair, floating a little with the help of the Force as she did it, the Zabrak twins, a little Togruta boy, a Nautolan girl, three humans – still remembered him. 
There were more children added to the pack that Din hadn’t met, though. Skywalker’s Academy had grown considerably in the months since Din had first visited. Now, in addition to all of the kids he’d met before, Din was pulled around by an excited Grogu and introduced to several other kids. 
A little Twi’Lek girl was always close to Eulia’s side, now. There was a pair of human children with the same silky blonde hair who only talked to each other trailing at the back of the pack. The Zabrak twins had added a small blue Devaronian boy named Haki to their ranks because, they told Din very seriously, they liked Haki’s horns, and a Pantoran girl with wide grey eyes had only arrived at the Academy a few days ago and so was still a little unsure of everyone else. 
That left Din with fourteen magical younglings to mind, including his own, but it also meant that Din was too busy trying to keep the kids from diving off the side of the temple in an attempt to copy Eulia’s floating trip – to keep the Zabraks and their new Devaronian friend from daring each other to eat a variety of insects – to keep  Grogu from trying to eat anything that moved – to even think about all that had happened on Tatooine. 
Din seized that respite with both hands. 
Despite all they had learned to do with the Force – and their penchant for finding brightly-colored things to try to eat – Jedi kids weren’t too bad. They were mostly well-behaved, and they listened to Din when he told them “no” easily enough. Eulia was the  alor’ika among them and the rest of the kids followed her lead. Since she happened to like Din – a side effect of Din diving after her with a jetpack once – that meant that most of the rest of the younglings liked Din too, and were happy to listen to him. 
Mostly. 
 They are,  Din thought later, after he’d spent an entire morning following the younglings around and doing his best to keep them alive,  very energetic, though.  
By the time Din dropped the kids off in the mess hall for lunch, Din was exhausted. He kept Grogu, who’d spent most of the morning on Din’s shoulder, giving the other kids imperious, unintelligible commands, and waited long enough to make sure than one of the other adult Jedi was around to assume responsibility for the younglings, then Din collected lunch for himself and Grogu and fled to find some peace and quiet. 
He found it in one of the meditation gardens. 
This garden was just as overgrown as the others Din had seen. The Jedi had made some attempts to push the jungle out, to tame the trees and trim back the vines, but they hadn’t made much progress here. The garden was set into the back of the main pyramid, terraced out of the pyramid’s sloping flank, and the air inside of it was still and calm. 
“Here you go, kid,” Din said, sinking into the quiet with some relief. Chasing a bunch of kids had kept Din’s mind off of other things, but he was  tired. Hopefully he’d actually sleep tonight – if keeping fourteen magical toddlers alive didn’t exhaust Din enough to avoid his nightmares, he didn’t know what would. 
He and Grogu would leave the Academy in the morning and make for Krownest. Din hadn’t told the kid yet, not sure how Grogu’d react, but he figured that he’d tell him before they went up for lastmeal. They had some time, yet. 
Din settled himself down on a broad, mossy stone, arranging his cloak so that Grogu had somewhere to sit, and gave the kid his portion of sliced meiloorun. Din slid the rest of lunch – a plate of tiny, translucent squid-like creatures, an Initiate’s catch of the day – between them and leaned back, propping himself up on one elbow. He took his portion of sliced meiloorun and dug in. 
Din was exhausted, but it was a good kind of exhaustion, he thought. It wasn’t the bone-deep weariness that had prowled in his footsteps ever since Din had left the palace. Blank and empty, sick to his stomach. It was just – tiredness. All of Din’s limbs were heavy and his whirling thoughts had finally settled. 
It helped that after he’d finished devouring the squid, Grogu insistently climbed back up into Din’s lap, tucked his face against Din’s cuirass and went to sleep. 
He’d done that back on the  Razor Crest too, when Din and Grogu had lived mostly aboard the ship or in tiny, makeshift camps on backwater planets and moons whenever Din had deemed it safe enough to settle down for a night or two. 
Growing up entirely in artificial gravity wasn’t good for kids. Din remembered that from his time as a foundling, when he hadn’t been allowed to spend more than a week at a time in the black. 
With Grogu on board, Din had always tried to stop where he could, between jobs and hunts and dodging the Empire, to make sure that Grogu got to stand on solid ground for a few days, got to play in the sunlight. 
Sitting settled in the gardens of the Jedi Academy kind of felt like that. There was no cookfire here, no battered pot of whatever kind of stew Din had managed to scrape together with the last of his rations, no faded tent with a clear view of the stars through the gaps in the canvas, but – 
 But it’s quiet, here, Din thought. Most of the other young kids would be going down for a nap now, and the ones who wouldn’t nap would be in their lessons with the older Jedi. The temples of Yavin-4 were as quiet now as they ever were. It felt – 
 Honestly,  Din thought, too tired to feel more than a cursory stab of pain at the thought,  it feels kind of like the covert.  
That was a strange thing to feel, here. Skywalker had said that other Jedi had once lived on Yavin, which probably meant that Mandalorians  hadn’t lived here. Everyone that Din had talked to – even some Jedi – had told Din that Jedi and Mandalorians were enemies. 
But being here didn’t feel like being surrounded by enemies. Din was too calm – too at peace – for that. 
 Maybe  that’s  the river in the Force that Skywalker was talking about yesterday, Din thought. He leaned harder against the stone at his back and turned his face up to feel the sun. He never had put his helmet back on, after leaving the palace. 

   Maybe it’s not something that I can see or sense, like a Jedi, but maybe it’s something that I can feel.  

Like the sense of peace, of quiet companionship, that was now tugging at the edges of Din’s cloak. Maybe that was the Force. 
Din settled deeper into his makeshift seat, curling an arm around Grogu to keep the kid from toppling out of Din’s lap, and closed his eyes. Din was tired, but he wasn’t tired enough to fall asleep in the middle of a bunch of – well, not  enemies,  he didn’t think, but certainly strangers. Instead he drifted, letting his thoughts spin down. Din wanted to take advantage of the opportunity to  rest. He doubted that the gathering on Krownest would be this peaceful. 
After a few minutes, Din couldn’t even muster up the energy to be too worried about that, though. That feeling of companionship, of safety, brushed against the sides of Din’s jaw. It tugged and teased at the rough edges of his patchy beard. 
This time, Din let himself be tugged along. 
The garden around him murmured. The smell of growing plants was thick in the air. A belly-bird, this one solitary, whooped from the top of a nearby tree. The wind sang. 
Din tried to match his breathing along with the gusts of wind. He blew a breath out when the wind came and made the trees hum, their leaves speaking to each other in amused whispers. He drew a breath in when the wind died.  
The sun was warm on his face. Din hadn’t realized that he’d missed that, before. He’d gotten so used to wearing the helmet that he’d forgotten how good the sun could feel. 
Grogu stirred against Din’s cuirass, and then settled deeper into sleep. He trusted Din to keep him safe. 
That trust was precious. Din tucked it close to his chest. He kept his eyes closed. The smell of damp earth was comforting. Calming. If Din kept his eyes closed, he could almost imagine that he was sitting at the edge of an oasis on Tatooine, his feet in cool, clear water. Reeds brushing his flanks, the long, bending branches of a safi tree brushing his hair. 
He felt – 
A hand touched Din’s elbow. It didn’t startle him enough to break the lazy stupor Din had fallen into, the languor that had sunk into him, like Din was made of sun-warmed stone too, not just the pyramid, but he did feel it. 
Reacting to that touch felt like swimming. It felt like Boba’s oasis. Safe and welcoming. A place of peace. 
Din heard – or thought that he heard – laughter. It was faint on the wind. It was – 
The hand on Din’s elbow tightened. 
 Come,  someone said.  Come. Come look. Come see.  
A shadow crossed the sun. Din felt the stone cool around him. He wanted to frown. He curled his arm more protectively over Grogu. 
 Come,  someone insisted, their voice low and urgent. There was a face against the backs of Din’s eyelids. A shape. A tall man, dark-haired, cold and handsome and flashing his eyes like a tusk leopard flashed its fangs in the dark. Din wanted to pull away, but he couldn’t move. The water all around him had turned to sucking sand, to stone.  Come see. Come – !  
Grogu woke up with a shriek, and Din jerked out of his stupor. He looked around wildly. 
There was no one in the garden with Din and Grogu. No tall man, no strange shapes. No one had touched Din. Yavin-4 was bright and sunny and calm all around him. 
“Bah-ah-bah,” Grogu said, blinking, pressing both of his hands to Din’s cuirass. Din dragged his free arm – the one that wasn’t keeping Grogu anchored firmly to his chest – across his face. 
“Sorry, kid,” Din said, confused. He blinked rapidly to clear his head and looked around again. They were alone. “I must’ve fallen asleep, huh?” 
The sun had moved across the sky, a little, slanting towards the afternoon. Din eyed it, then looked down at Grogu, who was still staring up at Din with wide eyes. 
“Sorry,” Din repeated. He smiled at Grogu to reassure the kid. “Didn’t mean to wake you up, buddy.” 
 “Bah,” said Grogu, sounding doubtful. 
Din shook his head a little, like an anooba trying to shake off sand fleas, and stretched. He was sun-warmed all over. His cheeks were flushed and his forehead hurt. 
 No wonder I fell asleep,  Din thought.  I was basking like a krayt dragon.  
“C’mon, kid,” Din said, looking around the garden one last time. Din  was alone. There were no other tall, dark-haired men sitting on the pyramid steps or lurking in the shadows. Whatever Din had seen – whatever he’d dreamed – had been just that. A bad dream. Din had been having enough of those lately to recognize when he’d had another one. 
“Let’s get you back to your classes, huh?” 
“Gruu,” Grogu agreed. 
They left together and Din returned the kid to the creche, where a much-rested Chase Piru had once again taken over the younglings’ lessons. After securing a promise from Grogu to be good – and promising in turn to pick the kid up before lastmeal – Din said his goodbyes and found himself at loose ends. 
Skywalker was nowhere to be found, and Din didn’t know what around the temples still needed doing. He didn’t want to just fall asleep in a garden again – he was sunburnt enough as it was – and Din hated being idle. 
If he didn’t have anything to do, Din was going to start to think about Boba again. About the pain in his voice, there beside the ruined table. About the way his visor had flashed. 
 No, Din thought, firmly, pushing all of that aside. The Jedi Academy was a place of peace. Din wanted to take advantage of that while he was here. 
 It’s not like a gathering of Mandalorians is going to be peaceful, he thought, grimly amused. 
A few months ago, K’Kruhk had used the afternoons to teach lightsaber lessons. Din had spent an entertaining few days figuring out how to spy on those lessons. Most of the adult Jedi were gone, that was true, but maybe K’Kruhk was teaching another age group in their place. 
The idea was interesting enough to divert Din out of the main pyramid and off in the direction of the one K’Kruhk had used for his lessons the last time that Din had been here. 
Sure enough, K’Kruhk proved that he was a creature of habit – the old Whiphid had assembled a collection of eight or nine Initiates, kids ranging between eight and about twelve, and was walking them through several steps of a lightsaber form. 
The children all had their lightsabers ignited, orange and blue and yellow and green, and K’Kruhk was moving among them carefully, correcting a stance here, the angle of a blade there, and this time, Din thought that he actually understood what K’Kruhk was doing. 
The Initiates were walking through one of Form Four’s katas. Not one of the complicated katas, a series of moves that involved flipping or spinning or a second blade, but a pattern of strikes and parries designed to give the wielder control over their opponent's weapon. 
K’Kruhk hadn’t taken too kindly to Din watching a lesson last time so Din kept his distance, but he watched. 
Two students –  a Togruta boy with oversized montrals who’d just grown a few inches, if Din had to guess, and couldn’t figure out what to do with his feet, and a Zabrak girl with more temper than patience – were obviously struggling. Din drifted a little closer, trying to see what was wrong. He watched them repeat the kata twice more, both children behind their peers. 
 The girl’s problem is timing,  Din realized, watching her keenly.  She’s not giving herself enough time to recover between strikes, and it’s throwing the whole kata off. And the boy –  
“Mandalorian,” K’Kruhk snapped, drawing Din’s attention. He had drifted closer to the platform full of students than he’d meant to, and K’Kruhk had caught him at it. 
Din didn’t have his helmet to hide behind this time. He met K’Kruhk’s hard gaze anyway, arranging his own expression into what Din hoped was a passable copy of Skywalker’s unruffled calm. 
“Master Jedi,” Din returned, evenly. 
K’Kruhk snorted. All of the Initiates had stopped their katas now, and were looking between Din and K’Kruhk with interest. 
The last time he’d been here, the kids’ scrutiny would have bothered Din. It didn’t really bother him now.  The kids – they were harmless. There was no reason to hide his face from them. 
“What are you doing here, Mandalorian?” K’Kruhk asked. “I thought I made it clear that these lessons are for Jedi, not for Mandalorians. No matter what trophies you carry at your side.” 
He meant the darksaber. Din resisted the urge to curl his hand over the hilt of the thing protectively. K’Kruhk wouldn’t take it from him, Din didn’t think. 
 And if he did,  Din thought, darkly amused,  then  he  can be the  mand’alor,  and Kryze can fight him instead.  
“I was just curious,” Din said, keeping his tone even. “That’s all. I wanted to watch your practice.”
K’Kruhk snorted again. “What do you know about lightsaber combat?” he demanded. “You have nothing to learn from us here.” 
 That sounded like a challenge – like something that Paz would say – and Din’s temper flared. 
“I know,” Din said, his tone considerably colder, “that your student there,” he lifted his chin at the Zabrak girl, who looked at Din with curious golden eyes, “is about half a second too quick moving from one step to another, and she keeps finishing the kata too early. And that one,” he indicated the Togruta boy, who looked considerably more alarmed than the Zabrak to be singled out, “has just gone through a growth spurt, and his center of balance is off. He should keep practicing with the first and second katas before he moves on to this one, otherwise he won’t be able to master the rest of Ataru.” 
Everyone, K’Kruhk, the Zabrak, the Togruta, even a pair of human boys who’d been whispering to each other behind their teacher while his attention had been focused on Din, fell quiet. 
K’Kruhk recovered first. “What,” he said, slowly, “did you call it?” 
 Kark,  thought Din, though he wasn’t afraid.  I’ve either said the right thing, or I’ve said something so wrong that K’Kruhk will throw me out of the Academy.  
“It’s Ataru,” Din repeated, into the silence that had fallen over Master K’Kruhk and his students. “Right? Form Four?” 
None of the Initiates said anything. They were staring at Din with wide eyes. 
But K’Kruhk narrowed his eyes, deactivated his lightsaber and looked Din up and down. “What,” he said, in his growling Whiphid voice, “does a Mandalorian know of Form Four?” 
“Not much,” Din admitted. He didn’t particularly want to get into the distinction between Mandalorian and  dar’manda with K’Kruhk. 
Din thought of the holocron, wishing again that he’d braved the throne room to go up to his own rooms and grab his kit before he’d stalked out of the palace with his feelings and his pride wounded, and reached for the memory of Grand Master Yoda. “It’s – very athletic,” he continued. “I can’t use the Force, so – ”
K’Kruhk’s eyes narrowed further. “You speak,” he said, “like you have had training in Form Four.” 
“I wouldn’t… call it  training, exactly,” Din said, balking again. He was venturing into dangerous territory, and could sense it. “I’ve – ”
Din thought about Ahsoka Tano. About how fast she had moved, of how skilled and dangerous she’d been as she’d swung her white lightsabers at Din. How quickly she’d cut her way through Calodan, going after Morgan Elspeth and her guards with all the ferocity of a sandstorm. 
“I met someone who used Ataru,” Din said. “She was – very good.” 
 That made K’Kruhk raise his grizzled eyebrows. His tusks gleamed in the late afternoon sun. “A Jedi?” he demanded. “Who?” 
“I don’t – that’s not my secret to share,” said Din, carefully. He met K’Kruhk’s eyes and held them. “If she hasn’t made herself known here, to all of you, I won’t do it for her.” 
Tano had helped Grogu. Without her advice, they never would have thought to go to Tython, and while Grogu had been taken on Tython, that hadn’t been Tano’s fault. Gideon had been tracking them. 
And while he’d been meditating, Grogu had been able to get into contact with Skywalker using the old Jedi stones on Tython, and Skywalker had eventually come and saved them all. Without Tano’s advice, none of that would have happened. Din, Cara, Fennec and the Nite Owls would have died on the light cruiser. 
K’Kruhk, to Din’s surprise, only grunted. He didn’t press Din for any more details about whoever had demonstrated Ataru for him. He even, Din thought, looked grudgingly impressed. 
“You know of Form Four, then,” K’Kruhk growled. “What other forms do you know?” 
“There’s seven,” Din said, confused now. He didn’t know what K’Kruhk wanted and he didn’t know what the right thing to say was. If Din was supposed to feign ignorance, because he’d been Mandalorian and therefore the Jedi’s enemy, or if K’Kruhk really wanted to gauge what Din knew. 
 He’s one of Grogu’s teachers too,  Din reminded himself.  I should – I’ll be honest.  
K’Kruhk clearly hadn’t been expecting Din to know that there were seven forms of lightsaber combat, because he was so surprised that he dropped his usual hostility towards Din and said, in much milder tones, “That’s right. Can you name them? Pay attention, Initiates,” he added. “Let us see if this Mandalorian knows your business as well as you do.” 
All of the Jedi kids fixed their attention eagerly on Din. He felt it. His shoulders pulled tight. 
But Din stood his ground, lifted his chin and said, reaching for Obi-Wan Kenobi’s calm, even cadence, “Shii-Cho, Makashi, Soresu, Ataru, Shien and Niman. There’s a seventh form but I don’t remember what it’s called – ” Din mostly ignored Qui-Gon Jinn’s portion of the holocron, because Din couldn’t master more than the most basic Niman strikes and blocks anyway – “and there’s a variant of Shein called Djem So.” 
K’Kruhk and all of his students regarded Din with open, palpable shock. 
K’Kruhk, older and probably more practiced at recovering from a surprise, rallied first. “That is not,” he said, though his tone hadn’t picked up its previous hostility just yet, “something you would have learned crossing blades with a Jedi, Mandalorian.” 
“No,” Din allowed. “It’s not.” 
“So where did you learn this?” K’Kruhk asked. "Even in the days of the Clone Wars, knowledge of our forms was kept inside our temples.” 
“I… found a holocron,” Din said. If K’Kruhk already didn’t like Mandalorians, he’d probably heard of Boba. He’d probably been  afraid  of Boba, actually – Din didn’t think that Boba’d ever hunted any Jedi, but the survivors of the Clone Wars  had been hunted. K’Kruhk had probably learned the names of the galaxy’s most prominent bounty hunters if only to tell his students who to avoid or what to watch out for. To run if they ever saw the gleam of beskar out of the corners of their eyes. 
“A holocron,” said K’Kruhk, flatly. 
Din nodded. “I’ve – there’s not a lot of information about the Jedi out there,” he said. He didn’t want to lie – didn’t know if K’Kruhk would even  buy a lie – but he also didn’t want to set a bunch of Jedi on Boba by accident, though the thought of doing it on purpose was oddly gratifying, at least for a few seconds before Din shoved it away – so he got as close to the truth as he could. 
“I wanted – I’ve been looking for more information about them. About – about you all, I mean,” Din continued. “Since Grogu’s going to be one, I just…” 
Boba had given Din the holocron not so that  Din could use it, but so that Din could give it to Grogu. Din had just figured out how to open it by mistake. 
“You could open it?” K’Kruhk asked. He had narrowed his eyes again, but didn’t start forward aggressively. 
“It was damaged,” Din said. “Cracked. It was – it had been abandoned on Tatooine,” he said. “Forgotten.” 
That was true, sort of. Jabba was dead and anyone who’d served underneath him was also dead, gone from the system or uninterested in the minutiae of Jabba’s treasure-hoard. No one else had known that there’d been a holocron underneath the palace until Boba had dug it up. 
K’Kruhk eyed Din, but accepted what he’d said with a short nod. “And this holocron,” he rumbled. “It was a record of lightsaber forms?” 
“It was a record of a lineage,” Din said, remembering the way that Ahsoka Tano – only an apprentice, a Padawan, in the holocron’s staticky recording – had introduced herself. Din had never been able to get the very beginning of the holocron to play properly, despite all of the times he’d watched it since he’d first figured out how to open the thing, but Padawan Tano had talked like the holocron was some kind of – assignment. A project. 
“There were a lot of Jedi on it,” Din continued, when K’Kruhk and his Initiates didn’t interrupt. “Each one demonstrated a different lightsaber form. It was – I don’t know. Some kind of assignment, maybe?” 
“Yes,” said K’Kruhk, softly now. All of the kids were watching Din and K’Kruhk with baited breath. “It was a common project, before the Clone Wars. A way for young Padawans to trace the lineage they had joined, and a way to show each learner that the Jedi Order was sprawling and diverse.” 
Din thought of the variation in Tano’s lineage – the line of students and teachers, if Din was understanding K’Kruhk – and the different ways that they’d fought. He smiled a little and nodded. 
“Who was it a record of?” K’Kruhk asked, his eyes glinting. “Accomplished duelists?” 
 It all looks accomplished to me, Din thought wryly. To someone who wasn’t a Jedi, even Tano’s careful, precise demonstration of the most basic lightsaber form had looked impressive. 
“It was a record of – ” Din paused, sorting through the holocron. Tano had gone first with her demonstration of Shii-Cho, but she’d been the youngest. Her master had been Anakin Skywalker, Luke’s father, whose master had been Obi-Wan Kenobi, whose master had been Qui-Gon Jinn. 
 Yoda,  Din thought, remembering Yoda’s recording, the wonder and joy he’d felt at seeing what Grogu could – would – grow up to be.  Yoda said – he said that the holocron was a record of  his  lineage. He was the Grand Master of the Jedi Order. The alor. 
“It was a record of Grand Master Yoda’s lineage,” said Din, watching K’Kruhk’s face. “Master Yoda demonstrated Ataru.” 
K’Kruhk actually  smiled, which was the first time Din had seen the Whiphid Jedi do so. “Which lineage?” he asked. “Master Yoda was nine hundred, and had taken several Padawans over the years, many of whom later took Padawans of their own. One could have said that Yoda’s lineage was the Jedi Order.” 
Din tried not to gape at K’Khruk.  Nine hundred? Din had known that Grogu would live for a long time, since he was barely more than an infant at fifty standard, but to think that he could live to be nine hundred – 
“There were – there was a Jedi named Qui-Gon Jinn on the holocron,” Din said, recovering some. 
He knew that Jedi weren’t like Mandalorians, who took clan names for themselves and their families. Grogu, if he decided to be Mandalorian, would have the right to use Din’s name for himself. He would be Grogu Djarin. But the Jedi didn’t form tribes or clans. 
K’Kruhk seemed to recognize the name, though, because he nodded, still smiling. “I knew Master Jinn,” he said. “And his Padawan, Obi-Wan Kenobi. Where did the lineage end?” 
“Who was the youngest Jedi on the holocron, you mean?” 
K’Kruhk nodded. 
“Her name was Ahsoka Tano,” Din said, hoping that telling K’Kruhk  that wouldn’t give away Tano’s continued existence. Tano’d demonstrated Shii-Cho on the holocron, not Ataru, so Din hoped that K’Kruhk wouldn’t put the pieces together and guess that Tano was the other Jedi Din had met outside of Yavin-4. 
“Ah,” said K’Kruhk. “Skywalker’s Padawan.” 
Din, who’d learned that from the holocron, nodded again.
“A recently-made holocron, then,” K’Kruhk observed. “One of the last, I’d imagine – Knight Skywalker was killed at the close of the Clone Wars, and Padawan Tano left the Order before the Purges began.” 
That wasn’t really a surprise to Din either – Tano had said that she’d  been a Jedi, not that she still was one currently. 
“Do you have it with you?” K’Kruhk pressed, his expression intent again. 
“I don’t,” Din admitted, grimacing a little. “I – I left Tatooine in a hurry. It’s still with my kit at – in the place that I’ve been living. I’ll bring it with me,” Din added, when he saw K’Kruhk’s eyes flash. “I’ll bring it the next time I visit. It doesn’t really belong with me.” 
K’Kruhk eyed Din, but instead of demanding that Din fly back to Tatooine and collect the holocron  now, he just inclined his head. 
“So you know what the forms are called,” he said. His gaze flicked towards the darksaber, which was in its usual place at Din’s hip. “But do you know a little more? You have watched our practices before, when I was training with the Knights.” 
 Is he asking if I can use a lightsaber? Din wondered, wary again. “I’m… I learned a little,” Din said. 
He’d already demonstrated to a Jedi – Quinlan Vos – that he could at least use the darksaber without cutting one of his own limbs off. Din didn’t think that Vos had mentioned that to Skywalker, when he’d told Skywalker about Din, but Din quickly ran through several scenarios in his head, and couldn’t come up with one that needed him to keep his middling skill with the darksaber from K’Kruhk. 
K’Kruhk grunted. “Good,” he said. “Come here, then. A demonstration for the younglings. Children, clear the platform, if you would.” 
The Initiates all began to murmur excitedly, rushing to do as they were told, but Din just stared at K’Kruhk, confused. 
“You want – you want to duel?” he asked. 
“No,” said K’Kruhk, flashing Din a smile that showed off all of his tusks. “I want a demonstration. A duel implies that one of us could come to harm. I do not allow dueling among my students.” 
 Does that mean that I’m your student now?  Din wondered, but if K’Kruhk  was about to swing a lightsaber at Din, Din didn’t want to antagonize him. 
His heart rate began to pick up, though. Din was interested despite himself, his body reacting to the offer of a fight like it had reacted to sparring with Boba or Fennec or even A’Shek. 
 It’ll be most like sparring with A’Shek,  Din thought.  Boba and Fennec – neither of them wanted to hurt me. I don’t think that K’Kruhk does either –  the Whiphid, at most, probably wanted to embarrass Din a little bit, to show him the difference between a holorecording meant to teach children and a real Jedi Knight –  but he might be looking to teach me a lesson.  
Despite that, Din wasn’t afraid of K’Kruhk. He was mostly just curious to see what K’Kruhk could  do; all of the lightsaber forms Din had seen him demonstrate had been slowed down, each kata broken into smaller steps so that K’Kruhk’s students could watch and learn. 
 I’m not his student, Din thought.
In a real fight with K’Kruhk, Din knew that he wouldn’t win. Not just with the darksaber, at least. His brief tussle with Tano – the ease with which Skywalker had gone through the darktroopers, after one alone had nearly managed to kill Din – had shown Din that.  
 But maybe,  Din thought, his field of vision beginning to narrow, his heart thumping steadily, his body preparing itself to fight,  I can surprise him a little.  
The Initiates cleared the platform atop the pyramid, crowding around the edges a few steps down, out of range of any wild strikes or stray blows. Din eyed them all, making sure he knew where they were, and obediently stepped into the empty space K’Kruhk ushered him into. Din watched as K’Kruhk moved ten or twelve feet away, facing Din, and adopted a ready stance. The Whiphid drew his lightsaber, but didn’t ignite it. 
Din, shifting through what he knew of lightsaber combat, did the same, unclipping the darksaber’s hilt from his belt. It was familiar and comfortable in his hand. K’Kruhk held his own unlit blade loosely, off to one side of his body; Din mirrored him, and tried to decide which form to use. 
 Not Skywalker’s, Din thought, thinking of Anakin Skywalker’s power, his strength. Din had used some of Skywalker’s Djem So strikes before. He’d used them effectively, even. But none of his enemies had been Jedi. 
 K’Kruhk’s bigger than I am,  Din thought.  And Whiphids are stronger than humans. Trying to overpower him would be like trying to arm wrestle with a Wookiee.  
Of the remaining forms, Din had practiced the most with Kenobi’s form, Soresu, and Dooku’s Makashi, because he could manage to copy most of those katas and strikes. Ataru had too many jumps and flips in it – though now that he thought about it, Din could see how a few of Ataru’s strikes could probably be adapted to the Way of the Rising Phoenix, and Din filed that idea away for later, when he could practice without any witnesses to the way he’d undoubtedly make an idiot out of himself – and Din couldn’t use the Force, so Niman was out too. 
 K’Kruhk – he has a lightsaber, not a blaster, Din thought. 
 “Makashi,”  Master Dooku had said in his holorecording, “is the duelist’s form.” 
K’Kruhk ignited his lightsaber. The blade was bright green and it hummed. It was the same shape as Ahsoka Tano’s lit blades. As Luke Skywalker’s. Din ignited the darksaber, and waited for K’Kruhk to come to him. 
The kids clustered around the edges of the platform gasped. The darksaber didn’t look like any lightsaber Din had seen among the Jedi. The shape of it was different, and its black-and-white color was different too. 
Din let the noise wash over him and focused on K’Kruhk. 
 Makashi is the form of intention, Din thought, remembering Dooku’s lesson. He would wait for the Whiphid to strike first. 
K’Kruhk evidently hadn’t been expecting patience from a Mandalorian, because he waited for ten or fifteen, long, stretched-out seconds, and then he snorted, and then he  moved.  
For such a large being, K’Kruhk was  fast. Din barely had any time to react and bring the darksaber up into the right block before K’Kruhk was on him. He did manage it, though, bracing his stance and leaning hard on the forms that Dooku had so effortlessly demonstrated in his holorecording. 
K’Kruhk came in and swept down with a powerful overhand blow –  Djem So, I think, Din noted, absently – down at Din’s head. 
Din brought the darksaber up into the correct position and caught the blow, blade to blade. His arm rattled with the impact. Din’s eyes widened. 
It wasn’t like any sort of fighting that Din had done with the darksaber so far. Din had deflected blaster bolts, now. Intimidated Jaasa and her crew. He’d used the darksaber to cut through metal and wood and flesh and bone. 
But he hadn’t used it like a  lightsaber, a Jedi’s weapon, and the sizzling hiss of plasma striking plasma – the strange resistance in the blade – caught Din by surprise. 
Din was used to fighting through surprise, though, so he mirrored a flick of the wrist that Dooku had demonstrated and pushed K’Kruhk’s blade away, then slid neatly underneath the Whiphid’s arm and cut in with the darksaber. 
K’Kruhk saw it coming and danced away, unnaturally fast. Din couldn’t match his speed, so he didn’t try; he just fell back into a ready stance, made sure his grip was still good on the darksaber’s beskar hilt, and waited. 
An excited murmur tore through the Initiates. 
K’Kruhk, for his part, had gone blank and unreadable. If he’d been human, Din might have been able to read his expression better. Might have been able to tell if K’Kruhk was surprised or approving or even irritated. But K’Kruhk’s tusked face gave nothing away. 
Despite the strength behind his blow, Din was still pretty sure that K’Kruhk only meant to teach his students – and maybe Din – a lesson; he wasn’t aiming to hurt Din. 
 I hope, anyway, Din thought. He rocked back on his heels and waited for K’Kruhk to come at him again. 
The Jedi’s eyes glinted. He understood what Din was doing. He charged again, even faster this time, but Din was expecting it and he was able to block K’Kruhk’s second blow too, turning K’Kruhk’s sideways swipe aside with another twist of his wrist, using the darksaber’s hissing, crackling energy as a shield. He blocked K’Kruhk’s third blow too. K’Kruhk  was using Djem So, Din was pretty sure; he recognized Anakin Skywalker’s relentless energy in K’Kruhk’s swings, in his form. 
 Maybe Soresu would’ve been better, Din thought, dodging a fourth strike and lashing out with a neat, diagonal stroke of his own to stop a fifth before K’Kruhk could get any power behind it. 
Soresu – Kenobi’s form – was the style that Din had leaned on in Gella’s Place. It had helped him surprise and overwhelm Jaasa’s reinforcements, had given Din a way to turn back blaster fire, and Soresu relied on  movement; Din would be much harder for K’Kruhk to hit if he’d fallen back on Kenobi’s katas, instead of Dooku’s. 
Dooku’s form was serving Din well enough, though. He managed to keep the darksaber in his hand, anyway, and he lasted another thirty seconds against K’Kruhk, dodging and turning aside arm-numbing blows, occasionally getting a few cutting strikes of his own in, before the Whiphid managed to get past Din’s guard and freeze him in place with his lightsaber aimed at Din’s eye. 
The heat of the blade pushed against Din’s skin, but Din knew – he  knew – that even though K’Kruhk didn’t like Din very much, he wouldn’t hurt him. 
Din dropped the darksaber’s point towards the ground and smiled, rueful. 
“I told you,” Din said. K’Kruhk accepted Din’s surrender and stepped back, bringing his own blade in. “I’m no Jedi.” 
“But you learned how to do all of this,” K’Kruhk said, slowly, “just by watching a holocron.” 
Din nodded. 
K’Kruhk looked at Din some more, then turned to his students. “Initiate Raabo,” he said, looking at the Togruta boy. “What form was the Mandalorian using?” 
“It’s – Djarin,” Din added, before he was forever labeled just as  the Mandalorian in the minds of all of the Jedi. 
K’Kruhk looked at Din sideways, then nodded. “Djarin,” he agreed. “What form was Master Djarin using?” 
Raabo looked between Din and K’Kruhk, then said, tentatively, “Form Two?” 
Din gave the kid a small, encouraging smile. K’Kruhk just nodded. 
“Also known as Makashi,” K’Kruhk said. “A dueling form, developed specifically for lightsaber combat. Now, who can tell me why Makashi was a good choice on Master Djarin’s part? Osemi?” 
One of the human girls had put her hand in the air, and when K’Kruhk called her name she said, importantly, “Because he’s not as big as you?” 
“Very good,” said K’Kruhk, and the Jedi Master proceeded to give an entire lecture to his students with Din standing beside him, occasionally pausing to go through several more furious, fast-paced demonstrations with Din – all of which Din lost, though by the end of the afternoon he’d managed to last almost two minutes against K’Kruhk and had even disarmed the Jedi once with one of Dooku’s more complicated katas, though K’Kruhk had immediately retaliated by tossing Din across half the platform with the Force – and answering the younglings’ questions all the while. 
Makashi, Din gathered, wasn’t a very common form among the students of the Jedi Academy, and K’Kruhk had seized the chance to teach his students about it with both hands. 
Din didn’t mind serving as a teaching tool. He was happy to demonstrate what he’d learned, and happier to answer the kids’ questions about it. 
“Most of our duelists died during the Clone Wars,” K’Kruhk said later, after he’d sent his students off for dinner and had enlisted Din’s help in cleaning up the platform before they followed the Initiates. 
Din, tired, sore and  very interested in learning more about lightsaber combat – there was only so much he could learn from the holocron, after all – just listened. Throwing Din around the platform had put to rest most of the misgivings that K’Kruhk had, and now the Jedi didn’t seem to mind Din’s presence much at all. 
“The good ones – the ones who managed to survive four years of war, and the immediate Purges on the battlefield – were put at the top of the Empire’s bounty lists, and hunted down,” K’Kruhk continued. His tone was dry, matter-of-fact. Din could hear K’Kruhk’s old pain anyway. 
“Most of the Jedi young Skywalker has been able to gather here were children themselves, then,” said K’Kruhk. “Initiates or Padawans, most just taking their first steps on their path as Jedi. None were masters of any one form, and most put their lightsabers down to hide from the Empire.” 
Din nodded again. He understood that, he supposed. They finished clearing off the platform and began to head towards the main pyramid together, their fragile truce holding, for now. 
“I’ll – I  will  bring the holocron with me,” Din said. “The next time I come visit. I – I didn’t really plan on visiting  this time, it just sort of happened, otherwise I would've brought it with me. There’s only so much that I can learn from it. Ataru, Niman, the forms that rely on the Force – it’s all beyond me.” 
K’Kruhk eyed Din. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” he rumbled. 
Din blinked. 
“You did very well with Form Two,” K’Kruhk said. “You could be a master of that style, Mandalorian, if you kept up your practice.” 
“Really?” Din said, doubtful but pleased nonetheless. It was always satisfying to have skill recognized by a true master. K’Kruhk was a nightmare with his lightsaber – Din  never wanted to be on the other side of a battlefield as the Whiphid. But K’Kruhk also wasn’t the type to offer praise lightly. 
“With much practice,” K’Kruhk reiterated. Din thought that the Jedi might be laughing at him, which was strange, considering how hostile K’Kruhk had been before. Apparently Din could’ve fixed all of that the first time he’d visited by offering himself up as a target during K’Kruhk’s lightsaber lessons. 
“It’s – Form Two’s pretty close to what we – to what Mandalorians,” Din said, “call  par’kad.  It’s a sword-fighting form. I think this,” he gestured to the darksaber, which was safe back on his hip, “was probably made for Form Two. It was a Mandalorian Jedi’s lightsaber.” 
K’Kruhk snorted again. “A Mandalorian Jedi,” he said. They were near the mess hall, now. Evening was falling swiftly over the planet. 
Din shrugged. “That’s what I’ve been told,” he said. 
“Hmm,” said K’Kruhk. He paused by the mess hall doors, then looked Din up and down again. “Stranger things have happened in the galaxy, I suppose,” he said. He set a hand on the door. “Young Skywalker tells me that you’re taking Grogu with you tomorrow. On some Mandalorian business.” 
“I am,” Din said, wary again. He had  just gotten K’Kruhk to tolerate his presence. He didn’t want to irritate the Whiphid again. 
But he was taking Grogu to the summit. He’d made up his mind. 
K’Kruhk made a grumbling boar-noise in the back of his throat. He narrowed his eyes. Din stood his ground. 
“Bring him back in one piece,” K’Kruhk finally instructed, pushing the door of the mess hall open, letting laughter and chatter and the smell of a good meal wash out into Yavin-4’s evening air. “And yourself, too – your footwork’s terrible enough as it is without you getting maimed by other Mandalorians.” 
K’Kruhk shouldered his way past Din into the mess hall, leaving Din standing at the threshold, staring after him. 
Then, Din grinned. 
 Master K’Kruhk’s isn't so bad, Din thought, following the Whiphid into the mess. Grogu, seated with the rest of his creche, saw Din and began to wave frantically. Several of the other Jedi waved too, or called out Din’s name, greeting him warmly. Not even the shadow cast by Kryze’s summit – the threat of maiming, which was probably much more imminent than K’Kruhk had guessed – could dampen Din’s mood. 
 He’s kind of like a Mandalorian,  Din thought.  All he needed was the chance to take a few swings at me, and now we’re – well.  
Not friends, probably, but – allies. Din liked the sound of that. 
“Hey, kid,” Din said, pulling out a seat for himself beside Grogu at the table. 
“Buu!” his son said. 
Din smiled. It was strange, but he was – content. Din was happy here. There was no point in examining the thought too closely, either. Din was happy here, among Grogu's people, and that was a good thing. That was a good thing.
Din set his soreness, his aching arms, all of his grief that he'd carried with him from Tatooine aside. He leaned in. “What’s for dinner?”

  

  







  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: More introspection. Mentions of genocide (the Empire's destruction of Mandalore, the Jedi Purges) and associated trauma. Din continues to be confused as fuck about what it means or doesn't mean to be Mandalorian. Grogu's predatory habits. 
Chapter notes:
-I just think that Luke and Din have a lot in common, you know? It’s tough being one of the last representations of a culture that has been systematically destroyed, especially if your access to that culture has been fragmented. Luke has got to be under an enormous amount of internal pressure.
-If you’re like “wait this isn’t really canon Luke, this is Battlefront II Luke” LISTEN. I JUST THINK THAT BATTLEFRONT II LUKE IS REALLY WELL DONE, OKAY?
-There are a few scenes with baby Ben Solo that have been cut from this fic for time/focus, but yes he and Grogu have met and yes they have gotten along up to this point, because they’re both chaotic, magical toddlers who enjoy causing Luke mild panic.
-The history of Yavin-4 (Legends/EU history, anyway) is fuckin’ wild! (This is common in the EU, where some sort of Grim Existential Sith or Sith-Adjacent Threat dominated the galaxy every five or ten years or so). Legends remains hard to keep track of, but Yavin has had both a Sith and Jedi presence.
-Din Djarin: /reaches, very cautiously, for the Force
The Force: YEAHHHH OKAY HERE WE GO LET’S GO LET’S DO THIS LET’S –
Din Djarin: Yeah that’s enough of that.
-In Legends, the temples on Yavin-4 were built by the Massassi to honor the Sith Lord Exar Kun. That guy was eventually defeated by the Jedi, who helped cleanse Yavin-4 of the Dark Side and rebuild the moon. That Luke chooses to build his Academy there in Legends/the EU tells me that it must feel pretty safe and peaceful in the Force, despite its Dark history.
-Luke refers to the ancient Jedi Order as an iteration of the Jedi, which is, I think, a fair argument; the Jedi Order is not a staid thing throughout all of its history, as we are seeing in the High Republic era; the Jedi Order changes and shifts in response to galactic events, and the Order that fought (and was nearly annihilated by) the Great Sith Wars =/= the Order of the High Republic =/= the Clone Wars-era Order =/= Luke’s Order. (There’s even regional variation, in the EU, with the Coruscanti branch of the Order the most “traditional” and other Temples and outposts (shout out to the Corellian Temple, that den of madmen and hoes) sliding up and down from, like, “hippie” to “radical anarchosydnicist.”
-My view of the Force is probably irrevocably tinged by His Dark Materials’ concept of Dust, because I read those books way too young and they have left an indelible mark on the way I think about things, lol. Dust – like how I think of the Force – isn’t sentient per se, but it’s generated by and attracted to things that are alive, like people. So even if Din weren’t Force-sensitive – and ast!Din is Force-sensitive, just a bit – he would still generate and exist in the Force, by dint of being alive.
-Crawlfish are shrimp-like creatures native to Yavin-4, as are armored eels.
-Din, seeing the impression of a Sith Lord left in the Force: “Uh, no thanks.”
-For real though, we're playing "EU Cameo Lightning Round" with this chapter.
-Technically, at this point in the EU version of the SW timeline (roughly 10 ABY) the spirit of Exar Kun has not been defeated yet. Sort-of dead Sith Lords are not Din’s problem, though, so we’ll leave Exar Kun for someone else to deal with.
-Din makes friends through displays of physical prowess and I will die on that hill. It’s canon, yeah? That’s why he and Cara are arm wrestling prior to Nevarro? You throw a punch at Din and he’s like “oh sick!! Friends!!!” and punches you back?
-If you've read the last few chapters and you're like, "wow, this is a lot of introspection," never fear! Next up is "Mandalorian Politics for Fun and Profit," and it's hard to be introspective when your culture's default form of political discourse involves honor duels and getting punched in the face.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which there are a few revelations, Din realizes that he's been an idiot and Paz should not be trusted in any sort of political capacity.



    Chapter Notes

      Woof, y’all. Thank you so much for your patience! This chapter was delayed by several factors, including an excellent, extended vacation through a good chunk of the American West (I did ski in May, get fitted for a Stetson, camp in the desert and climb, like, three mountains over the course of about ten days) and a weird AO3 issue that took about four days and two very excellent AO3 folks to (hopefully) fix. Thank you all for your patience, and thank you to the AO3 team for all of their help! If you are reading this, AO3 team, I love you. 
I hope you enjoy this chapter!!! I really loved writing it. It has a few of my favorite moments in the whole fic!
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Krownest resolved itself out of the stars in a swirl of white and blue and grey as Din brought the  Fly  out of hyperspace and racked her down to sublight. Grogu, strapped carefully into the co-pilot’s seat next to Din, made an inquisitive noise and the sight of the planet, his ears pricking up curiously. At some point since he’d woken up from his nap – Grogu and Din had left the Jedi Academy together several hours ago, and once he’d examined every last inch of the  Kirik-Fly  and decided that it was an acceptable substitute for the  Crest, Grogu had promptly fallen asleep – Grogu had taken his little mythosaur pendant out from underneath his Jedi clothes and was chewing on the leather cord again, the small metal skull clutched carefully in his fist. 
“Yeah, buddy,” Din said, studying Krownest as it grew larger and larger in his viewport. “A new place, huh?” 
“Gah,” said Grogu. He was eyeing the planet distrustfully. 
Din didn’t blame the kid. Din – well. Din missed the Jedi Temple too. He could admit that to himself, in the privacy of his own head. The day and a half that Din had spent there had been – peaceful. Quiet. 
Or as quiet as the pyramids could get when Din’d had half of the Academy’s younglings following him around like tooka kits trailing after their mother, anyway. The kids hadn’t been too bad. Din had liked them. 
He hadn’t even had any other nightmares after the strange one he’d had in the meditation garden; Din’s second night on Yavin-4 had been restful and serene. Din had bedded down in the Academy itself, offered a spare room down the hall from the creche, and the stone walls had kept even Din’s persistent bad dreams out. 
Krownest, for all it looked peaceful and quiet from out here in the black, wasn’t going to be restful. It wasn’t going to be serene. Not with Kryze’s summit starting tomorrow. Even if the only Mandalorians who showed up were Kryze’s people and just a few of Din’s,  someone would start a fight. 
 Probably Paz, Din thought, but he knew that Kryze might decide she wanted to make an example of Din too, and go for him herself. Koska must have told her that Din was dar'manda by now. 
Din’s fingers twitched around the  Fly’s  controls. He didn’t want to land on Krownest. Din had intentionally walked into his fair share of traps before, but there was a difference between walking into an enemy’s cantina or even an Imperial base and intentionally walking into a room with an enemy  army. Koska Reeves hadn’t said just how many Mandalorians Kryze had managed to convince to flock to her signet, but Din could add the numbers up on his own. 
 Clan Wren,  Din thought, remembering the young man in black and yellow armor on the  Gra’tua.  
 Clan Saxon, too, if only because Kryze has a hostage. Clan Kast. Clans Woves and Reeves, if there  are  Clans Woves and Reeves. Mira Antilles and Kryze’s nephew, her sister’s son, and any other clanless warriors who might still live and have some carbon to burn against the Empire. 
Din was about to be badly outnumbered. His body knew it, too, and was fighting with his reason, determined to escape. To  live.  
 I’m not going to die down there, Din told himself. 
“Bu dah?”  Grogu asked, looking between Din and the small  white-grey sphere floating out among the stars, growing larger and larger in the  Fly’s viewport. The kid was nervous too. 
Din couldn’t blame the kid for that either. The last time they had visited a frozen world, Grogu had been chased by hungry spiders. Given how that trip had ended – with Din and the  Razor Crest both covered in bits of dead spider, and Grogu refusing to let Din out of his sight for the next three days – Din didn’t really blame Grogu for being nervous about visiting another snowy world. 
It was too late to turn around and drop the kid back off at the Jedi Academy, though, and Din had meant what he’d told Skywalker; Grogu had a right to be at the summit. He had the right to meet other – real – Mandalorians. To get to know his own people, just as Grogu had gotten to know the Jedi. 
Din took a deep breath and made himself relax his grip on the  Fly’s controls. His instinct was to run, to bolt back into hyperspace and stay there until he could drop back into safe territory, but it was too late to run now; Din and Grogu weren’t alone up here. 
The  Gra’tua,  Kryze’s battle-won light cruiser, hung in orbit over the grey expanse of Krownest’s icefields and mountains. Din could see a few other, smaller ships attending her; a sleek black corvette, a cloud of hunter-killers, a pair of  strange-looking, hawkish starfighters  that reminded Din of gliding birds. 
Din was sure that his little ship had already pinged on someone’s screen. Kryze knew that he was here. It was too late to run. 
 I can’t just stay up here in the black, waiting for something to happen,  Din thought.  And I can’t run, either.  
Kryze was already here. She’d expect Din to – well. She’d expect him to explain himself, at least. She’d have questions about what Koska had learned on Tatooine. 
And Din  would  explain himself. He had no intention of running away, not really, no matter what his body thought. He had sworn to be here. He  was here. 
 But first,  he thought, hoping that Paz had made it down to Krownest early, like he had promised that he would,  I need to find some backup.  
Din switched the  Fly’s  comms array on, ignored the immediate hail from the  Gra’tua  and signaled Strill and Paz’s  Huntress, which had, hopefully, left Tatooine around the time Din had landed on Yavin-4. 
Strill, because she was worth her weight in beskar, answered immediately. Din’s shoulders dropped a little in relief. Strill’s image wavered and flickered across the holodisplay for a moment, crackling and spluttering as Din’s ship tried to accommodate interference from Krownest’s atmosphere, then resolved into Strill’s familiar chipped helmet. 
She evidently hadn’t been expecting to see Din’s bare face, because Din saw her recoil a little when his own image came up on her array, but she recovered quickly enough. 
Din’s helmet was still sitting on top of his bunk. He hadn’t – he hadn’t decided what to do with it, yet. If he was going to wear it to Kryze’s summit or not. He knew that he  should, if only to avert immediate violence should any of the Children of the Watch show up, but – 
“Gah?” Grogu asked curiously, leaning around Din’s chair to get a better look at Strill. Din pulled his thoughts away from his helmet. 
“Dar’vod,”  Strill said, her voice modulated smooth. She had recovered some. Then with a little more ease, she added, “And –  vod’ika, right?” 

   Little brother.  

Din smiled. “This is Grogu,” Din said, twisting back around so he could unbuckle the kid and fish him out of his seat, bringing Grogu up to sit in Din’s lap so that Grogu and Strill could see each other a little better.
Strill tilted her helmet down, studying Grogu closely. 
“Mhor jet’ika, ‘lek?”  she said. The peaks and valleys of her  mando’a  were familiar. Almost – gentle. Din tried to sort the words out in his head.  Jet’ika – that sounded like “little Jedi” to Din. 
“Yes,” Din said. He lifted the kid a little so that Grogu could reach for the holodisplay, which the kid did with enthusiasm. He was still clutching his mythosaur pendant tightly in one fist. 
“Grogu,” Din said, pitching his voice so that Grogu could listen, and understand, “this is Strill. She’s – a friend.  Aliit. Remember? I taught you that word.” 
“Aah-lee,” Grogu agreed, his claws disrupting Strill’s flickering image. 
Strill chuckled. If she was bothered by Din claiming her as clan, she didn’t say anything about it in front of Grogu. She’d been – pretty level-headed about the  dar’manda  thing, really. She still called Din "dar’vod."  
“Su cuy’gar, Grogu Djarin,” said Strill, very solemnly. 
“Gah?” Grogu asked, looking back up at Din. 
“She’s saying ‘hello,’ kid,” Din explained, reading the question in Grogu’s big eyes. “That’s how Mandalorians say ‘hello.’ Try it.  Su’cuy.”  
“Soo-kah,” Grogu said agreeably, stretching the word out, his hand still closed over the mythosaur pendant. Grogu’s "hello" sounded less like a proper Mandalorian greeting another and more like the Jawas on Arvala-7 chanting as they cracked open the mudhorn’s egg, but Din figured that the kid got points for trying. 
Din’s comms array flashed again, showing him that he had another transmission incoming. Din continued to ignore it. 
“You and Paz make it in okay?” Din asked, turning back to the topic at hand. He was far enough away from the light cruiser that he’d have time to dodge if Kryze got too impatient with him, but Din didn’t want to strain that patience more than he had to. 
“We did,” Strill confirmed. “Found ourselves a nice little mountaintop to settle down on for the night. We figured we’d go over to the coordinates for the gathering tomorrow.” 
“You didn’t have any trouble getting off Tatooine, did you?” 
Strill shook her head. “None,” she reported. “The sector’s pretty quiet.” She paused, the angle of her helmet considering, then added, “Dar’vod –  well,  ashi dar’vod, I’m gonna have to figure out something else to call you, that’s gonna get confusing, isn’t it? – came by, before we left.” 
Din blinked, not understanding at first, and then he realized what Strill was saying, and Din froze. 

   Boba.  

Grogu looked up at Din again, curious. 
Din cleared his throat and tried to school his face down into a neutral mask. Strill didn’t need to know that Din and Boba had fought with each other. That – 
 That what?  Din thought.  Boba was – he went to Mos Pelgo. That didn’t mean anything, not really. That didn’t mean that Boba had gone to Mos Pelgo to look for Din. Mos Pelgo was part of Boba’s outfit, after all. He had promised the town its safety in exchange for a safe route to move his freight through the desert. Boba took that duty seriously. He’d probably gone just to check up on Kirsha Littlemoon and the other guards. 
“He was looking for you,” Strill continued, her tone almost conversational. 
Din’s heart lurched hard in his chest. Deciding that that feeling – that hope – was almost as dangerous as taking a call from Kryze would be before Din had any backup, Din ignored it too. 
“Was he,” said Din, carefully. 
Strill, he thought, was laughing at him. “Don’t worry,” she said. “Paz told him to go kark himself. Wouldn’t say a word about you or where you’d gone. I thought  dar’vod was gonna hit him again, but the Marshal was there with a pack of town kids and everyone managed to keep their temper.” 
That was a lot of information for Din to sort through all at once. Several different feelings were jostling against each other in his chest, and Din’s grip on Grogu – perhaps the only being in the galaxy who Din still knew where he stood with – tightened a little. 
“Paz,” Din started, settling on the easiest part of Strill’s declaration to parse, “told Boba to go kark himself?” 
Din hadn’t told Paz or Strill what had happened at the palace. He’d thought about it, sitting there at Paz’s borrowed table, but he hadn’t been able to figure out what to  say. That he loved Boba, but had misunderstood him so badly he wasn’t sure Boba would ever speak to him again. 
Din and Paz had talked in Mos Pelgo, but they had talked mostly of the summit, or of their kids. Paz had known that Din was hurt –  kadala, Strill had said, wounded – but even though both Strill and Paz had pressed Din, tried to figure out who or what had wounded him in the first place, Din hadn’t said anything to them about Boba. 
Paz had, apparently, figured out some of what had happened on his own. 
“He did,” said Strill cheerfully. “Dar’vod  took it, too. I thought he might go for  Viz’ika  again, but he didn’t. He just – karked right off with the Marshal. What did he  say  to you, Djarin? Paz told him to leave and  dar’vod just slunk off like a kicked voorpak, tail between his legs.” 
Din sighed and resisted the urge to pinch the crooked bridge of his nose. 
It wasn’t – it wasn’t  good, really, that Boba and Paz had crossed paths again, but at least they hadn’t come to blows this time. At least no one had been hurt. 
Then Din’s mind caught on something else that Strill had said – that she’d thought that Boba’d been about to hit Paz  again – and narrowed his eyes. 
“Strill,” Din said. “Do you know why Paz tried to kill Boba in the throne room?” 
Strill froze. “Uh,” she said. 
Din pounced on that like a vine tiger pouncing on a hapless galoomp. “You  do know,” he said, faintly accusing. Din had hounded half of the palace staff trying to figure out what had happened in that room – and how it had ended with a melted wall – but none of the guards or other members of the palace crew had said anything. Din hadn’t known that Strill had been there. 
“I don’t – I  was  there,” Strill admitted, sounding half-reluctant and half-amused. “But I didn’t – they were just talking, one minute, and the next Paz’d started hurling plasma everywhere and  dar’vod had tackled him, and it was – well.” 
Din scowled.  Well, he thought. 
“But we went to Mos Pelgo right after,” Strill added quickly. “And Paz calmed down eventually, and no one  really  got hurt. Just Paz’s pride, mostly. And  dar’vod didn’t punch him in Mos Pelgo anyway, like I said. Paz didn’t punch him either. It’s – fine.” 
It wasn’t  fine.  Din didn’t know what it was. Paz and Boba – Strill still hadn’t said  why Paz and Boba had gotten into a brawl in the throne room, but now that Din knew what Paz had told Boba in Mos Pelgo, when Boba had asked after Din, Din thought that he could make a pretty good guess. He knew Boba and Paz both, after all. 
 Either they fought because Paz went after Boba’s father,  Din thought,  because Paz went after Boba for being an  aruetii,  or because Boba went after Paz about me. 
Din knew that Boba didn’t care much for Din’s tribe. For his covert or for the Creed. He’d said as much before, when Din had told him, clumsily, about being  dar’manda. Boba thought – 

   Boba thinks that the Creed – that it’s wrong. That what it did to me was wrong.  

Din’s own feelings about  that  were still a tangle. He'd reached a painful truth, but Din wasn't sure he was ready to reconcile with that truth just yet. He thought, deep in his chest, that Boba was  right,  that the Creed was wrong, that it had asked too much of Din, that it was too unfair, but in his  mind –  
Din pushed the thought away, gently. 
Paz still followed the Creed. Strill did too and Boba seemed to like  her well enough, but Paz – 
 Strill didn’t grow up in my covert,  Din thought.  Paz did. Paz was – is –  my brother. And he…  

   What?  

Din wasn’t sure what it was that Boba had wanted from Paz. What Boba had expected. Din had told him enough about the way they’d all grown up that he’d thought that Boba had  understood. That Boba had realized that Paz had grown up just the same as Din had. That the Creed and what it had done to Din – and how Din felt about it now – wasn’t Paz’s fault. 
Boba had been angry, when Din had told him that Paz might try to kill Din for breaking the Creed. Din had thought at the time that it had just been a general anger. Disgust, because Boba followed a different Way, and thought that Din’s Way was strange. 
But now Din knew that Boba had no Way at all, which meant that he hadn’t been angry at a different Creed. Boba had been angry with Paz  directly.  
Din’s heart sank. 
“They were fighting over me,” Din said, looking at Strill as her image flickered. “Weren’t they?” 
Strill cleared her throat. “I don’t – that’s not for me to say,” she said. “They  were  being a pair of  shabla  idiots, I’ll say that, but – it’s over. And they didn’t get into it again in Mos Pelgo.  Dar’vod left.” 
 But he still  went  to Mos Pelgo. He still – he was looking for me, Din thought. 
He swallowed, and then he set that aside too. This wasn’t Tatooine. Din didn’t have time to try and figure out what it had been that Boba had wanted. What Boba wanted now. Din – Din was only a few hours away from walking into a room full of Mandalorians. Some of those Mandalorians might even be Din’s own people, but none of them would be happy to learn that Din had broken the Creed. That he was  dar’manda now, and lost to them as surely as if he was dead.
Din shook his head a little, trying to clear it. He tensed his legs almost unconsciously, then released the tension to feel his now-faded welts and bruises throb. The pain helped him a little, even if the memory of Boba’s hands on his body made fresh grief well up in his belly. 

   I need to focus.  

Din cleared his own throat, mimicking Strill, and said, “You good if I make a landing? I want to – I’d like to introduce Paz to Bo-Katan Kryze, before the summit.” 
Strill cocked her head like a curious junda bird. “Really?” 
Din’s scowl softened a little. “Really,” he said. He knew that it was an odd idea. Paz did not, at first glance, look or act like the sort of being who’d thrive sitting on top of the tangled webs of clan politics, tugging here and there like a wyyyschokk to reel in his prey. 
 Kark first glance,  Din thought.  Anyone who knows him knows that he has no patience.  
Paz was not a schemer. He wasn’t falsely polite with his allies and he didn’t pretend with his enemies, either; he didn’t take the children of a rival clan into his own to use as hostages, and he didn’t lean on other warriors, on  tal’vode, blood-kin, to maintain his own honor. 
Paz was direct to the point of rudeness. He challenged those he disagreed with constantly. He wielded honesty like a closed fist. He kept his own honor. 
When they had all been children, Din and Paz and Annika, Annika had always been the peacemaker. She’d been the level-headed one. The steady one, always paying attention to those around her. Din and Paz had always been the ones throwing punches. 
 He’s not going to enjoy this meeting,  Din thought. Paz was going to  hate Kryze. Kryze probably wouldn’t like him much either. Paz was a Child of the Watch. An extremist. 
But Paz was one of the few allies that Din had left, no matter how tenuous that might be, and Din didn’t want to face Bo-Katan and her people alone. Boba wasn’t here. Paz was. Din couldn’t be sure that Paz would protect Din from their own tribe – from the  alor,  if she came to the summit and decided that Din,  dar’manda, had to die – but he was pretty sure that Pa would back him against Kryze. If it came to that. 
 “Buu?” Grogu asked again, taking his eyes all the way off Strill’s hologram and tilting his head back to look up at Din. He reached for Din’s chin with his free hand. 
“I’m fine, kid,” Din murmured, tilting his own head back out of Grogu’s reach. He made an effort to get his thoughts under control. His feelings. Grogu’d had some training now – Din didn’t need to freak the kid out by letting himself worry too loudly about what might happen on the light cruiser. On Krownest. 
Grogu narrowed his eyes, but Din turned his attention back to Strill and said, “Yes, really. It’ll be – it’s going to be fine.” 
Strill eyed Din just like Grogu, her doubts clear even across the flickering connection, but finally dipped her chin. “If you’re sure,” she said. “I’ll beam you the coordinates. We’re not far. See you in a few minutes, yeah?” 
“Yeah,” Din agreed, and cut the connection. His array was still blinking, but he ignored it again. Strill transmitted the coordinates for the mountain she’d set the  Huntress  down on and Din punched them into his own navs, then levered a still-suspicious Grogu back into the co-pilot’s chair, strapped him in and began the business of landing the  Fly.  
As Din slid down through Krownest’s cloudy atmosphere, the  Fly’s viewports beginning to bead up with moisture, Din saw the comms array blink again out of the corner of his eye, then stop blinking altogether. 
 Good,  he thought, humorlessly.  Kryze got the hint.  
She wasn’t going to be very happy with Din when he did go up to the light cruiser, but Din figured that she’d already be unhappy with him, since he was sure that Koska had made it back to her side by now. 
 In for a  wupiupi,  in for a peggat, Din thought wryly. Kryze was already going to be angry when she saw him next. 
The  Fly  slid down through the lowest cloud layer and Din found himself coasting above a planet that was slowly unfolding itself from a thick, dense fog, bald mountain peaks and white ice fields and clusters of tall, snow-covered trees emerging as Din brought the  Fly down and down. 
Grogu abandoned his suspicious glaring to look out the viewport, chattering excitedly as the mountains and the trees grew larger. 
Din smiled. Din had been to a lot of frigid planets over the years. He’d hunted bounties on Padogan and Hoth, had crashed on Maldo Kries with Grogu. Din had even  lived  on a frozen planet, for a little while – the covert had once spent a miserable handful of months on a planet called Vandor, where the only warmth to be found had been deep inside the mountain caves and the planet’s rivers and lakes had stayed frozen under three meters of ice throughout the year. It hadn’t been the  worst place that Din had ever lived, but it had been unpleasant enough that he’d never gone back. 
Krownest, as it resolved itself into view below Din, at least had some life to it. Most of what Din could see was white and grey, snow and ice and cold, bare stretches of rock, but there were a few scattered forests here and there, little clusters of tall, straight green trees that marched solemnly up and down the flanks of the mountains. 
Like most of the frozen worlds that Din had visited, Krownest looked like it was only sparsely populated. There were no cities or towns that Din could find, no tightly-clustered little villages like Mos Pelgo to break up the snow. The few homesteads that Din saw were solitary. Huts and houses that stone alone among the tall trees or huddled close against rocky screes for protection, pockets of light and warmth at the edge of winter. 
Krownest was in the Mandalore sector. Din imagined that what had happened to Mandalore and Concordia, to Concord Dawn, to Phindar, to Kalevala, had happened here; the Empire had come and it had killed or chased away Krownest’s people. Bombed its cities and towns, its little villages. The only people who lived here now would be the people who were left. The ones who had survived. 
The back of Din’s neck began to prickle with unease. He tried to ignore it, for Grogu’s sake; there was no point in worrying the kid. 
The coordinates Strill had given Din brought him to a nigh, snowy mountain top. The peak of the mountain had been sheared away by some great explosion or impact, leaving behind a large, flat plateau scarred into the rock, and Din was able to maneuver the  Fly  down beside the  Huntress, which still looked one particularly rough hyperspace exit away from falling to pieces, without any trouble. 
“Eeh?”  Grogu asked, sitting up as tall as he could in his chair and peering out of the  Fly’s viewport. His ears were sticking straight out, a sign of the kid’s interest and excitement. 
Din smiled at that. “Yeah, kid,” he said. “We’re somewhere new. Now be good, okay? We’re going to meet some – some friends of mine.  Ner aliit. Understand?” 
Grogu tapped his claws against his seatbelt impatiently and didn’t even wait for Din to finish strapping on all of his weapons before Grogu trundled over to the  Fly’s plug door – it had only taken Grogu an hour or so of exploring to figure out the layout of Din’s new ship – and looked back at Din. He pointed imperiously at the door. 
“Eeh!” Grogu added, for extra emphasis. 
Din rolled his eyes. “I’m coming, kid,” he said. “Just wait a second, okay?” 
After that first night, Din hadn’t gone armed at the Jedi Temple, aside from carrying the darksaber. Skywalker had wanted to protect his kids from the truth of the galaxy and Din hadn't felt much like carrying his usual kit anyway. He'd kept the darksaber with him out of habit, but while he'd been running around with the younglings, Din had left his spear and his blasters and most of his knives behind on the Fly. 
He knew better than to try to go so unarmed to a gathering of Mandalorians. Din slid his blaster into its holster and checked the positions of his knives. He made sure that his gauntlets were secure and strapped his beskar spear to his back. Last of all he added the darksaber, hanging it from his belt, and for the first time in months it was heavy against his hip. 
Din tried not to think about that too closely either. 
Finally, Din was fully-armed and out of reasons to drag his feet. He didn’t go for his helmet; instead, he opened the plug door, leaning down to gently grab the back of Grogu’s shirt to keep him from running down the ramp before it fully extended, then let the kid go and followed behind him, scanning the mountaintop for threats. 
Din had a pretty good view of Krownest from up here. The sheared-away mountaintop gave Din clear lines of sight for miles in any direction, though neighboring mountains and thick clouds of fog kept him from seeing as far as he probably could in clearer weather. Din couldn’t spot any enemy ships hanging in the sky or any snipers on nearby ridges, at least. Paz and Strill had picked a good spot. 
Grogu saw something, though; he reached the bottom of the ramp before Din and skidded to a stop when he caught sight of Paz, who was leaning against one of the  Huntress’s dented landing struts, his arms folded across his powerful chest and his helmet angled in Din’s direction. Strill and the kids were nowhere to be seen. 
Grogu pulled his ears back and froze at the bottom of the ramp. When Din caught up to him, he didn’t quite turn around and dart for cover behind Din’s legs, but he did reach up to clutch the stiff fabric of Din’s kute. Grogu was nervous. 
Din supposed he could understand why. Grogu hadn’t really  met any other Mandalorians, not really. He had met Kryze and her Nite Owls on Trask, but Din had turned away from them, then. He and Grogu hadn’t stuck around to get to know them. 
And Paz was a fair bit bigger than any of Kryze’s Nite Owls, even Axe Woves. 
“Hey, kid,” Din said softly, reaching down to scoop Grogu up. “It’s alright. You don’t have to be afraid.” 
His feelings about Din aside – and his habit of trying to kick Din’s teeth in aside too – Paz wasn’t dangerous. Not to Grogu. Paz loved kids, always had, and Grogu was  Din’s kid. Grogu was clan. 
“You’ve met him before,” Din continued, still speaking quietly, as Paz unfolded himself from his lazy slouch and began to limp slowly over to Din and Grogu.
“Puu?” Grogu asked, looking up at Din. He wrapped a hand around one of Din’s thumbs and held on tightly. 
“You might not remember,” Din allowed, thinking back to that night on Nevarro, when Din had taken Grogu back from the Empire and fled Nevarro City. Din wasn’t sure how much of that night Grogu could remember; he’d been pretty out of it, still woozy from whatever had happened to him inside of Pershing’s lab, and Din’s frantic fight and flight out of the city had been chaos, a jumble of noise and panic and blaster bolts sizzling through the air over both of their heads. 
“He helped us leave,” Din said. “He brought the other Mandalorians out to save us. We wouldn’t have made it off the planet without his help.” 
Grogu made a grumbling noise, still doubtful. 
“You would’ve managed it,” Paz disagreed. He didn’t pick up his pace any, but he didn't stop coming towards them either. “Might’ve earned a few more dents in your besk, but you would’ve been alright.” 
Din privately disagreed with  that  – he had been among the best fighters in the Bounty Hunter’s Guild, if not  the best, but numbers could overwhelm anyone – though he tried not to let his disagreement show on his face. Din had been pretty thoroughly pinned down on Nevarro. His beskar had protected him, but he’d been cornered. Eventually, someone would’ve gotten a lucky shot in, and that would’ve been the end of Din. 
It  had been the end of the covert. By exposing themselves to rush to Din and Grogu’s aid, his tribe had doomed themselves. 
 But they did it because we needed them to,  Din thought.  Because that was – is – the Way.  
“Well?” Paz added, coming to a stop a few feet away, peering down at the kid in Din’s arms. “Aren’t you going to introduce us,  Din’ika?” 
Din rolled his eyes at the nickname. Grogu flattened his ears again, eyeing Paz with open distrust. He was clutching Din’s thumb tightly, with such surprising strength, that Din could feel it even through his gloves. 
“C'mon, kid,” Din coaxed. “Say ‘hello. It’s alright.” 
Grogu looked up at Din, his eyes still narrowed. 
“I promise,” Din added. “Paz is – family.  Aliit.”  
That was the fourth time Grogu had heard that word and this time, Din could tell that he understood it. His ears lifted. His grip on Din’s thumb eased. He inspected Paz again, looking him up and down, but did it with much less hostility. 
“Leee,”  Grogu finally agreed. He’d decide that Din was telling the truth and expressed that by letting go of Din entirely, holding his arms out, imperious as the Emperor, and when Paz didn’t get the hint right away, added a firm “Ahh!”  
Paz chuckled and obeyed, scooping Grogu up out of Din’s arms with practiced gentleness. He held the kid out for inspection. 
Din had to fight down the now-familiar surge of protectiveness that always came when someone else picked Grogu up. Din hadn’t been too bad about it, sharing the kid. Not until Gideon had stolen Grogu. Din hadn’t minded Omera carrying Grogu in the crook of her arm like one of the children of her village. He hadn’t minded Pelli bouncing Grogu on her hip. He hadn’t even really minded Greef Karga swooping in and whirling the kid away to spend an afternoon in a schoolroom, like a normal child. Bu after Gideon had come, and the darktroopers had carried Grogu off – 
 Paz won't hurt Grogu, Din told himself. And if Paz even thought to try anything, Grogu could take care of himself now anyway. Din doubted that Paz would expect to be tossed thirty or forty feet away down the side of a mountain by a child who was only roughly the size of a tooka. 
“Let’s have a look at you, eh,  ad’ika?” Paz murmured, and Din could tell from his tone of voice that Paz was smiling. Din could see it, almost, even though Paz was still wearing his helmet. His golden eyes would be turned up at the corners. His yellow clan tattoos would be stretching with the force of his grin. 
Din relaxed. 
“Your dad didn’t bother to introduce you to us last time, you know,” Paz continued, inspecting the kid. Din wasn’t sure what it was that Paz was looking for, but Paz had been minding the foundlings for years now. He knew kids better than Din did. Paz’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “I think he wanted to keep you all to himself.” 
Grogu giggled. Din rolled his eyes. 
“We were getting shot at, Paz,” Din said, though he said it without any heat. “We didn’t exactly have time to go around and meet everyone.”
Din honestly hadn’t even considered it at the time When he’d been breaking into the Imperials’ base he’d had a handful of half-formed plans to come back to Nevarro later, once it had been safer to drop back in. Grogu would’ve been safe enough in the covert, at least for a few days. He would’ve had more than just Din around to protect him. 
But then Paz and the rest had come out of hiding to save Din’s  shebs, exposing them all to the Empire, and Din had known then that he wouldn’t have been able to go back. The covert, he’d thought, would’ve moved out as soon as the warriors had been able to pack up. Din had planned to try to find them later, after things with the Guild had calmed. 
Paz snorted, which made Grogu giggle again. “That’s no excuse,” he said. “Kid looks healthy enough, though. Eh,  vod’adu?  You’re gonna be a strong one, I can tell.  Ori’dral.  Like your dad.” 
Grogu, always able to tell when he was being admired, giggled and gave Paz a wide, gummy grin. He finally let go of his mythosaur pendant and reached up for Paz’s face with both hands. 
Din stiffened again, alarmed – Grogu had gotten used to seeing Din without his helmet, by now. He knew that Din could take it off, and Grogu liked to see Din underneath the helmet. Liked to play hide-away with it, almost, giggling as he lifted Din’s helmet up and down. But Paz – 
Paz froze too, but Grogu surprised them both. Instead of hooking his claws underneath Paz’s helmet, demanding to see Paz’s face, Grogu put one hand on each of Paz’s cheeks, his claws tapping brightly against the beskar. 
“Lee,” said Grogu, happily, and tapped Paz’s cheeks again, then wriggled in Paz’s grip like he wanted to get even closer to the older man. 
Paz stared at Din, confused. 
Din couldn’t see Paz’s expression, but he thought that he could read it anyway. The confusion written there. Din just shrugged, not sure what it was that Grogu wanted either. The kid was pretty good at communicating, though, even though he hadn’t managed Basic yet. He’d help Paz figure it out. 
“Lee,” Grogu repeated, and strained up in Paz’s grip, pushing his head forward. 
 Oh, Din thought. He knew what it was that Grogu wanted. 
Paz figured it out too, because his shoulders dropped, just a little, and he made a soft, fond huffing sound. He pressed his forehead to Grogu’s, and greeted him properly. 
The last of Din’s lingering tension went out of him, then. How many times had he been greeted like that, when he’d been a foundling? Din hadn’t been adopted like Paz and Annika had been, but that hadn’t meant that he’d gone without affection. Many of the older warriors had greeted Din that way when he’d done well in a lesson, when he’d helped out with chores, when they’d had a hard day hunting or mending or scouting around the covert and had come home to find the foundlings waiting for them. 
 Clan,  Din thought.  Our clan. Our people.  
It was good that Grogu would have that. 
“It’s good to meet you, kid,” said Paz, gruffly. He pulled his head away and Grogu blinked up at him, looking both smug and content. To Din, Paz added, “He’s – a good kid.” 
It probably would kill Paz to tell Din to Din’s face that Paz thought Din had done a good job keeping Grogu alive, but Din could hear the praise in Paz’s voice anyway and smiled. 
“Most of it’s him,” Din said, giving Paz an out. “I’ve just followed him around, mostly. Chased away some spiders, right, kid?” 
“Patu,” Grogu agreed sagely. 
Paz shuddered. He set Grogu down on the ground, gently, and looked up as Grogu immediately started to examine Paz’s boots and heavy greaves. 
“Strill said you made it in okay?” Paz said, moving straight to business now that the formalities of greeting kin had been observed. 
Din nodded. “Was Kryze here when you landed?” he asked. 
Paz shook his head. “We’re the first here, I think.” he said. “That cruiser didn’t drop in until late last night. Smaller ships’ve been coming in throughout the day – we’ve been watching them on the  Huntress. A few more ships’ve dropped in and landed down here, too. Not all of them are hanging around with the cruiser.” 
 Other factions? Din wondered. Everyone attending Kryze up in orbit was probably one of her people. Those who were landing… 
“Any of our – of the tribe ping in?” Din asked. 
Paz shook his head. “No,” he said. His tone was unreadable. “But that’s not surprising. Strill’s tribe’s got our codes, and the  alor did too, but everyone else…” 
Din nodded again. He understood. 
It had been too dangerous for a warrior to have the codes for more than one or two ships. Din had shared the  Razor Crest’s  codes with Paz and the  alor, so they could find him if they’d needed too, but he hadn’t had the codes for anyone else. That way he couldn’t have betrayed them, if he’d ever been captured alive, and few others could have betrayed Din. 
“We’ll find them tomorrow, I guess,” Din said. 
Paz grunted. He looked down at Grogu, who was still fascinated with the differences in Paz’s armor, then back at Din. 
“Strill said you wanted me to go up and meet this Kryze with you,” he rumbled. “Why?” 
Din grimaced. “She’s not – she doesn’t follow the Creed,” Din said. “She’s not one of – she’s not one of you. But she’s not – she’s not like me either. Or I’m not like her.” 
“You want backup,” Paz realized. 
Din winced, but nodded. 
“I know I’m asking too much,” he said quietly. “You’re – it’s not your job to watch my back.”  Not any more, he didn’t say. 
But Paz only grunted again. “Kryze is the one who organized all of this,” he said. “Right?” 
“She is,” Din confirmed. 
Paz cracked his knuckles. “Then it’ll be good to meet her before it all gets started,” he said. “I’ve heard the name. I wanna see if this Lady Kryze lives up to her reputation.” 
Din blinked, both relieved and surprised. Relieved because Paz  would come with him, and Din knew Paz well enough to know that Paz would guard Din’s back against someone outside of the Creed, and surprised because Paz had heard of her. 
“How did you hear of her?” Din asked, curious. “I’d never heard of her until we met on Trask.” 
“Trask?” said Paz. “The kark were you doing there? There’s a Quarren syndicate there. It’s not safe.” 
“I figured that out, actually,” Din said, scowling. He was still embarrassed that the Quarren had managed to get the drop on him so easily. “And I was – we were looking for you. For the covert. There were rumors of Mandalorians on Trask. I followed them and found Kryze.” He didn't particularly want to get into the details. How Kryze had saved Din’s life and how Din had left her in disgust, refusing to accept her Way. How they had brought down an Imperial cruiser together. How Kryze had been keen to recruit Din to her side even then. 
“I know the clan name,” Paz said. “House Kryze. They were – well. A house divided, my father said, but he had fought beside some Kryzes. An Adenn Kryze.”
Din shook his head. He hadn’t heard that name. But he could fit the pieces together. Pallas vizsla had been Death Watch.  Kyr’tsad. Old Death Watch, too – not the Death Watch that had opposed Satine Kryze and her people during the Clone Wars, but the Death Watch that had stood against Jaster Mereel. Din was pretty sure, now, that all of his elders had been part of that Death Watch. And then they’d left. Either when Mereel had won, first, and banished the Death Watch from Mandalorian space, or when Jango Fett had killed Tor Vizsla and made room for the Neutral Mandalorians to take power, scattering Death Watch again. 
 This Adenn Kryze,  Din thought.  He must have been Bo-Katan’s kinsman. If he fought for Death Watch, and she fought for Death Watch later.  
“But I heard of Lady Kryze,” Paz continued, “from Annika.  She  heard of her from the  alor. Vreska told her – she told Annika of the false Mandalorians. False Ways. Bo-Katan Kryze, Annika told me, was a leader among them.”
Din closed his eyes briefly. 
“Paz,” he said. “You can’t tell Kryze to her face that she’s a false Mandalorian.” 
Paz made a grumbling sound deep in his throat. “Why not?” he said. “I owe her no loyalty.” 
“But I do,” Din said. 
Paz tilted his head. 
“She helped me,” Din elaborated. He nodded down at Grogu, who was doing his best to pry one of Paz’s  verd knives from his boots. “When I – when the Empire took the kid. She and her Nite Owls helped me get him back. I swore – ”
Din shook his head. He couldn’t explain what he’d sworn. To go back to Mandalore. To help Kryze take it back. 
But Mandalore was  gone.  It wasn’t coming back, no matter how hard Kryze tried to resurrect the old ways. No matter how badly she wanted things to be as they had been. The planet was dead. Din had  felt it. 
This – this gathering, this plan of Kryze’s to make the Empire bleed for what they had done – was not what Din had sworn to do. It wasn’t what he owed Kryze. 
 But I’m here,  he thought.  And I – I owe her  something.  Don’t I? And if not her, then – then Grogu. Then Paz and Strill and the kids. Then everyone. I have the darksaber. That means something, to the others. Even if I can just find someone to take it back, I owe it to them.  
Duty pressed heavily on Din’s shoulders. He looked Paz in the visor and lifted his chin. 
“I owe her,” Din said, evenly. “If you can’t be civil, that’s fine. You can stay here. Keep an eye on the kid for me. But – ”
But Din didn’t want to go face Kryze alone, and it must have shown on his face, because Paz relented. His shoulders slumped. 
“I can be civil,” he muttered. “Probably.” 
“Good,” said Din, relieved again. “I – I’ll owe you too.” 
This time, when Paz looked at Din, Din wasn’t sure what Paz was thinking or feeling. The set of his shoulders was strange. The way his hands curled into loose fists at his side, then relaxed. He looked almost – apologetic. But that couldn’t be right. Paz rarely apologized for anything. 
“Vod’ika,”  Paz said, softly.  Little brother. “You don’t owe me anything. I thought we – I thought we’d settled that, on Tatooine.” 
Din blinked, thrown. “Settled – ?” 
“When you kicked my  shebs,” Paz clarified. 
Din jolted, remembering now. When Paz had kicked him in the balls, and Din had done his best to break Paz’s leg again, and they’d slumped together on the floor while Strill had called them idiots and gone to find Ushib. 
“My honor is satisfied,” Paz had said. 
Apparently, he’d meant it. 
 Nu entye, Din thought to himself. There is no debt. 
Din’s galaxy tilted on its axis. Not as badly as it had when he’d learned that Boba wasn’t Mandalorian, but he still felt it. Vertigo roared in his ears. 
 Paz,  Din realized,  isn’t doing this because he thinks that he owes me. Or that he wants me to owe him. He’s going to help because he’s my brother.  
Din had always understood the galaxy as a carefully-balanced series of debts. The Mandalorians had saved his life as a child, so he had thrown himself into their Creed with everything he’d had. The covert had fed and sheltered him as a child, so now as a man he’d done his best to feed and shelter them too. Kryze had helped Din get Grogu back, so Din owed her his loyalty. Skywalker had taken Grogu in, had loved Grogu, taught him to use the Force safely, so Din owed Skywalker and all of his Jedi every scrap of protection and aid that Din could offer them. And Boba – 
Din’s thoughts stuttered to a halt. 
Boba had said before that there was no debt. Not between him and Din. He’d said it back at the very beginning of all of this, before he’d taken Din into his bed, before he’d ever kissed Din or fucked him, before he’d ever laid a hand or a flogger or a cane on Din’s back, his throat, his chest, his cock. 
He had said it in the treasure rooms underneath Jabba’s palace. In front of all of that beskar. That  sacred beskar, in front of which no Mandalorian – no foundling, or even the son of a foundling – would ever lie. 
“There is no debt,” he had said. 
 He meant it, Din realized. He felt like Paz had punched him right between the eyes. Behind the ear. In the chest. 
 All this time,  Din thought.  Boba  meant  it.  
Din had never considered that. Later – later, he had believed Boba when he’d said it. After the caning, when Boba had made Din bleed, when he’d taken away all of Din’s guilt, his grief, Din had believed him. 
But if there had been no debt between Din and Boba since the beginning, when Din was working with the beskar, when he was helping Boba establish the outfit to settle the debt of all the care Boba had shown him, the affection, all of the pain, for the shelter of the palace and the shelter of work, for the  peace –  
 I,  Din thought distantly, flexing his hands to keep them from shaking,  have been a karking idiot. 
If there was no debt between Din and Boba – if there had never been debt, since that initial agreement between them had been satisfied when Boba’d helped Din get Grogu back and Din had returned Boba’s armor – then Boba had done everything that he’d done because he’d  meant it. 
Because he had wanted to do it. 
 I misunderstood, Din thought. The thought was distant and, strangely, very cool, a balm to a wound Din hadn’t realized that he’d been carrying. 
Boba hadn’t done any of what he’d done because he had believed that he’d owed Din, and Din hadn’t owed him anything either. Boba hadn’t helped Din out of pity, in the beginning. He had helped Din because he’d wanted to. Because inflicting pain had helped them both. 
 And he  told  me that,  Din thought.  But I didn’t believe him. I couldn’t. I thought –  
Din thought that Boba had been like the Creed. He’d thought it up until this very moment, when Paz had set things out in bright, clear light for him. 
The Creed was a balance of debts. Din could see that now. Under the Creed he had had protection. Tribe. He had had safety and care. Armor and honor. And in return, Din had owed the Creed his obedience. His face. His own name, some days; he had never given it to an outsider before, wary of getting too close to breaking the Creed by getting close to an outsider. 
But Din hadn’t owed Boba obedience. He’d  given it. Boba had asked him for it. 
But it hadn’t been like the Creed. 
 Boba is a man,  Din thought, remembering some of the arguments he’d had about this with Boba before.  And men – men make mistakes.  
Brothers could wound each other. Lovers could quarrel. 
 But that doesn’t mean that I am lost,  Din thought.  The Creed – breaking it made me  dar’manda.  Or – it was  supposed  to make me  dar’manda.  I’m supposed to be lost to it, forever. To my people.  

   But if Boba’s not the Creed –  

“Din,” said Paz, concerned. “What’s wrong?”
“Buu?” Grogu added, abandoning his inspection of Paz’s boots to waddle back over to Din, his eyes widening. 
“Nothing,” Din said, distantly, still thinking. “It’s just – I’ve been an idiot. That’s all.” 
 I looked at what I had with Boba – what we were doing together – the wrong way,  Din thought.  I was – I was missing the Creed. I wanted it back. Boba – Boba gave me something like it.  
But not something, Din realized now, that Din could ever break or turn from like he had broken the Creed. There was no absolution under the Creed, but if Din had broken one of Boba’s rules, he could have – atoned for it. Apologized. 
And then, like the caning, it would have been over. The debt erased. 
And Din had trusted Boba with that. He had trusted Boba to uphold his side of the rules. He had trusted Boba with his armor and his face and his back and his heart, even though Boba didn’t know about that last part. And even though Boba was not Mandalorian, he had safeguarded all of those things. Not because he had owed Din, or Din had owed Boba, but because Boba had  wanted to. 
“Well, that’s nothing new,” Paz rumbled, relaxing again. “I promise you that I won’t start a fight with this Kryze, Din. Today, at least.” 
Meaning that Paz probably  would start a fight with Kryze tomorrow, but Kryze had called together all of the Mandalorians that she could find; if she wasn’t expecting a few fights, she had made a mistake calling together all of their people. 
“Good enough,” Din said. He shook himself a little, setting his revelation and its tilted axis aside for now. It was – it was something to think about later. Something to examine privately, when every thought and feeling Din had about it didn’t flash across his face. 
“Can I leave the kid here with yours?” Din added, making himself focus. To the kid, he said, “What do you think, huh? Want to meet your cousins?” 
Grogu liked other kids more than strange adults, so his ears pricked up a little. 
Paz thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “Don’t see why not,” he said. “‘S been a while since my kids’ve had a little one around, but they’ll be gentle enough.” 
“All of Grogu’s friends can levitate each other with their minds,” Din told Paz, amused. Shock and guilt and a thin, tenuous hope, a fragile joy, were still blooming in the back of his mind, but Din walled those feelings off for now. “He’ll be fine.” 
Paz agreed that it was probably a bad idea to bring Grogu up onto the light cruiser, since neither he nor Din knew what Kryze’s Creed actually  was,  and whether or not it protected the children of rival clans, and took Din and Grogu both up onto the  Huntress, where Strill and the kids were gathered around a crate that had been turned into a table, sharing a meal. 
The kids all flinched at the sight of Din and his bare face, which made him wish he’d ducked back into the  Fly to pull it on, if only to set Paz’s children at ease, but Strill greeted Din with her usual easy cheer and took charge of Grogu, who the other kids accepted without much trouble. 
By the time Din and Paz were ready to leave, Grogu was entertaining his cousins – his  ali’vodu, Strill had called them – with Force tricks and Took, Paz’s son, had invited Grogu back to the foundlings’ room to play. 
“See?” Din murmured, as he and Paz made their way back down from the  Huntress  and up to the  Fly. “Told you the kid’d be fine.” 
“He’s… something,” Paz muttered back. Din had told Paz that Grogu was a Jedi, of course, but Paz had never  seen it. Watching Grogu levitate Mirda, the youngest of Paz’s kids, four or five feet into the air while the girl had laughed, had opened Paz’s eyes a little. 
“He is,” Din agreed. 
He wished that Strill was coming with them. She was steady, like Annika had been –   Is, Din corrected himself firmly, refusing to think of Annika as someone dead – and Din had a feeling that he and Paz were going to need some steadiness. Kryze was going to be angry with Din, and no one took well to Paz the first time they met him. 
 Paz was right, though. It’s too dangerous for the kids. Tomorrow, it would be safer. There would be other Mandalorians – other Creeds and Ways – around, and Kryze wouldn’t want to drive them off too early. Paz’s kids were older than Din’s, but Paz still didn’t want to leave them unminded unless he had to. 
Din ushered Paz up into the belly of the  Fly  and offered Paz the co-pilot seat, which Paz ignored in favor of rifling through all of Din’s things. Din sighed and disengaged the landing gear, coaxing the  Fly first to life and then back into the sky. 
“There’s not much to find,” he told Paz, not that he expected Paz to listen. The  Razor Crest had carried fifteen or so odd years of Din’s life with it; he hadn’t had much onboard, but he had had everything that he’d owned. Weapons, all of his gear, his carbonite rig. 
The  Fly,  in contrast, only had a few odds and ends. Din hadn’t actually spent much time flying her, really. He’d taken that first run to Boz Pity and to Yavin-4, and he’d flown the  Fly  around Tatooine on a few jobs for Boba, but Din had  lived  out of the  Crest.  So far, the  Fly had just taken him from place to place. 
Din lifted the ship out of Krownest’s atmosphere as easily as he’d come down, the planet disappearing into the clouds, the clouds breaking apart to reveal the black of space. The  Gra’tua was still orbiting Krownest, and her fleet of attendants had grown. 
Paz finally stopped nosing around in the  Fly’s belly and came into the cockpit. He was holding Din’s helmet in one of his big hands. 
At Din’s curious glance, Paz said, “You should wear it. In case someone wants to shoot you.” 
That was a fair point. Din took his helmet back, studied its face for a moment, then pulled it over his head, engaging the seals. Once he cleared Krownest’s atmosphere, his comms array began to ping again. 
This time, Din answered it. 
Kryze’s equipment was evidently higher-grade than Paz and Strill’s. Her image appeared in Din’s holodisplay at once, crisp and clear, and as soon as she saw Din, Kryze narrowed her eyes. 
She was wearing her armor but not her helmet. Her hair was pulled back in its usual style and every edge of her was sharp. Dangerous. Din was glad he’d pulled on his helmet. Apprehension began to pool somewhere low in his gut, and he didn’t want it to show on his face too. 
“Djarin,” Kryze said, shortly. She looked him up and down. Her eyes flashed like beskar blades. “Good of you to join us.” 
“Lady Kryze,” Din returned, tone cool. He gave Kryze her proper title, but didn’t offer the excuses that she was obviously expecting. 
Her expression shifted. A more calculating look entered her eyes. 
“What were you doing on Krownest?” she asked. “We hailed you, when you arrived.” 
“Did you?” said Din. “Must’ve missed it.” Behind him, Din heard Paz huff out a startled laugh, quiet enough that Bo-Katan didn’t hear him. Kryze’s gaze narrowed, so Din relented. “I brought my son,” he said. “I was dropping him off to spend some time with his cousins. They haven’t seen each other in a while.” 
At that, Kryze finally relaxed. “You convinced some of your people to attend?” she said. 
Din was sure that Kryze was monitoring who came into the system, just like Paz and Strill had been, but he didn’t need to irritate Kryze again by pointing that out. “I did,” he said. 
To his surprise, Kryze only nodded. She didn’t say anything about Din being  dar’manda.  About him being clanless, now.  Aruetii.  
Paz didn’t step fully into view, either. He was hanging back near the cockpit door, out of the holoscanner’s line of sight. He wouldn’t be showing up on Kryze’s holodisplay. 
“Permission to dock?” Din added, instead of giving Kryze an opening to ask him questions. 
Kryze blinked at him for a moment, thrown, like she had forgotten that Din was supposed to be attending the gathering as one of  her people. 
“...Yes,” she said, after a long pause. “Permission granted. Come find me on the bridge. Kryze out.” The hologram cut off without any further questions or instructions. Kryze was going to let Din aboard. That was – good. He hadn’t wanted to think about it, as he’d been rising through the atmosphere, but Kryze could have very easily decided to solve her problem with Din by shooting him out of the sky. 
He was glad that she hadn’t. 
 She still – she’s still treating me as though I have honor,  he thought.  Like an ally. If she thought that I was her enemy –  
Din let out a breath. His hands were steady on the control yoke. 
“You sure this is a good idea, Din?” Paz asked, quietly. He’d stepped back into the cockpit now and was staring at the silent comms array with dark focus. “It’s not too late to leave.” 
He didn’t say what it was about Kryze that had put him on edge, but Din thought that he could guess. Kryze had commed Din with her face bare. She had given Din orders. She expected to be obeyed. 
“Yes, it is,” Din murmured, watching a pair of the graceful, hawk-like starfighters peel away from the  Gra’tua’s  side and soar through the black to flank the  Fly. One of the fighters was iron grey, its wings lined with blue and black paint, and the other was white with blue stripes painted down the sides of its body. 
 Death Watch colors,  Din thought.  Nite Owl colors.  
Kryze’s colors. There was no doubt in Din’s mind who the fighters’ pilots were going to side with. 
 Side with?  Din thought to himself as he allowed the strange fighters to guide him to the  Gra’tua,  where he nosed into the first open bay and set the  Fly  down.  Do I think it’s going to turn into a war?  
Din had learned a lot about Mandalorians, these last few months. He had learned more about them after becoming  dar’manda  than he’d ever learned as a  verd.  
 Yeah, he thought, remembering the history Boba had sketched out for him in his rooms over the Tatooine desert. The betrayals and the bloodshed, the clans torn apart, the wars that had ravaged Mandalore and its people without end for hundreds of years. 

   I do.  

With that dire feeling ringing around inside his bucket, Din powered the  Fly  down and let Paz follow him off the ship and into the stark white hallways of the  Gra’tua.  Paz stuck close to Din’s side. 
“I don’t like this,” Paz muttered. Din had slowed his usual pace down to accommodate Paz’s limp. The  Gra’tua’s white lights seared them both. “This feels like a trap.” 
“That’s why you’re here,” Din muttered back. 
Paz grunted. 
“If it all goes to kark in a Klatooinian karst, you can pull out your plasma thrower again,” Din suggested, mostly to keep Paz from being too wary, and therefore too much of a  shabuir. “Just don’t miss this time.” 
That got Din another irritated grunt. “Heard about that, did you?” Paz didn’t sound sorry for trying to kill Boba. Din resisted the urge to kick Paz in the bad leg. 
“I saw it,” Din said, flatly. “You melted half the wall.” 
“Would’ve melted Fett, too,” Paz said. “But the miserable son of a strill ducked.” 
Din was prevented from asking Paz what in all the stars and planets he had been thinking, attacking Boba Fett in Boba’s own palace, after Din had asked Paz to leave Boba alone, by their arrival at the bridge. The bridge doors were open, this time, and the bridge was even busier than it had been when Din had been here last. 
Din tensed, and he felt Paz tense beside him too. 
Kryze herself had taken one of the control stations and was studying several blinking lights as they made their way across a star map. 
The other Mandalorians that Din had met above Tatooine were here too, accompanied by several others he didn’t recognize. Torryg Saxon in white and green armor, with two others in similar colors beside him. Tristan Wren, the son of the clan that was hosting the summit. Mira Antilles and three other older warriors, their armor chipped and dented from use, clustered near the viewport and talking amongst themselves. 
Koska was here too, leaning against the console that Kryze was using. Woves wasn’t around. When Koska caught sight of Din, she nudged Kryze, who looked up from her star map. 
Kryze’s expression was just as sharp in person as it had been over the comms. Din steeled himself. He stood straight and tall. Kryze’s eyes flickered over Paz, taking in the size of him, the well-worn look of his armor, then flickered back to Din. 
“Djarin,” Kryze said. “Welcome aboard.”
“Lady Kryze,” Din returned, keeping his voice even. Silence had fallen over the bridge. Everyone but Koska and Kryze was still pretending to work, to be absorbed in their own business, but Din could feel the fine, sharp edge of their attention. It slid down his awareness like a  verd knife scraping over raw metal, scattering sparks across his feet. 
Behind Din, Paz shifted. 
Kryze looked past Din again. “And who’s this?” she asked. 
“A Child of the Watch,” Din said, calmly. He’d let Paz introduce himself. Paz, he thought, would probably enjoy it. 
A murmur went across the bridge. 
Din lifted his chin. “You asked me to bring you my people too,” Din said. He gestured at Paz, who took the motion as an invitation to step up to Din’s side. His solidity wasn’t as reassuring as Boba’s had become, on Tatooine, but it was close enough. It was a reminder that Din wasn’t staring down this nest of shriek-hawks on his own. 
Kryze was silent for a beat, then she inclined her head, gracious as any queen, and said, “Su’cuy gar, Kyr’ad. Olarom.”  
Din didn’t know most of those words, but Paz had evidently learned just as much from the  verd’ike as Din had learned from Boba. He knew how to reply, at least. 
“Su’cuy,”  Paz rumbled. “Ad diguryc.”  
Everyone on the bridge stiffened. 
“I,” Kryze said, softly, “have forgotten nothing, Mandalorian.” 
Din closed his eyes. He’d  told  Paz not to poke or needle Kryze – not to be himself, for one  shabla  second – but Paz had apparently forgotten that he’d agreed to leave Kryze alone between the  Fly and the bridge, and now Kryze and Koska both were staring at Paz like they wanted to spill his blood across the floor. 
 They’re angry,  Din thought, looking at some of the other Mandalorians out of the corners of his eyes.  But. – no one else is. 
Everyone was watching Paz and Kryze very closely, Din almost entirely forgotten, but no one was reaching for a blaster or a knife. 
 Interesting,  Din thought.  Whatever Paz called Kryze – there’s some truth to it, maybe.  
Din’s heart sank. The politics had started already, it seemed. 
“No?” Paz said, his tone deceptively light. Din’s fingers twitched. He wanted his spear in his hands. He wanted the darksaber. “Interesting. Didn’t your House once owe mine loyalty, Bo-Katan Kryze?” 
Koska made a rough sound, rising from her affected slouch, but Kryze held a hand out to stop her. Kryze’s eyes had narrowed again, gleaming like a krayt dragon peering out from the depths of its caves. 
“Who are you?” she demanded. 
“Paz Vizsla,” Paz rumbled, without hesitation, and Kryze froze. Another, louder murmur shot across the bridge, rippling like water disturbed by a stone. 
“Vizsla?” Din heard. “Did he say that his name was Vizsla?” 
Din had wondered, a little, if something like this was going to happen. He had paid attention to Boba’s stories. Death Watch had been led by House Vizsla twice. Tor first, then Pre. As far as Din knew Paz wasn’t the direct descendent of either branch of House Vizsla – Pallas had been older than Pre, and all of Tor Vizsla’s sons had been killed – but Din hadn’t known that House Kryze had apparently served House Vizsla. 
Kryze’s expression was as hard as beskar. “That was a long time ago, Paz Vizsla,” she said. “And any oath we held was to the Great Clan, not to any of its branches.” 
Paz was silent for a moment, and then, to Din’s surprise, he shrugged. “Fair enough,” he said, easily. The tension in the room faded. 
 I should have brought Strill, Din thought, his own heart still pounding. He had thought, for a long moment, that Kryze had been ready to go for Paz’s throat.  
“Well met,” Kryze said dryly, once everyone else on the bridge had calmed down. Some of the feverish brightness in her eyes faded. “This is the  Gra’tua. You are welcome here.” 
Paz only inclined his head. If the alternative was Paz opening his mouth again and plunging the bridge into a full-blown brawl, Din would take his silence. 
“And you’re welcome here too, Djarin,” Kryze added, loud enough to be heard.
 That  gave Din some pause. If Kryze felt the need to  say  that Din was welcome, even though he was ostensibly here as one of her  tal’vode, sworn to her Quest – 
 Then Koska’s been talking,  Din thought. If Kryze was reaffirming Din’s place, that meant there had been a  question about Din’s place. 
 And Kryze chose to allow me to stay, he thought, surprised again. 
Din hadn’t expected that. 
From how Koska had reacted, when she had learned that Din was  dar’manda, Din had expected Kryze to – pull him aside. To threaten him, maybe. To take the darksaber back and send Din away. To stick a knife in his ribs. 
He hadn’t expected  this.  
Din wasn’t sure how to respond so he responded just as Paz had, inclining his head, letting Bo-Katan accept him among her people. 
“You know everyone here?” Kryze continued, calmly, like she and Paz hadn’t almost come to blows. 
“I know – most,” Din said, looking around again. Antilles nodded at him, her expression friendly enough. Koska’d told him that Antilles was one of Kryze’s staunchest allies. If Kryze was willing to accept Din here, it looked like Antilles was too. Torryg Saxon elbowed one of his white-and-green companions, then tilted his chin up at Din, playfully challenging. Enna Kast, her eyes flat and green, just looked at him, and Tristan Wren did the same. 
What did she say to them? Din wondered. Did she tell them that I was dar'manda? Or did she tell them that I was confused? That I didn't know what I was saying, because my elders kept other Ways from me? 
Din would need to find out what Koska and Kryze had told the others. He didn't know how he was going to go about doing that, but he'd figure something out. 
“Come, then,” Kryze said, moving from the console. “Let me introduce you. Koska, you’ve got the bridge.” 
Koska nodded. 
Kryze made her way to Din’s side. She didn’t take his arm or his elbow – didn’t touch him at all – but he could tell from the way she was standing, helmet tucked under one arm, that she expected him to follow. 
Din looked at Paz. Paz dipped his head. Paz would stay with Din, at least for now. 
Wary but willing to accept Kryze’s good will while she was still offering it to him, Din let her take him around the bridge, introducing him to the Mandalorians he hadn’t met. Two of the ones with Mira Antilles were Nite Owls. They wore the same armor as Koska and Axe. They had the same signet. 
Both of the Nite Owls were human. One was a dark-skinned man with long, braided black hair and the other was a woman with amber skin and a short shock of bone-white hair. The man had a scar across the bridge of his nose; the woman had three scars crossing her mouth, like she had been clawed in the face by some great animal. Kryze introduced them as Tarron and Tabris Eldar. 
The fourth warrior in that corner of the bridge introduced herself. She was a Togruta, like Ahsoka Tano, but her skin was green instead of orange and her long montrals were white and yellow. She was one of the tallest Togrutas that Din had ever seen. She had a full  beskar’gam  on, the mark of a true warrior, and her armor was painted a rich red and gold, with purple painted carefully around the lines of her  kar’ta beskar. Her helmet, tucked into the curve of one arm, was modified to let her montrals hang freely. 
“Veshok,” she said, extending her hand. Din eyed her for a moment, confused – he hadn’t expected any of Kryze’s people to be friendly – but took her hand, and smiled underneath his helmet when she gripped his forearm properly. “Veshok Beroya.” 
Din knew that  beroya meant “hunter.” It was one of the few words he’d known before meeting Boba. He hadn’t known that there was a Clan Beroya, but he was happy enough to introduce himself to Veshok, taking her offered friendliness and returning it. 
Kryze didn’t let Din linger and forge alliances, of course. After Mira Antilles’ contingent, Kryze introduced Din to Torryg Saxon’s older brothers, Pike and Wells, and several other Mandalorians who had come to answer Kryze’s summons. 
Din was pretty sure that Bo-Katan showing him off. She didn’t say as much – didn’t say much to Din at all, actually – and she didn’t acknowledge Paz again, but Din got the distinct impression, as Kryze introduced him to warrior after warrior, told them all how Din had helped her take this cruiser, how Din had fought the Empire, that Kryze was showing Din off like a syndicate boss showed off their favorite pet rancor. 
Din wasn’t sure how he felt about that. 
He wasn’t sure he  understood  it, not really. Judging by the black looks Koska kept shooting at Din’s back – he felt them land like blaster bolts, zinging against his armor – Koska hadn’t forgiven Din for the argument they’d had in the cramped conference room just off Boba’s throne. And if she hadn’t forgiven Din, she had definitely told Bo-Katan that Din was  dar’manda.  
 I told Koska that – that Kryze could have the darksaber,  he thought.  I told her that I’d do whatever Kryze needed me to do. But Kryze –  
 She’s not acting like I’m dar’manda. 
Din had expected Kryze to announce to all of her allies that Din was an  aruetii.  An  aruetii couldn’t rule Mandalore, after all. An outsider had no claim to the Mandalorian throne. An outsider wasn’t a threat to Kryze’s dream. 

   So why isn’t she saying anything?  

Troubled, Din followed Kryze out of the bridge once she’d introduced him to all of the Mandalorians there. She angled herself down a half-familiar set of hallways and set off, clearly expecting Din to follow. 
Din looked back at Paz, who was still at Din’s shoulder, uncomplaining despite how much all of this walking probably had to hurt his bad leg. 
Paz shrugged. 
“Vizsla,” Kryze said, addressing Paz for the first time since their initial introduction, even though she didn’t turn around to look at either Din or his brother. “You don’t have to mind Djarin. I’m not going to hurt him, or have him killed.” 
Din raised his eyebrows. That was – good to hear. Probably. 
 So why do I feel like I’ve still stepped into that krayt dragon trap? The trap Din had stepped into with Koska, when she’d come to Tatooine. The expectation she’d said that Bo-Katan had had of Din. 
“From what I hear,” said Paz, his tone still cheerful enough, for him, “your word’s worth about as much as a  wupiupi on Coruscant.” 
“Paz,”  Din hissed, glad he’d left Grogu behind with Strill, since he and Paz were both definitely about to be killed, but Paz only shrugged. 
Kryze finally turned around and looked at them both. Din had expected a ferocious expression. He had expected anger. He’d expected Kryze to look at Paz like she had looked at Boba on Trask, like she couldn’t quite believe that Paz had had the gall to speak to her. 
But she just looked – interested. Curious, almost. 
“You clearly,” she said, tone mild, “think that you know more about me than I know about you, Paz Vizsla. Who’s your father?” 
“I don’t see what my dad has to do with your ability to keep your word,” said Paz. His voice was just as mild as Kryze’s. 
Din wasn’t sure what was happening. Paz – Paz didn’t play politics. He had never been interested in power. In rumor or reputation. Paz had always proven himself with his fists. But this – 
“I keep my word just fine,” said Kryze. 
“Do you?” Paz challenged. “What about your word to Death Watch?” 
“I kept my oath to Death Watch,” she said. Kryze’s tone cooled. “I swore to follow Pre Vizsla. I followed him even when he made mistakes. When he chose to throw his cards in with a Sith Lord. And then Pre Vizsla died.” 
“And you left Death Watch,” Paz said. 
Din glared at him. Paz had said that he’d  heard of Kryze, not that he knew her entire history. That he knew when she’d followed Death Watch, and when she’d left. 
 How does the  alor  know all of that?  Din wondered.  She must’ve told Annika, who told Paz. But who told her? 
The  alor  had led Din’s covert since he’d been a child, and Din had been brought into the covert during the Clone Wars. All that had happened with Satine Kryze and Pre Vizsla had happened during the Clone Wars too – Boba had told Din as much. The  alor had already been in the covert by then. 
How did she know of Bo-Katan Kryze? 
“Like I said,” Kryze replied. “I swore my oath to Pre Vizsla.  Not Darth Maul. An outsider will never rule Mandalore.” 
Din’s stomach lurched at that. The darksaber was still hidden by the folds of his cloak, but he had it with him. Kryze probably knew that he had it with him. 
 And that’s what I am,  he thought.  An outsider. If she doesn’t work with outsiders, why am I here? 
“Paz,” Din said, coming to a decision. He wasn’t going to learn anything with Paz and Kryze sniping at each other, and Kryze had said that Din would be – safe. That she wouldn’t hurt him, or have him killed. 
 Maybe she does intend to take the darksaber back,  he thought.  Maybe all of this – maybe it can be over.  
“You can go back to the bridge,” Din continued. He met Kryze’s eyes, and held them. “I think Lady Kryze wants to speak to me alone.” 
Paz made a rumbling noise, obviously not keen on the idea. But he didn’t argue. He only said, “You sure, Djarin?” 
Din had brought Paz here as backup. Din had needed backup, on the bridge. On the bridge he’d been outnumbered. But if Din went with Kryze now, it would just be the two of them. One to one. If she did break her word, and went for Din’s throat, he at least had a chance to fend her off. 

   But she said that she wouldn’t.  

“Yes,” Din said, hoping that Kryze did intend to be honorable now. “I’m sure.” 
Paz hesitated, but finally dipped his head. “Fine,” he said. “Five minutes. Then I’m gonna come looking for you.” 
Din smiled faintly. “Five minutes,” he agreed. 
Kryze waited until Paz had lumbered away, back in the direction of the bridge, then snorted. “A Vizsla,” she said. “Really.” 
Din shrugged. “We had half a dozen clans, down in the covert,” he said.
 Kryze eyed Din. “And yet you’re clanless,” she observed. 
Din fixed her with a cool stare of his own, even though she couldn’t see it through his helmet. That was alright. He didn’t want to take it off and show her his face. He didn’t want Kryze to know what he was thinking. 
“I’m  dar’manda,” Din said, bluntly. “So it doesn’t really matter if I’ve got a clan or not, does it?” 
Kryze, to her credit, didn’t flinch. She  had expected to have this conversation, then. 
“That’s what Koska told me,” she returned. Her tone had evened out again. Din didn’t trust it. Kryze was only genuine when Din could hear her anger in her voice. Her passion. She was devoid of all of that now, which meant that she wanted something. “Ka’ra bal ka’ra,  Djarin, what did you  say to her? I sent her to Tatooine and she came storming back like you’d killed her favorite pet strill.” 
Din scowled. “We argued,” he said, shortly. “I’m sure she told you that.” 
Kryze set her free hand on her hips. She still had her helmet in the other. “She told me,” she said, “that you had some… objections. To my Quest here, and to your place in it.” 
“It’s not that I have an objection,” Din snapped. He didn’t like the way that Kryze had said that. Like this was some sort of – philosophical argument, not a matter of truth and untruth. Like she thought that she could still talk Din into serving as her figurehead. Her  tal’vod. Her armor. “It’s that I’m not what you think I am.” 
“You’ve said that,” said Kryze. “You think you’re  dar’manda.”  
Din bristled. “I  am,”  he said. “It’s not that I think that I am, it’s that I  am. What I think about it doesn’t change anything.”
Kryze had the audacity – the  choruke, Boba might say – to laugh in Din’s face. The sound was bright and cutting. Din flinched, and then he curled his hands into loose fists. 
It wasn’t something to  laugh  about. Din was  dar’manda.  Kryze should be – she should be reacting with horror. With rage. She was a true Mandalorian. Din knew that now. Kryze had her own Way. It was different from the Way Din had followed, but that Way was still her own. And because she was a real Mandalorian, she ought to know what Din  meant.  
What being  dar’manda meant. 
“Sorry,” Kryze said after a moment, sobering a little. “I know it – well. To you, it probably feels like the end of the world. Doesn’t it?” 
Din just stared at her. 
Kryze waved a hand. “I mean it,” she said. “You  Kyr’ade – you Children of the Watch – you take your Creed very seriously. Don’t you?” 
“It is the Creed,” Din said, not understanding. “Of course we take it seriously.” 
“You do realize,” Bo-Katan said, “that you’re the only ones who do?” 
“What?”
“You’re extremists,” she continued, slowly, like she thought that Din was a particularly dim massif that couldn’t figure out how to sit when it was told. “Meaning that you have extreme beliefs. All of you – your elders, your warriors, your children – follow your Creed like breaking it means death, right?” 
Din’s mouth was numb. Anger broke open cold and dangerous in his chest. But he was honest, so he said, “It is death.” 
“It is not,” said Kryze. “You’re still here, aren’t you?” 
“I’m  here,” Din said, touching his chestplate. Then he closed his fist against his chest, like a Tusken signing their word for  heart.  
 Two hearts,  Din thought, distantly.  The home of the blood, and the home of the spirit.  
Maybe that was what he had lost, when he’d broken the Creed. Not his blood or his body, but his spirit. 
“But – my  manda,” Din began, but even as he started to form the familiar words – the familiar explanation, that Din’s Mandalorian spirit had died, that his right to the name, to the armor, had broken, what Din had told Boba and Cobb Vanth, what he’d told Paz, what he’d argued about with himself in the desert and Boba in the moonslight – Din knew that he didn’t really believe them any more. 
Din hadn’t died. Not in body and not in spirit either. Breaking the Creed hadn’t changed him, not really. He was still himself. He was still – 
 I still wear armor,  he thought.  I still look after my kid. I still help my  alor,  when I can, and I gave shelter to my kin. I keep my word even when it’s karking stupid to do it, and I –  
 And I still feel like a Mandalorian. I still feel like me. 
Kryze’s eyes glittered. 
“Your  manda,” she said, softly. “Your soul. That’s what they told you, right?” 
Din looked at her, his anger draining away. 
Din swallowed. “What am I?” he said. “If I don’t – if I don’t keep my word? The Creed – you think it’s ridiculous. Extreme. That’s – your business. Your Way is different. But this was  my Way.”
“So pick a new Way,” said Kryze, waving a hand. “There are half a hundred, you know. You’ll find that out tomorrow, I suppose. You broke a Creed that no person – no Mandalorian – should have been asked to swear in the first place. You told me on Trask. I didn't listen at the time, but you did tell me. You told me what it had asked of you. That you couldn’t show your face. Not even to your own son.” 
“Koska told you that too, didn’t she,” Din muttered. It wasn’t a question. His skin prickled. 
Part of him wanted to believe what Kryze was saying. What she was suggesting. If Din’s Creed had been wrong – cruel, extreme – then breaking it  wasn’t  wrong. And if Din hadn’t lost his  manda,  he could pick another Way. Right? It all sounded so  reasonable.  
 But it’s Kryze,  Din reminded himself.  And maybe she does want to help me. Maybe she wants to see me accept another Way. To be Mandalorian again.  
 But she doesn’t want it just for me. 
Kryze wasn’t Boba, who had given Din as much peace as he could because he had wanted Din to be happy. Kryze wanted Din for her figurehead. For her good story. 
 And what’s a better story,  Din thought, darkly,  than reforming an extremist? 
He knew what Kryze must have told all of her people, now. What she must've said to get them all to let Din land on the Gra'tua. She'd told them that Din had been lied to. Tricked. That he'd thought there was only one Way of the Mandalore, and now he'd learned that there were more. She'd told them that he wasn't dar'manda. That he'd just been – confused. Misled. 
Din didn’t think that his Creed had been right any more, but that was  his realization. That was his fight. It wasn’t Kryze’s, and Din wasn’t going to let her use his pain to convince other Mandalorians to throw their lives away chasing the ghosts of the Empire. 
“What does it mean to you?” Din asked, looking up again. 
Kryze blinked. 
“Being – being  dar’manda,” Din said. “For us it is – it’s breaking the Creed. It’s showing our faces to another living thing, because doing so betrays our secrecy. And our secrecy is our survival.” 
In showing his face on Morak, Din had put his whole tribe at risk. The tribe had been long gone by then, broken and scattered, but the sin was still the same. 
“What does it mean to you?” Din repeated, frowning to himself. 
Kryze studied him for a moment. “It means,” she said, slowly, “that one has – turned their back on their own people. Someone who is dar'manda is someone who has renounced their identity. Their blood. Their clan.” 
Din closed his eyes. He could hear Kryze’s true meaning. What she really wanted to say.  Not,  he heard Kryze say, even though she didn’t speak the words out loud,  someone who has broken their Creed.  
 But our Creed  is  our identity,  Din thought, even though that wasn’t true for Din any more.  So it’s the same thing, really. Just – a different set of words.  
“Look,” said Kryze with a sigh. “I’m not saying you need to pick a better Way  now. I can’t pick that for you. No one can. But you’re – there’s no reason to throw your heritage – your birthright – away, Djarin. Not over some words that someone else made you swear when you were a child.” 
“No one made me do it,” Din said, anger prickling in his chest again. “No one held me at blaster point and told me to become Mandalorian, or else.” 
That wasn’t practical. Being Mandalorian was  hard. It was dangerous. It would have been easier to walk away, after the Foundling’s Trial. To let the tribe drop him off with a nice settler family somewhere, like they did for all the kids who just couldn’t cut it in the Fighting Corps. 
But Din’s heart was sinking again, and he knew what Kryze was going to say before she said it. 
“Not a blaster, maybe,” she said, softly. “But what would they have done if you’d chosen not to swear to that Creed?” 
“Nothing,” Din growled. “We don’t hurt children.” 
“No,” Kryze agreed. “No Mandalorian – no true Mandalorian – would do that. But they wouldn’t have let you stay with them, would they?” 
Din froze. 
“They would have sent you away,” Kryze continued. 
Din wanted to tell her to stop. To shout  gev. He didn't want to hear this. He knew that what she was saying was true – he knew that she was wielding that truth like Din now wielding the darksaber, skilled enough to cut with it, to hurt, to kill – but Kryze wasn’t Boba. She wouldn’t stop just because Din wanted her to. 
“They would have abandoned you,” she said. “A foundling. An orphan. You would have been alone.” 
The tribe would have made sure that Din had gone to a good family. To someone who would’ve taken care of him. 
 Kark,  he thought.  They would’ve dropped me off in some village like the one I grew up in – a village like Omera’s – and wished me the best.  
But Kryze was right. 
If Din hadn’t sworn the Creed as a child, the tribe would have left him. He would have been alone. The Mandalorians had  saved Din. They had rescued him from the end of his universe, that day the Separatists had come. The thought of losing them – of being sent away – 
“A choice made at blasterpoint,” Kryze said, as if she had not leveled a blaster of her own between Din’s eyes, “is hardly a choice at all, Din.” 
She had never called Din by his name before. It sounded strange coming out of her mouth, but then that might have just been the wild ringing in Din’s ears. 

   A choice made at blasterpoint is hardly a choice at all.  

“It wasn’t them,” Din said. “It was – it was me. I didn’t want to be alone. That was – any blaster there was  mine, Kryze, not my people’s. They loved me.” 
“I’m sure they did,” said Kryze. She sounded almost – wistful, of all things. “You  Kyr’ad – you are very loyal to one another. I’ve noticed that. You’re all one clan, despite how many houses and clans and old bloodlines are mixed in among you. That’s – good. Admirable. But you were a child.” 
“And now, what?” Din asked, bitterly. “I’m a man? I can choose a Creed that supports your agenda?” 
Kryze’s expression shifted a little, but she only shrugged. “Preferably,” she said. “It would be more convenient. If you want to pick up something more esoteric we can manage – a Mandalorian’s path is their own, after all – but you’d do well under the  Resol’nare,  I think. Everyone can respect the  Resol’nare. ” 
So even though Kryze had learned that Din had broken his Creed, she still had plans for him. He could have laughed. He didn’t want anything to do with this. 
“Look,” said Krze, catching some of the tension in Din’s shoulders. She looked like she wanted to reach out and touch him, but clearly thought better of it. “I’m not saying that you should choose your Way  tonight. You don’t even have to choose tomorrow. You think you’re the only Mandalorian who will be at the summit who has lost their Way, or had it taken from them?” 
Din lifted his head again at that. 
“Yes,” Kryze said, a hard edge entering her eyes again. An icy edge, like the grey fields on Krownest. “You’ll be at the summit tomorrow.” 
She didn’t ask, this time. 
“I’m  dar’manda,” Din repeated. “I shouldn’t be there. It’s a gathering for Mandalorians.” 
Kryze waved a hand dismissively. “You’re one of mine,” she said, and the way she said it was so proprietary, so self-assured, that Din half-wanted to agree, relieved to have something that resembled a clan, and half-wanted to snarl at her. 
 I don’t need your clan,  he thought, angrily.  I have – I have a clan of my own.  
It was not a Mandalorian clan. Now that Din knew that Boba wasn’t Mandalorian, he couldn’t even say that his clan was  led  by a Mandalorian. But it was  Din’s.  It was Grogu and Fennec and Cobb and Noora, it was the friends Din had made among the  ahra  and the friends he’d made among the  tuskra too. It was the Jedi, who had given Din shelter and rest, who had taken in his son. 
Din didn’t need Bo-Katan’s protection. What she’d told him had some merit. He hated  how  she’d told him, but she was at least halfway right. Din – Din hadn’t been given a  choice. Not a proper one. Not one with all of the Creeds and Ways of the Mandalorians laid out in front of him, and a helmet waiting for him no matter which Creed or Way he chose. 
 This is the Way,  his elders had taught him. Not  a  Way, not even  our Way, but the only Way. 
That had been a lie. 
And a choice made based on a lie – 
 Is it a true choice? Din thought. He knew the answer. 

   No.  

Din took a deep breath, then let it out again. 
“I will go to the summit,” Din said, evenly. He looked at Kryze again and even though his helmet was on, he tried to let her know that he was serious. “I’ll even stand with you. If you want me to tell people what happened on the light cruiser, I will. If you want me to give up the darksaber, I will. But I am not,” Din said, and this  was  dangerous, but it was true, “your  tal’vod.”  
Kryze’s expression went as cold as the night in the desert. 
“I see,” she said. 
Din spread his hands. “Koska told you,” he said. “I’m not – I will not choose a Creed that you want me to choose just because you want me to choose it. I’m not – I’m not even sure I  can  choose another Creed. But I won’t do it just so  you  can be the  mand’alor. That’s not a choice either.” 
Kryze smiled at Din again, and this time it was the smile of a predator, all teeth. “You  Kyr’ad,”  she murmured. Her eyes glittered. “Too honorable to know what’s good for you. Fine, Djarin. Attend the summit. Stand with me and my people. Help me get what I want, and then we can wash our hands of each other, and never see each other again. You can be  dar’manda in truth.” 
Kryze had said that among  her  people, one could only become  dar’manda by turning their back on their heritage. Their clan. 
But Kryze wasn’t Din’s clan. 
 She doesn’t get to tell me that I’m  dar’manda  either,  he realized.  That’s not for her to decide.  
The thought was electrifying. It sizzled through Din like he had touched a live wire. 
 It’s not for her to decide,  Din thought.  It’s not for  anyone  to decide. It’s – it’s for me. It’s only for me.  
Din lifted his chin. “I want to hear you say it,” he said. He knew how Kryze thought, now. He knew how her own sense of honor – different as it was from Din’s own – worked. 
Kryze stared at him. Her lip curled. “What?” she sneered. 
“That when the summit is done,” Din said, “we’re settled. That the debt I owe you for helping me save my son is paid.” 
“Can a debt like that ever be paid?” asked Kryze, shrewd and clever. 
“If I get you what you want,” Din said, “then yes, I think so.” 
Kryze chuckled. “You don’t even know what it is that I want,” she said. 
“Revenge against the Empire,” Din said. That’s what Kryze herself had told him here on the light cruiser. That was why she’d brought all the Mandalorians together in the first place. 
“No,” Kryze said. “Though that would be a nice bonus. No, Djarin. What I want,” she said, “is Mandalore united. I want Mandalore to be strong again.” 
It was Din’s turn to stare at Kryze, confused. “There is no Mandalore,” he said. 
Kryze shook her head. “There’s no  planet Mandalore,” she corrected. The feverish light of a fanatic had entered her eyes. Instead of warming them, softening them, that light made her look more like a plain of ice, all razor edges, than ever. “But the people – ”
Din thought of all of the Mandalorians on the bridge. The ships in the sky around Kryze’s light cruiser, and the ones that had already landed on Krownest. He thought of Strill down on the mountain surrounded by all of the kids, and he thought of Paz on the bridge, surrounded by Mandalorians who might turn out in a day’s time to be his enemies. 
“The people,” Din said, realizing at last what it was that Bo-Katan Kryze truly wanted, “are all here.” 

  

  

  







  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: Mandalorian politics, which are. Extremely fraught. Radical mindsets. Religious extremism. Deradicalization on behalf of Din, who has done a lot of internal deprogramming wrt the Creed, and with Paz, who has begun to. Din realizes that he’s had a transactional view of relationships for a very long time and starts to finally unpack that. Bo-Katan provides some religious advice in the douchiest way possible. 
Chapter notes:
-In the course of getting this chapter actually posted, I had to reformat it like eight times and I felt like my eyes were going to start bleeding, so I'm sure there are some weird issues or errors somewhere in the text. I will be coming back through in a day or two to fix it all, so thanks for your patiece!
-The Wookieepedia page listing all of the spiders in Star Wars is deeply upsetting, actually.
-Have I mentioned that it absolutely, 100% fills me with mortal terror that the mudhorns on Arvala-7 lay eggs?
-The Mandalore sector represented in this fic is a mishmash between canon and Legends. Some planets and moons – Mandalore itself, Concord Dawn, Concordia, Kalevala – exist in the Mandalore sector both in canon and in Legends, while others are ascribed to the sector in canon (like Krownest) and others only in Legends (like Ordo). The Mandalore sector has expanded and contracted several times over the last few thousand years as various empires have waged war in the sector and along its trade routes.
-Paz’s feelings about Din are still pretty complicated. Paz’s feelings about Grogu are not at all. He is delighted to be an uncle, and is already plotting to “borrow” Grogu for a few days to teach him a bunch of Pantoran swears.
-Paz’s feelings about Kryze are also not complicated. One good thing about being raised in an “us versus them” mindset is that Paz is very loyal, even if he’s still kind of pissed at Din and confused about the dar’manda thing. The “I can dunk on my baby brother, but if you dunk on my baby brother I’m going to break both of your legs” is strong with him.
-Vera Beroya is one of my faaaaavorite Mandalorians! The timeline is all fucking wonky, but she’s probably still alive somewhere. Veshok doesn’t exist in canon, but I’m like. Vera Beroya can have a massive Togruta daughter. It’s fine. Veshok Beroya's name refers to a type of tree native to Mandalore.
-Does Bo-Katan have some extremely valid points about Din's Creed? Yes! Is she absolutely bringing them up to weaken Din's trust in the Creed and to try and get him on her side, under her control? Also yes! You can be both insightful and terrible. I think a lot of Mandalorians really thrive in that fucked up lil' Venn Diagram.
-In other news, I am enormously proud of Din.
-Despite all of the Mando politics that start to go off in this chapter, and despite the tension between Din and Kryze, there are some really celebratory moments in this chapter that I adore, and I hope you like them too!
-[Mary Oliver voice] You do not have to be good. You do not have to walk on your knees for a hundred miles repenting. You only have to let the soft animal of your body –
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  joha’kaan. 

  

  


“I have,” Din said, staring down the ridge at the sprawling, blocky house that stood among snowy pine trees, tension pulling tight at his shoulders, “a bad feeling about this.” 
The words were muffled by his helmet, which Din had pulled on before rejoining Kryze on the light cruiser this morning and worn through the tense flight down planetside. 
Din wasn’t sure how he felt about it, wearing his helmet and all of his armor. After realizing at last what it was that Kryze really wanted – the  people of Mandalore, not the planet – Din and Kryze had dragged their argument out for nearly another hour. Din’s ears were still ringing with it. Worse still was the fact that, in between veiled insults about Din’s tribe and their Creed, Kryze had made several uncomfortably good points about Din and his situation. 
The best of them had been that Din should probably keep his beskar on him, in case someone else – she had looked down the hall where Paz had disappeared, indicating the Children of the Watch – decided to try and take it from him during the summit. 
“I  have promised not to start fights or pick up old grudges,” Kryze had said. “But  others… ” 
Din had stared at his helmet for a long while this morning, when he’d been armoring up for the day, and even though Din  knew that his people would be angry when they saw him in it, he had put his helmet on anyway.  
Din’s armor was  his. He had earned the right to wear it. 
 Kark Kryze for pointing that out, though, Din thought, sleepless and surly with it. He was not expecting to enjoy much of the summit today. 
“You worry too much, Djarin,” said Axe Woves, easily. He was braced off of Din’s right elbow and Din had been braced off of Kryze’s. Din’s feelings about  that – both Axe’s position at Din’s side, and Din’s position at Kryze’s – were easier to parse than his feelings about his helmet. 
Din was wary. 
 I think I have a right to be, too, he thought, his temper already frayed with sleeplessness and nerves. 
Din and Kryze had argued each other in circles on the  Gra’tua. Din'd had an entire night to go over that argument again in his head, and he still wasn’t sure who’d won. Neither of them had convinced the other entirely of their arguments. Din had wanted to be cut loose, his obligation to Kryze’s Quest settled, and Bo-Katan had wanted Din to swear the  Resol’nare right then and there in front of her. And Din – 
Din wasn’t sure that he  could.  
He had listened to Bo-Katan. He’d let her argue with him, talk to him about picking another Creed, without storming out or flying away like he would have a year ago, heart set against Kryze and her false Creed. 
Din had stayed. He had listened to her. He had considered every point that she’d made carefully, turned them over and over in his head throughout the night. 
She had made good arguments. She  had.  
 But I still don’t – I don’t know if I can do it,  Din thought.  I don’t know if I can just – decide to be a Mandalorian again. Everything Din had grown up believing told him that he couldn’t. Kryze had tried to convince him that he could, but the choice wasn’t hers to make. Din had been firm about that.  
So Bo-Katan hadn’t gotten what she’d wanted, but Din hadn’t gotten what he’d wanted either. 
He had wanted Bo-Katan to release him. To let him go. He’d wanted her to take the karking darksaber and everything that came with it – the claim to Mandalore that trailed after the thing like kirik-flies following spilled blood – and Kryze had refused. 
She’d refused to let Din out of her Quest, too. When he had pointed out that he was  dar’manda and therefore honorless, and could leave any time wanted, Bo-Katan had politely invited him to do so, and Din had stared at her. 
“If you don’t want to be here,” Kryze had said, with a smile that had shone like a knife in the dark, “feel free to leave, Din Djarin. You’re my ally, not my prisoner.” 
 That had been disarming enough to end their argument, at least for the time being, and Kryze had sent Din off to collect Paz – who had forgotten about Din entirely and had been on the bridge wrestling with Torryg Saxon, even though the five minutes he’d promised to give Din and Kryze had turned into an hour – and then Grogu, who was currently perched on Din’s shoulder, a hand underneath Din’s pauldron for balance, and had been less eager to meet Din’s current companions than he had been to meet Paz. 
All of Kryze’s people had come down from the  Gra’tua in their own ships, Din included, and those ships were now arrayed across a jagged ridge that looked out over a shallow valley and the stronghold of Clan Wren. 
The summit was to take place down there in the valley. Paz would be there. Strill. As many other Mandalorians as Kryze had been able to find.
“You don’t worry enough,” Din muttered back. Kryze, who was standing close enough to Din to catch his muttering, tilted her helmet in his direction. 
“Ke tsikala,  Djarin,” Kryze warned. Her  mando’a  was different from Boba’s. When Kryze spoke  mando’a, her words didn’t rise and fall like Boba’s often did, phrases arranged in peaks and valleys; when Kryze spoke, her words bent, lisped, pulled and stretched, like water poured over river rocks. 
On any other day, Din might have asked to hear more  mando’a.  He had always had a head for languages, after all, and hearing the differences between Kryze’s  mando’a and Boba’s would have been interesting. 
But today Din’s head hurt and his chest was tight with nerves, so Kryze’s words just washed over him in a tide of nonsense. He didn’t understand what she was saying. 
“Everyone here is going to be looking for weakness,” Kryze continued. “Try not to show them any.” 
Din frowned underneath his helmet. 
“You should’ve let me leave, then,” Din muttered, voice pitched even lower. If any of Din’s people had come to Krownest, they’d be  looking for weakness. They would be expecting to see it, in Mandalorians of lesser Creeds and false Ways.
 In me, Din thought. 
It didn’t matter what Kryze had said. Din couldn’t change Creeds like a man changing clothes. He couldn't tug a new one on like he'd pulled on that old smuggler's vest in Mos Eisley, couldn't wear new words like a new name, a new face. The Creed meant more than that. It  had to. 
 Doesn’t it?  
Kryze turned back, facing the large, squat structure down the hill in front of them. She gave no sign that she’d heard Din at all. 
Din sighed. 
If Axe heard him either, he didn’t show it. He was fully-armored too, helmet seals engaged, bristling at the hips and wrists and boots with knives and blasters. All of Kryze’s contingent were fully-armored and fully-armed. Din turned his head a little to get a better look at them all.  
Overnight, Kryze’s faction had swelled to forty-eight Mandalorians. Din and Paz had left the light cruiser, after Din and Kryze had reached that tense lull in their argument, and both of them had chosen to spend the night down on Krownest, Paz with Strill and the foundlings, Din and Grogu on the  Fly.  Din hadn’t managed to sleep on the  Fly, but if he’d spent the night on the light cruiser, he would’ve flinched at every sound. Shot at every shadow.
So he’d spent the night on Krownest and then Din had gone back up to the  Gra’tua  when dawn had broken over Krownest’s high, bare mountains, and when he’d landed, the  Fly hadn’t been the only ship in its landing bays. The light cruiser had been entirely taken over by Mandalorians. Din had counted them all, when they’d landed on the ridge above Clen Wren’s stronghold and assembled to march down all together. 
 Forty-nine, counting Grogu, Din thought. He reached up and tugged one of the kid’s ears gently, more to reassure himself that Grogu was still there than anything else. Grogu patted Din’s cheek in reply. His claws clattered against Din's armor. Grogu was unbothered by the tension, at least for now, which was good. Din could manage his own foreboding well enough, but managing the kid’s anxiety on top of his own would’ve been tough. 
Then, more uncomfortably, Din thought,  And fifty, counting me.  
If Din still counted, he brought the number of Mandalorians in Kryze’s faction to an even fifty.  
He’d spent all night circling around that question, though, prodding it like a bad bruise while Grogu had snored in his makeshift hammock above Din’s head, and Din was no closer to an answer than he had been when he and Kryze had argued. His chest was still full of shrapnel, the fragments of all of Din's choices, and he was still no closer to figuring out how to pull that shrapnel out than he’d been when he’d left Tatooine. 
But even if Din didn’t count, all of Kryze’s Mandalorians were fully-armored except for Grogu, who still had only his beskar mythosaur pendant. He was the only child in the group, though. Torryg was young, as were most of his friends, but they were all considered blooded warriors, not children, and so they all were fully-armored too. 
They were all massed behind Din. He stood at Kryze’s right, Koska at her left, the rest of Kryze’s people arrayed behind them. Din could feel their eyes on him. On his beskar spear and on his son, on the darksaber at his hip. 
Din was trying not to be nervous about that either. He didn’t like having so many maybe-enemies –  narudare, temporary allies, who would turn on Din if Kryze told them too – at his back. 
 It’s not as bad as it could be, though,  Din told himself, bracingly. He still had allies among Kryze’s people. Koska still wasn’t speaking to him, but Axe had stepped into her place and had been warm enough, when Din had arrived on the  Gra’tua this morning. Torryg Saxon had been cheerful, as had his elder brothers, and even Enna Kast hadn’t looked at Din like she was just waiting for him to turn his back so she could stick a vibroknife in it.  

   Kryze – she’s told them that I’m with her.  

Din didn’t doubt that Koska had told anyone who’d listen that Din had declared himself  dar’manda, but Kryze hadn’t accepted it. She had welcomed Din among her people on the bridge yesterday, when Din had come with Paz, and she’d welcomed him again this morning. No one, not even Koska, had argued against that welcome. 
 Do they all think – did she tell them that I’ve chosen a new Creed?  Din wondered. That was the only explanation for Kryze’s faction’s behavior that made sense to Din.  Did she tell them that I’d been tricked by the Children of the Watch? That they lied to me, so it doesn’t matter if I broke my Creed?  
Those had been points that she’d made to him last night, each one aimed as carefully as a saberdart. Din knew what Kryze was doing, too. Why she was so intent on sowing doubt. On weakening Din’s resolve. 
Kryze was leaving the decision – the choice to reveal that he’d broken his Creed, that he’d become  dar’manda  – up to Din. She’d said as much last night. She wouldn’t mention it. She’d let Din swear a different Creed, and accept that as – 
 What?  thought Din, still bewildered.  As – as being Mandalorian enough for her?  
Kryze had smiled at him like she had, Din thought, like she’d  won,  because she thought she’d lured him into a trap. That she’d baited him, like coaxing a loth-wolf out of the forest with the promise of fresh meat only to confront it with spears or a cage, and like it was only a matter of time before Din took the bait.   
And, despite feeling vaguely insulted, Din could admit to himself that Kryze’s strategy was a good one. 
Din wanted what she was offering to him. He  did.  He couldn’t help it. He’d been a Mandalorian for his entire adult life. He’d been  proud to be Mandalorian. It had been – 
 It was my name, almost,  Din thought. That was what everyone had called him.  Mandalorian. “Mando,” sometimes, or a variety of playful-to-insulting nicknames – Din had tolerated being called “hunter” but had broken a few noses over being called “buckethead” – but he’d been called “the Mandalorian” for nearly twenty years. No one outside the covert had known his name until Moff Gideon had shouted it across the square in Nevarro City. 
Kryze was offering Din the chance to take that name back. 
 But can I trust it? Is it right? It’s – I  want  it, but does that mean that it’s right?   
None of those questions had an easy answer. They’d been circling Din’s head all night like urusai circling a dying bantha, flashing beskar teeth and beskar claws, and Din was quite frankly tired of thinking about them. 
 I’ll have to come up with an answer soon,  Din thought. The summit, which had hovered around the edges of his mind for weeks now, was  today. It was in a matter of minutes. Someone, either one of Kryze’s people or one of Din’s, would challenge his place, and then – 

   What?  

Did Kryze expect Din to fight? To prove with his fists or his spear or the darksaber that he had a place among the Mandalorians? 
 Do I  want  to fight?  
Din loved to fight. He always had. But a fight to the death wasn’t a spar between warriors, wasn’t even the sort of scuffle Din had gotten into with Paz in Boba’s palace, and Din wasn’t sure that he was interested in spilling Mandalorian blood. Not over – not over this. 
 Not over whether or not I should even be considered Mandalorian, Din thought. 
He swallowed that bitter grief down too. 
 Focus, he thought. Din would have his answers soon enough. He could feel them in the air, almost. He could feel them in the back of his throat. 
“Ahh?” Grogu asked, huddling against Din’s neck. Din didn’t blame the kid. Kryze and all of her people were arrayed on top of a windswept ridge, their ships behind them, Clan Wren’s stronghold – what Axe had called a  morut – below them. Din was warm enough in his armor, but the wind was bitter and cold. 
Din brought a hand up to steady the kid. 
“It’s alright,” he said, softly. “We’ll be out of the wind soon, okay?” 
“Yes, we will be,” said Kryze, her helmet still fixed ahead. From this height Din could see most of the stronghold and the trees surrounding it. There was a strip of bluish-grey beyond it, and then another row of jagged ridges. Din could see the bootprints – dozens of them – in the snow, leading down from the ridge towards the house. 
 Other Mandalorians, Din thought. 
“Mando’ade,” said Kryze, her voice rich with relish. “Move out.” 
She started down the ridge first, her steps sure and measured. Din eyed her for a split second. Studied her armor, carefully painted around all of its dings and chips. The blasters at her hips. Her measured stride. 
Then he followed, keeping a hand on Grogu’s belly so the kid didn’t topple off Din’s shoulder. 
Din understood his place, here. He was to stay at Kryze’s side until she dismissed him or it became impossible for Din to do so. 
 Her armor, Din thought. He had pulled the folds of his cloak over the darksaber, and intended to keep it that way. The fewer Mandalorians that saw him carrying it, the better. He could be armor, but he didn’t intend to let Kryze wave him around in front of the rest of the Mandalorians like a trophy kill.  
Axe fell in at Din’s side, Koska at Bo-Katan’s left, and the rest of Kryze’s people fell in line too. The ridge was steep, a hard, cold scree of rock and snow that tumbled down into the forest surrounding Clan Wren’s  morut, but the way down had already been cleared for them. 
Grogu, happy that Din was moving again instead of just standing around in the wind, pulled away from Din’s neck a little to get a good look at the forest around him. He liked trees, Din had noticed. Grogu had been perfectly comfortable among the lush forests of Sorgan and he seemed to like Yavin-4 too. Krownest’s forest was much quieter than Yavin’s jungle. Yavin-4 burst with life, with noise, but these trees were silent and solemn. Din turned up his auditory sensors, straining to hear the sounds of normal life – birds, small animals, even the trees moving in the wind – and heard only boots crunching in the snow and a lower electrical hum that was probably the stronghold’s security system. 
A strange feeling passed down the back of Din’s spine, cold and gentle. He had to lock his shoulders to keep from shuddering. 
 This isn’t going to go well,  he thought. He didn’t see how it could. Paz had – Paz had gotten on with Kryze’s people well enough, despite Paz’s usual animosity for anyone and everyone outside of his tribe, but Paz had been on the  Gra’tua to support Din. He’d had reason to tolerate the others. But now they’d all be at the gathering, and if any of the Children of the Watch had come – 
Din took a steadying breath and tried again to push away his persistent feeling of gloom. Their band was drawing up on the house. Din needed to gather his courage. 
Clan Wren’s stronghold was, from this angle, a great jutting wall of dark grey duracrete. It rose from its neighboring pines like a mountain, sharp and grim. Din thought that he saw the glint and glitter of glass around one corner, but approaching from the mountain ridge showed him only that solid wall. 
Kryze evidently knew where she was going. She led them all down the slope, through the trees and out the other side. The Wrens’ stronghold loomed above them. 
Din took note of the security measures he saw as he passed. 
 Who knows,  he thought, with a humor nearly as grim as the looming morut.  

   I might have to make a quick getaway.  

Din saw the usual security measures he’d expect on a base this size. Beady-eyed security cameras glared down from treetops and the corners of the main building. Closer to the ground Din saw motion sensors and thermal detectors. He thought that he even saw anti-ship rigs up on top of the roof.
 Impressive,  he thought.  These Wrens are ready for a war.  
Then Din remembered the Purges, and how empty the rest of Krownest had seemed, and some of his grim humor faded. 
 The Wrens are here,  he thought,  because they managed to survive the Empire. That the Wrens had managed to keep their home through the Purges, when so much of the rest of the Mandalore sector had burned, was a testament to the clan's determination. Their strength. Of course they’re ready for war.  
At the base of the building there was a door, and standing in front of this door, where all the boot prints in the snow ended, was a woman. 
A Mandalorian woman, Din realized. She could hardly be anything else. She was kitted out in full  beskar’gam, her helmet tucked underneath one arm, and her armor was painted in shades of grey, black and bright, bold yellow. She was a shock of color against the grey morut, the white snow. Even at a distance Din could see the intelligence in her eyes, which were brown and watchful. 
This stranger waited until Bo-Katan reached her, then folded her free hand over her chest – over her heart – and bowed to Kryze. Then she straightened, looked past Kryze entirely, and met Din’s eye. 
She knew who he was. Din felt that knowledge flicker through him, staticky, like dragging a hand through his hair after stepping out of the sonic and feeling some of that leftover energy spark at his fingers. This woman knew him.  
“So this is the warrior we’ve heard so much about,” the woman said, looking Din up and down. She was small and slight, nearly a foot shorter than Din and built like a fine-boned junda bird, but she carried herself with such an air of conviction and authority that Din, absurdly, wanted to bow at the waist like a Jedi apprentice to an older Knight. 
He didn’t have to guess at who she was. Her armor was painted in the same shades of yellow, grey and black as Tristan Wren’s, and though her black hair was going grey at her temples and age had gathered at the corners of her mouth, Tristan Wren had her eyes, too. 
“Countess Ursa,” Din said. He managed to fight off the urge to bow but he did incline his head politely, unsure if he should step out of Kryze’s shadow or not. Ursa Wren was hosting this summit, after all, but she was hosting it because Kryze had asked her to. 
 Clan Wren and Clan Kryze are allies,  Din thought.  Close allies. But everyone calls Kryze ‘Lady Bo-Katan.’ Does she outrank Ursa Wren?  
He missed the straightforward order of his own tribe keenly. The  alor  had advised and guided them all, and beneath her all of the adult warriors had had more or less equal standing. They’d all been allowed to agree or disagree with the  alor as they’d wanted, and had settled arguments with each other in the sparring ring. No one of them had been above another. In contrast, Kryze’s tangled wyyyschokk web of alliances and sworn families and clan rankings was going to give Din a headache. 
The Countess raised one fine eyebrow, looking Din up and down again. Her eyes lingered on Grogu, who stared back at her unabashedly, his fingers still curled underneath Din’s collar for balance. She flicked a gaze down at Din’s hip, too, where the darksaber rested beneath the folds of Din’s cloak. 
Din met her gaze impassively. He didn’t know what she was looking for or even what the darksaber might mean to her, but Din was determined not to show any uncertainty or discomfort. 
“Be welcome in my home,” Ursa Wren finally said, after looking Din over and taking the measure of the rest of Kryze’s assembled pack. No one else among them rated much of a second look. To Kryze herself, Wren said, “I’ve got Alrich directing everyone to the training yards outside; there was hardly any room to turn around in the  karyai, and Rau was looking to start fights.” 
Kryze snorted. “Rau can start a fight outside just as well as he can inside,” she said. 
Countess Wren, her expression serene, just waved a hand. “Blood in the snow will melt,” she said. “Blood on my rugs, however…”
Kryze chuckled. Din listened with interest. He wasn’t sure that he’d heard that name – Rau – before. Boba had named a dozen clans or more when he’d given Din his patchwork recollection of Mandalorian history, but Din didn’t think that a Clan Rau had been one of them. 
 And there are no Raus with Kryze here, Din reflected. There were Kasts, Beroyas, Saxons and Wrens, two Djarins and even an Antilles, but no Clan Rau. 
 So this Rau – he’s probably not Death Watch, Din thought. He didn’t think he’d heard of a Rau among the Children of the Watch, either, at least not in Din’s own tribe. 

   Kryze’s enemy, then?  

“We can worry about Rau later,” said Kryze, confirming Din’s best guess. Din wondered if that meant that Rau was a True Mandalorian, one of Jaster Mereel’s remaining people, but Kryze didn’t elaborate further. Instead, she started walking, gesturing at the Mandalorians behind her and rattling off the most important names among them while she did so. She introduced Din and Grogu both and then went down her list of clan heads and notable warriors. 
Din, having been introduced to just about everyone on the light cruiser this morning, tuned her out and looked past Ursa Wren. Now that he was closer to the building, moving along its long grey flank, he wanted to see what a Mandalorian stronghold looked like. 
Their pack rounded the corner, and Din stared. 
From how Jaig and Strill talked of their own covert, they’d lived in a few abandoned Separatist bases or Imperial outposts, but Din’s covert had only ever lived underground, in the treetops of Kashyyyk and the old  Lucrehulk. Din supposed that he lived in Boba’s palace now, if he lived anywhere, but even though the palace was pretty defensible, it wasn’t anything like the stronghold of Clan Wren. 
The entire building was a great geometric construction of grey duracrete and tempered Umbaran glass. Where Boba’s palace was all rounded edges and windworn walls, Wren’s stronghold was all angles and planes. Another jumble of mountains rose dramatically in the far distance and more soldier-like pines stood close to the stronghold in proud rank and file, their shadows straight and narrow.  
As they moved past the windows, Din could see strange glimpses of the stronghold’s interior. What wasn’t a wall of rippling glass was given over, surprisingly, to art. Din saw a long mural painted directly on the duracrete of one wall opposite the windows, a riot of shapes and colors, and found himself wanting to take a closer look. 
 What,  Din wondered, thinking back to the nondescript walls of many of the coverts of his childhood, painted only with secret symbols or maybe a few decorations for the kids, at most a few strips of fabric to give each room a little privacy,  does Mandalorian art look like?  
Geometric, Din thought. He imagined that Mandalorian art looked a lot like Rylish art. Rich with symbols and hidden meaning. He craned his neck back to watch the mural as it went past.
Wren, however, didn’t seem interested in letting Din go explore. Kryze had finished listing off all of her allies and she and Wren were in deep discussion, the rest of Kryze’s people following along the edge of the stronghold through the snow, away from the mountains and the trees. 
“Ah-bah?” Grogu asked quietly. They were near the end of the stronghold, now. Their boots crunched over the ice. Behind Din the three Saxon brothers had started to whisper to each other, their voices rising with excitement.  
“I’m fine, kid,” Din said, just as quietly. “Everyone’s fine.” 
Grogu, who probably didn’t need the Force to feel the anticipation rising in the air, grumbled his disagreement. He didn’t start to cry or tug at Din’s pauldron to try to get Din to turn around, though, so Din kept moving. 
Finally, Wren and Kryze reached the end of the stronghold’s long wall, and Kryze stopped. She turned to face her people. 
Din stopped too. Koska and Axe, the Saxon brothers, Mira Antilles in her white and gold armor. They all stopped and looked at Kryze. 
She still had a commanding air about her. The sense of conviction, of authority, that Ursa Wren carried with her was sharper in Bo-Katan. More dangerous. More magnetic, too; Din could feel it pulling at him. 
“You all know why we’re here,” Kryze said, once she was sure that she’d gotten everyone’s attention. Even Torryg had stopped whispering to his brothers. “I don’t know how many Mandalorians answered my call. I don’t know who they are, or where they came from.
“But,” she added, even though no one had spoken, “I know who  we are. I know what we need. And I know what was taken from us.” 
Bo-Katan looked around at all of them, meeting their eyes even though everyone but Grogu and Ursa Wren were wearing helmets. 
“What was taken from all of us,” Kryze repeated, her voice softer. Then, louder, “That means that, no matter who else has come to this gathering, that  we need to set an example. I want no fighting,” she continued. 
Some of the warriors behind Din began to mutter. 
“I mean it,” Kryze said, slashing a hand through the air. Her voice hardened again. “I don’t care if your clan’s most bitter enemy is here. This summit is  cin vhetin.” 
Din blinked. He didn’t recognize the words, but he thought he understood the intent – Koska had already told Din that the summit was neutral. That Mandalorians of any faction would be allowed to gather there, and none of them would be hurt. 
 I’m just surprised,  he thought.  That there’s a word for that in mando’a. 
“What if we are the ones attacked?” a Mandalorian – Enna Kast, Din realized, when he turned around to see who had spoken – demanded. “It’s all well and good to  say  this is  cin vhetin, but how can we trust that others – some who have never known honor – will keep it?” 
Kryze sighed. The sound undercut her fierce dignity a little. “If you are attacked or challenged of course you should defend yourself. We are Mandalorian. Refusing to fight – ”and here she looked at Din, whose shoulders stiffened in response – “shows weakness.”
Enna Kast settled back down, mollified. 
Kryze looked over all of them again. Her visor gleamed in the sun. She tilted her helmet in Ursa Wren’s direction, and Wren nodded.  “Alright,” said Kryze. She turned on her heel.  “Let’s go.” 
Din, who had been halfway-expecting Kryze to make a grand speech, blinked after Kryze in surprise. 
Gideon had liked to make speeches. Din remembered that from Nevarro. Gideon had liked to lord his victory over everyone else. 
Kryze wasn’t Gideon. Din knew that. Gideon might have carried the darksaber, once. Might have defeated Bo-Katan and the Mandalorian resistance, might have crushed them all and turned Mandalore to glass, but he hadn’t  been Mandalorian. Nothing about him was like Bo-Katan Kryze. 
But Din had still expected Kryze to be – smug, maybe. Proud. She had done the impossible, after all; she’d pulled a bunch of Mandalorians together, settled several feuds, and brought a band of at least fifty together into one coalition. No one among her band, not even Enna Kast or Din himself, argued with her. 
 From how Boba talked about Mandalore,  Din thought,  even managing to pull this many people together is – an achievement.  
But Kryze hadn’t spoken like she was sure of her victory.
That bad, unsettled feeling tugged at Din’s ribs again. The back of his neck prickled. 
 It’s too late,  he told himself.  I’m here already. It’s not like I can turn and run.  The  Kirik-Fly  was back on the high ridge with all of the other ships that had come down from the  Gra’tua. There would be no escape. 
 And besides, I’m not a coward. I’m not weak,  Din thought. Kryze had looked at  him  when she’d told her people not to show weakness. Din was  dar’manda, but he wasn’t weak. 
He set his jaw. Knowing Kryze, she’d probably looked at him like she had to goad him into playing along. Baiting Din again, tossing him another scrap to keep him following her into the jaws of some trap. 
Din scowled to himself. He hated that it was working. But Kryze was right – Mandalorians despised weakness, and if Din showed any, he’d just be inviting trouble. 
 I’ve got Grogu,  Din reminded himself.  I can’t afford to show any weakness or to give anyone a reason to fight with me. The kid could get hurt.  
So, hating it, Din followed after Kryze. She turned the corner, aiming for Clan Wren’s training fields.
Din took a steadying breath and followed her. Then, as soon as he had cleared the building and saw what lay beyond the  morut, Din stopped. His breath caught. 
Clan Wren’s training grounds were stretched out across a vast, frozen lake. Blue-grey ice glittered in the sun. The ice had been cleared of any fresh snow and the lake sprawled across a shallow valley to another ridge of peaks in the south. 
That shallow valley was full of Mandalorians. 
They were spread out over the ice in clusters and packs in every direction, grouped together by clannish instinct, and there were more of them out there on the ice than Din had ever seen in one place. He tried to count them all and then almost immediately abandoned the effort – there were too many  to count, and that left Din’s heart beating too fast against his ribs, joy and grief braided together in his chest. His unease vanished. 
He couldn’t stop staring. Axe Woves said something to Din, but Din didn’t hear him. The valley was full of noise, too, and all Din could hear was his own heartbeat roaring in his ears. He stepped past Axe, closer to the lakeshore, drawn towards that sea of beskar like iron to a lodestone, and shook off the hand Woves tried to set at Din’s elbow. 
 There are so many of us, Din thought. His grief was dimming, outshone by simple, bright relief. 
The frozen lake was packed with Mandalorians wearing armor of every color. From plain silver, like Din, to glittering gold. From blue and grey to white and red, royal purple to muted green, jet black, fiery orange. Some were in just one color and some had painted every piece of their  beskar’gam a different shade. 
The signets Din saw on pauldrons and chest plates were just as varied as choices of paint. Din saw plenty of stooping shriek-hawks and snarling iron wolves, of course. There were some moth owls, like Kryze’s signet, and some snow bears like Ursa Wren’s. A tall, thin Mandalorian in matte grey armor had a white falthier stamped on one shoulder, and another in fiery orange armor had a black charhound racing across his chest. There were plenty of animal signets, both of animals native to the Mandalorian sector and not, and there were plenty of symbols used as signets too. 
Din saw hammers and tongs, anvils, blasters, swords, wheat, ships. Some signets were painted onto pauldrons and others, like Din's own, had been forged in. Din’s snarling mudhorn was the only mudhorn that he saw, which gave Din a strange little flicker of pride, though he did see a few mythosaur signets and wondered what Boba would think. 
Din pushed that thought away. Boba would hate it here. He turned his attention back to the colorful mass of Mandalorians, trying to sort through everything that he saw. 
Everything was so  different. The shapes of the armor, the gear each Mandalorian carried, even the way each helmet had been designed. There were helmets with focuses and rangefinders, helmets with comms arrays and helmets like Din’s own that had no attachments at all. There were visors in every shape, too, from Din’s more standard visor to the rounded owl-eyes Kryze preferred to simple, narrow bands of black glass. 
 And,  Din thought, his eyes stinging behind his helmet,  it’s not just the colors or styles of armor that are different. It’s – everything. It’s the people. 
Men and women, humans and non-humans. Most Mandalorians arrayed across the lake had their helmets on, but not all of them did, and even among the helmeted Mandalorians Din could see the lekku of Twi’Leks or the horns of Devaronians. The three-fingered hands of Duros, the long fur of Wookiees. 
There were stooped elders, too, and proud young warriors, and there were  children. It was the children that made Din’s eyes sting. Grogu wasn’t the only toddler riding around on his father’s shoulders, and there were babies tucked into a parent’s arms, teenagers darting in between clustered pockets of Mandalorians – clans – and younger kids clutching at their parents’ kutes, the edges of cloaks, older siblings’ hands. 
Din counted thirty or forty children, a dizzying number, before he lost track. He took another step away from Kryze’s people, his mouth moving soundlessly. His heart soared. 
 There’s too many  to  count,  Din thought, dizzy.  There’s more kids here than there were in Mos Pelgo. More than Skywalker’s got at his Academy.  
 There were Mandalorians in various stages of  beskar’gam, too. Many, like Din, had a full set of armor. Din saw a lot of heavy plate like Paz’s armor, and a lot of lighter hunter-plate like his own. 
But there were plenty of Mandalorians across the crowded valley – the  crowded  valley, brimming with five, six, seven hundred Mandalorians, maybe more – who didn’t have a full set. Most had helmets at least, and a pauldron or two, but at least a third of the Mandalorians that Din could easily see didn’t have a chestplate or a cuirass. Didn’t have gauntlets. Almost half didn’t have thigh plates or greaves, and no one that Din could see had any beskar weaponry. No traditional beskar  kad’e, no spears. 
 There’s – there’s so many of us,  Din marveled.  Of them. They must have come from all over the galaxy.   
So far, it didn’t look like any blood had been spilled across the ice over any of those differences. It didn’t look like any fights had broken out yet at all, actually. The frozen lake was packed with Mandalorians and it was packed with noise, but it was the low rumble of half a hundred conversations going all at once, not the clash and clang of armor hitting armor. 
Din just stood there on the lakeshore for a moment, trying to take it all in. 
 Five hundred Mandalorians,  Din thought, looking at them all.  Or more.  
He had never – he’d never thought that he’d see so many Mandalorians all in one place. Din knew that there were several hundred Mandalorians across the network of the coverts, but no more than five coverts ever gathered together at one time. Din hadn’t ever gone to one of those covert-gatherings. He had expected to, when he’d retired as the tribe’s  beroya  – assuming he’d survived  to retire, anyway – and settled down into his place as an elder of the tribe, teaching foundlings and spending his days mending or cooking and telling stories around the forge, but before this moment, the largest gathering Din had ever attended had been gatherings of his own tribe. Gatherings of thirty or forty, when he’d been young, and then gatherings of fewer and fewer every year. 
But this – 
 Not all of these Mandalorians are Children of the Watch,  Din thought.  They can’t be. Most of the Mandalorians here couldn’t be – there were dozens who had their helmets tucked under their arms or propped up on their knees, and those bare-faced Mandalorians were clustered with others who had their helmets on. Their kin. 
In fact, only a few clusters here and there all had their helmets on, and these bands were pulled even closer to each other than the rest. Other bands were still suspicious, judging from the looks that were flashing from group to group, from the tension Din could almost taste in the air, but most groups were – looser. Less defensive. They looked – normal. Like ordinary people, if any Mandalorian could be considered ordinary. 
 They look like Boba, Din thought, skimming his eyes over the crowd. His heart was still beating too fast, knocking hard against his chest, thrilled and grieved together. 
There were so many more Mandalorians here than Din had thought there would be. That was – that was something to celebrate. A reason to rejoice. These people, they had  survived.  All of them, the  mando’ade, had survived. 
But now Din was not one of them. He had not survived. Not as a Mandalorian. 
Din shoved that grief away, biting the inside of his cheek. It had no place here. Not among all of these people who  had  survived. Din could grieve later, on his own. He could tuck himself up into his bunk on the  Fly after he’d dropped Grogu back off with the Jedi, and let himself mourn. But right now – 
 Right now,  Din thought, scanning the crowd again, trying to focus despite the noise and the movement and the dizzying array of armor colors,  I need to – I need to find Paz.  
“Buu-ah?” Grogu asked, still clinging to Din’s shoulder. His ears were waving up and down in excitement, his eyes huge as he tried to take in the crowd. He wanted to get down and explore. 
“Not yet, kid,” Din said, apologetically. He managed to lock his grief away, at least for now. “There’s too many people here to wander off.” 
“Buu,” Grogu complained, but he stayed up on Din’s shoulder. That was good. If Din set Grogu down here, with all of these other kids running around, it’d be hours before he’d be able to track Grogu down again. 
“I could use your help, though,” Din told the kid. The best way to keep Grogu out of trouble was to give him something to do, Din had found. 
“Ahh?” Grogu’’s ears pricked up again. 
Din smiled. His eyes were still prickling, but he could say now that it was mostly just earnest joy. “Yeah,” he said. “I need to find Paz in all of this. Your  ba’vodu, and your cousins. Think you can help?” 
Grogu warbled an affirmative and started scanning the crowd intently, using his perch on Din’s shoulder for a good vantage. Din did the same, searching for Paz’s familiar armor in the sea of strangers. 
The crush of other Mandalorians was almost bewildering. Din tried searching for blue-grey armor, but quickly counted fifteen or twenty Mandalorians wearing that color in just a handful of seconds. He tried searching by height next, as Paz has always been enormous, but there were plenty of other tall Mandalorians out on the lake, both human and not. 
Din focused his attention on the little pockets of helmeted Mandalorians, the ones who were pressed close together to form a wall of living armor, standing apart from everyone else, but – 
“Ahh!” Grogu exclaimed, letting go of Din’s pauldron to point excitedly towards the other end of the valley. Din had to crane his neck around to see what Grogu was pointing at, but the kid was right. Paz, Strill at his side and the kids arrayed around him, had claimed one of the far corners of the lake for himself and his battered little tribe. 
And Paz, Din realized, wasn’t alone. 
 The alor, Din thought. Her back was turned and she was still far away, on the opposite side of the lake from Din and Grogu, but Din still knew her. Of course he knew her. The golden helmet, her crown of spikes, the fur wrapped around her shoulders. She was unmistakable. 
 She survived, Din thought. 
Din had hoped that she would survive. She’d stayed behind on Nevarro to finish honoring the dead, to distract the Empire, and even though Din had left her to face Gideon’s men, he’d hoped that she would survive. Had  thought that of everyone – of all of them – that she would survive. She’d taught Din how to fight. She had forged his armor for him. Thinking of her dead at the hands of the Empire – it hadn’t made any sense.
 She made it,  he thought.  She made it.  Din had expected her to make it out, so seeing her here – it wasn’t a shock, exactly. The  alor had been the most likely of any of them to survive the Empire’s hunt. 
But even though it wasn’t a surprise, seeing her standing out in the open, her back turned, a strange feeling came awake in the pit of Din’s stomach. It  was  relief, but it was fear, too. Apprehension.  Anger.  
Din stared at the armorer’s back. 
 No, he thought to himself, taking a deep breath. He made himself think of the overgrown Temple gardens on Yavin-4. The smell of them, wet and green, and the sounds of belly-birds and wind-rustled leaves. Din tried to reach for peace. For calm. He fought the tangled feelings in his gut back down. 
He didn’t have time to be angry with his  alor. Not here. 
 I’m not angry,  he told himself.  I’m not. It’s just –  
“Djarin,” Kryze called, sharply. 
Din stopped. He had started walking towards Paz without realizing it and now had one boot on the lakeshore, the other on the ice. He turned around to look back at Kryze, and found her and all of her people staring at him. 
“See someone you know?” Kryze asked. Her tone was a little lighter, but Din could hear the trap in it anyway. 
She wasn’t ready to let Din go. Not yet. 
“Just curious,” Din said, avoiding Kryze’s question. She’d met Paz already, and Din was sure that the  alor would make herself known sooner or later. Din didn’t need to rush a confrontation. 
 I’m here,  he reminded himself,  to honor my debt to Kryze. Once that’s finished – once she presents her argument to the rest – I’m finished here too.  
 Besides, it’s not like the  alor’s  going to be happy to see me.  
Paz was probably telling her right now what had happened. Some of these other Mandalorians, who followed other Ways, would be fine with Din’s presence here, but once the  alor knew the truth, Din knew that she wouldn’t be. 
“Ahh?” Grogu asked again, quietly. He had sensed the change in Din’s mood, because he sank down closer to Din’s neck and was eyeing Kryze warily. 
Kryze just looked back at them both. The rounded lenses of her helmet glinted in the morning light. Behind her, her  tal’vode shifted restlessly. 
“There are – there’s a lot of people here,” Din offered, trying to diffuse the tension.  
Kryze eyed Din for a moment, then nodded. “There are,” she said. “More than I had hoped for, even. Come. You can find your clan later. For now, there are some  mando’ade I’d like you to meet.” 
Din’s shoulders pulled tight at that, but he didn’t argue or try to resist. There was no point with Kryze, not really. 
 She did ask me not to start any fights,  he thought wryly. Din could punch back if someone  else started an argument, but for now – 
For now, Din would do as Kryze asked. 
“Tooookah,” Grogu complained. He was looking everywhere, his attention caught by every bright color and every flash of motion. 
Din chuckled. “I know, kid,” he said. “You can make new friends later, right? I bet your cousins will show you around.” 
While Din and Paz had been on the light cruiser, Grogu had been introduced to Kieran, Took and Mirda. According to Strill, the four almost-cousins had gotten along well enough. Grogu had spent enough time at Skywalker’s Academy by now to get along with other children and Paz’s kids, despite a year on the run, had learned that Grogu was a foundling just like they were and folded him into their definition of 'clan.'  
Din was sure that the kids would look after Grogu, if they wanted to explore the gathering a little and meet other Mandalorian children. 
 Honestly,  Din thought, as he fell in beside Kryze again and let her lead the way onto the frozen lake,  that’s probably the best thing that could happen, here; our kids meeting kids from other Ways, and figuring out that there’s more than one way to be a Mandalorian before they get old and stuck in one, like I did.   
The thought caught Din by surprise. He almost stopped walking, shocked by it. Only the others at his back kept him moving. 

   Is it – do I think that’s something that the kids – our kids – should learn?  

When he’d been a child, all Din had wanted to be was a Mandalorian. He had followed and agreed with and sworn to the Creed whole-heartedly, but he’d done it because the Creed had been what had  made Din Mandalorian. It had been the only way forward, for him. 
But for Grogu – 
 Grogu,  Din thought,  will choose his own Way. Din knew that like he knew the weight of his armor. Like he knew the hilt of the darksaber in his hand. 
But the other children of the tribe, like Paz’s kids – 
Paz’s kids had already sworn the Creed, but there were other foundlings in the covert. If they weren’t  taught that there were other Ways, they would take the Creed because it was what they knew. And the Creed – 
 The Creed,  Din thought, wearily,  has no mercy.  
That hadn’t bothered Din when he’d sworn it. It hadn’t even bothered him when he’d grown up. It hadn’t bothered him as a warrior and a hunter. It hadn’t even bothered him when he’d  broken the Creed. It had grieved him, but Din had accepted it. 
It bothered him now. 
 Paz’s kids – Grogu – none of them should grow up feeling like they don't have a choice,  Din thought.  Like it’s – litke it’s  mando’ade  or death.  
Kryze’s words were rattling loudly around Din's head. Boba’s words, too. Words about how men made mistakes, how being  dar’manda meant turning one’s back on themselves – their people – instead of a handful of unfeeling words. 
He knew that the Creed had been wrong. It had been  wrong. To demand what it had demanded, without any give or any mercy, had been wrong. Boba had shown Din that. 
Din’s own words and thoughts were jostling for space inside of his head too. Half a hundred arguments – with himself, with Paz, with Boba and Kryze and Cobb – were clamoring, thunderous, for Din’s attention. Knocking against each other. The old ways, his old beliefs, the broken bits of Din’s old conviction, were knocking and sparking and tangling with all of the new. With all of the things Din had said and thought and felt and realized. The pressure of them was enormous. 
 I can’t – not here, Din thought, half-firm and half-desperate. He couldn't afford to bend under that pressure – the weight of what Din was thinking, the heresy, heavy as beskar – here, with all of these eyes watching him. 
Bo-Katan’s arrival had not gone unnoticed by the gathering. Awareness of her was spreading, rippling outward across the frozen lake; Din heard her name being murmured among the nearest group of Mandalorians, a serious-looking knot of warriors, most of them adults, who all had the same toothed mythosaur signet etched into their pauldrons. 
Kryze and her warriors were being watched closely. Too closely. Din had to keep himself together. 
He straightened under the attention. A few months ago Din might have faded into the crowd. He might have tried to pull one of his disappearing tricks, tried to blend into the shadows under the pine trees, into the crush of other bodies. But now –

   I am not a coward.  

Kryze wanted Din here. She wanted the others, Mandalorians of her Way and Mandalorians of his, to see him. 
So they can see me, Din thought. They can look. He'd show them nothing. No weakness. No doubt. Determination settled him some. He lifted his chin, meeting the stares of the nearest strangers. 
Kryze heard the whispers too. Her satisfaction was bright in the air. 
“Ke tsikala, Djarin,” Axe Woves murmured. He was still braced at Din’s right like a faithful akk dog. His voice was pitched low so none of the others nearby could hear. 
“I don’t know what that means,” Din muttered back, just as quietly. 
Axe snorted, the sound dry.  “It means ‘steady,’” he said. “Hold your nerve. It’s gonna be alright.” 
“My nerve will hold,” Din hissed. He swept his gaze over the crowd. More and more groups were reacting to Bo-Katan’s arrival. Some were pulling away, pulling in, gathering closer to their own people. Others were craning their heads, standing tall, trying to get a better look. Some Mandalorians were smiling. Some were very decidedly not. “What about everyone else’s?” 
Axe’s second snort was even drier than his first. “Everyone else’s nerves aren't my problem.” 
 Meaning that mine is, Din thought. Axe Woves was here to watch Din, then. To make sure that Din didn’t shame Bo-Katan. 
Din wanted to growl. He wanted to punch Axe in the throat. 
None of that would help Din, though. He was alone here. Paz was on the other side of the ice, and with the  alor here and no doubt informed of what Din had done, Din couldn’t count on Paz’s help anyway. 
“My nerve will hold,” Din repeated. His voice was steady. “This isn't my first fight, Woves.” 
“Gar atin,” said Axe, in much the same tones as Boba. Affectionate. You're stubborn. “It’ll be over soon. Probably.” 
And then Kryze’s band was among other Mandalorians, crossing the frozen lake, and there were too many strange ears nearby for them to talk at all. 
Din kept his chin up and his steps steady. He kept the darksaber hidden underneath the folds of his cloak. Kryze’s name wasn’t the only one Din heard rippling through the crowd. 
“Is that Koska Reeves? I thought she died on Phindar – ” 
“Green and white – those can’t be the Saxon boys, not with Lady Kryze – ” 
“Lady Kryze? What’s she the lady  of? She lost us Sundari, you know – ” 
“Forget Kryze, we knew she’d be here. That’s Enna Kast back there. After what she did – ”
Din turned his auditory sensors down. He didn’t want to hear it when the crowds started talking about  him. Instead, Din focused his attention on Kryze. He wanted to know what she thought of all of these gathered Mandalorians. Who she avoided, who she didn’t. 
The sheer number and variety of others here was baffling to Din. He could get lost in all of the details and differences. But Kryze would know everyone. 
 By faction, if not by name, Din thought. Kryze hadn’t known Din’s name, but she’d known that he was a Child of the Watch as soon as he’d pulled away from her on Trask. 
Despite the dread still twisting uneasily in his gut, Din couldn’t help but want to know more. To want to know these people. He wanted to know who they were and where they’d come from and how they’d survived this long, with all of the might of the Empire bent towards wiping them out. He wanted to know what the symbols on their armor meant, if they spoke  mando’a, what they believed. What made them Mandalorian. 
 I’m here already,  Din thought, gathering his courage.  I might as well – I might as well try to learn about these people –  my  people – while I can.  
Din was pretty sure he knew how this summit would end. Kryze would make her pitch – convincingly – and she’d rally the Mandalorians who’d join her Quest to her name. She’d thank Din for his service, then declare him  dar’manda, then take the darksaber and let Din go off alone.
 Or she’ll have me swear a different Creed,  Din thought.  And add me to House Kryze like the Saxons, the Wrens.  
But either way, Din wanted to know more about the Mandalorians around him. He wanted to know why  three Mandalorians of identical height  all wore identical white and red armor. He wanted to know why  another Mandalorian,  who was standing by himself and watching the crowds around him with a stillness Din associated more with meditating Jedi than any Mandalorian he'd ever known, had a starbird signet on one pauldron and no one else did. Din wanted to know each color of armor meant, where it had been forged, how all of it had been hidden or stolen or won back from the Empire. 
So he took a deep breath, tilted his head at Bo-Katan and said, “Who  is everyone?” 
Bo-Katan was quiet for a moment. Then she said, sounding sincere, “Do you really want to know?” 
Din nodded. “I do,” he said.
He couldn't see her face, but he thought that Kryze smiled at him. Some of the hard, fierce edge she carried with her softened. “Come with me, then,” she said. “We still have some time before the summit’s scheduled to start. Come and meet your people, Din.” 
Wary but willing, Din obeyed. Koska and Woves followed him as Kryze peeled away from the rest of her faction, who followed Ursa Wren deeper into the crowd, but Din didn’t think that he was outnumbered. Kryze hadn’t been hostile. 
“I don’t know everyone,” Kryze said, gesturing Din up to walk at her side instead of just off her shoulder. Din obeyed again. Koska and Woves, well-practiced at playing the silent shadows, faded into the background a little. “I grew up on Kalevala, a planet in the Mandalore sector. That was the seat of my House, much like Krownest is the seat of Clan Wren’s.” 
Din nodded. He supposed that that made sense. 
“I lived on Concordia, too,” Bo-Katan continued. “And then on Mandalore for many years. I know most of the Great Clans – the Houses – and many of the smaller Clans, though I’m most familiar with Death Watch’s clans, and those who joined the Mandalorian resistance against Gar Saxon and the Empire.” 
Din had gotten most of this history from Boba, but he found that he didn’t mind getting it again from Bo-Katan. She had a different perspective on everything – which was to be expected, he supposed, if Boba’d gotten the True Mandalorians’ version of history from his father and his father’s friends, and Bo-Katan had Death Watch’s – and it was interesting to hear her recount great battles and clan feuds, allies and enemies. 
She introduced Din to dozens of Mandalorians. One of the clans that had been clustered near the edges of the crowd along the lakeshore was Clan Awaud. They were much-reduced, Kryze told him, and had fought on both sides of the civil wars. Another, the clan with the toothed mythosaur signet stamped proudly on every shoulder, was Clan Keldau, one of the oldest clans that still existed. Din met more representatives of Clan Eldar, which was an ally of Kryze’s, and of Clan Farr, which had fought for Tor Vizsla’s Death Watch but laid down their arms after his death and the ascension of Satine Kryze.
All of them greeted Din warmly enough, despite their wariness. Their curiosity. Din was curious about all of them too, though, so he didn't mind their staring so much. He tried to commit every name he could to memory, and let Kryze sweep him along. 
Kryze introduced Din to Caderas and Vevuts, Ordos, Kelborns, Iteras. She introduced him to members of clans that Din had heard of, like Clan Deshra, and to more who were from clans he’d never heard of before. If any of the Mandalorians Kryze introduced Din to thought that it was odd, their  alor introducing a clanless Mandalorian like Din who’d never thought to find so many kinsmen in the galaxy before, none of them said so. 
Most, in fact, greeted Din with enthusiasm. They asked after his name and were eager to meet his son. They remarked on his armor and on his beskar spear. Some had even heard of Din – they knew him for  beroya, a hunter. One Mandalorian, a cheerful Ordo who introduced herself as Cyri, even told Din that she avoided systems she knew he hunted in, because she knew that he’d take most of the high-value bounties for himself. 
“Uh, sorry?” Din said, halfway-apologetic, but Cyri Ordo just laughed. 
“Don’t apologize for being good at your job,” she advised, grinning. She was Mirialan, her face tattooed, and very young. Most of the Mandalorians Kryze introduced Din to were perfectly comfortable showing their faces, though Din kept his own helmet on. “You made me work harder, that's all.” 
By the time Kryze finally turned back and made for the middle of the crowd, Din’s ears were ringing with all of the names he’d learned. The greetings – "su’cuy gar" spoken half a hundred times, in a dozen accents, with genuine welcome – and the well-wishes. 
No one had acted like Din didn’t belong here. Granted, none of them  really knew him, not even the ones like Cyri who’d only known Din by reputation. But none of them had demanded that Din prove himself to be a Mandalorian, like his own covert might have demanded an outsider test their beskar. No one demanded to know what Creed Din followed. 
He was sure that Kryze had very intentionally introduced him only to her allies, or to clans she hoped would  be allies. This was all still politics, after all. Kryze wasn’t likely to introduce Din to her enemies. 
Despite that, Din did catch a glimpse of Paz and the  alor again. They were still talking together as Din followed Kryze back towards the center of the crowd, and their little circle had grown; six Mandalorians in mostly-black armor had joined them, and one had her arm thrown over Strill’s neck. 
 Strill’s covert came,  Din thought, smiling.  That’s good.  
The rest of Kryze’s faction, including Countess Wren, had made themselves at home in the middle of the frozen lake. Wren had called the lake her clan’s training fields; in the center, there was a raised platform, also made of ice, that stood three or four feet above the rest of the lake. Whoever stood on top of it would be able to see most, if not all, of the crowd. 
It was Wren on top of the platform now, surveying all of them with cool eyes. Her signet was a snarling snow bear, a fierce animal often found on frozen planets like this one. Din wondered what Ursa had done to get it. 
When Kryze, Din, Koska and Axe approached, the rest of Kryze’s pack stood aside to let them through, and Countess Wren looked down at Bo-Katan. 
“Well?” Wren said. “Are you ready, my lady?”
“I am,” said Bo-Katan. Her voice was calm and collected. Her shoulders were straight. She looked around at her people, who had closed ranks around her. Din didn’t like the closeness; he still felt like someone was only minutes away from sticking a knife in his ribs. 
“All of you,” said Kryze, lowly, “are brave warriors.  Mandokarla. No matter what happens today, I am honored to stand beside you.” She turned around in a slow circle, locking eyes with each and every Mandalorian one by one. She even locked eyes with Din, who couldn’t help but dip his head. 
She  was a strong leader. It wouldn’t be hard to follow her. 
Satisfied, Kryze looked back up at Wren. “When you’re ready,” she said. “Where’s Alrich?” 
“Watching for latecomers,” said Wren. She tapped her comm link. “He’ll call, if he needs anything.” 
The Countess Wren stood up, looked out across the frozen lake, and cried in a ringing voice, “Su’cuy gar, mando’ade.” 
It took several seconds for her voice to echo back, conversations dying off one by one as each clan and group turned towards Countess Wren. 
Countess Wren wouldn’t be hard to follow, either. She waited until all other conversations had dropped away before raising her voice again. 
“Many of you know me,” she said, her voice still ringing out over the ice. “But many of you do not. I am Ursa Wren, of Clan Wren, sworn to House Kryze. This is my home here on Krownest;  olarom.  All of you are welcome here.
“All of you,” she continued, when muttering broke out in the crowd. Din didn’t know who started it, but he wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that his people had begun to mutter. Ursa Wren was showing them all her face – to the Creed, she was not Mandalorian, and neither was anyone who stood with her. 
“On my honor, this gathering is  cin vhetin,” Ursa Wren declared. “There are no grudges here. There are no feuds. No one will be slaughtered, and none of you will be turned away, though there are many who fought on different sides of the war.” 
Cin vhetin?  What does that mean?  Din wondered. Wren and Kryze both had used the phrase today. Neutral ground?  
That was how Koska had described this gathering. She’d said that no one would be hurt. 
 That’s not what Wren is promising, Din thought wryly. Grogu stirred restlessly on Din’s shoulder again and Din reached up to soothe the kid, listening intently. 
Wren said nothing about making sure that no one was hurt. She only said that no one would be allowed to act on old grudges or old blood feuds. 
 There will be bloodshed,  Din thought. Any gathering of Mandalorians – especially a gathering like  this – was going to see some bloodshed. 
 The  alor  won’t accept Kryze and her people,  Din thought. She had always been staunch in her convictions, even when Din had been a child. The  alor  had  taught Din all of those convictions. She believed that there was one Way of the Mandalore, and that it was hers, and that anyone else – 
 Anyone else,  thought Din, grimly,  is an enemy to be defeated.  
Din wished that he’d had the time to slip away from Kryze and her people to go and talk to his own. He wanted to – to  explain. He wanted – 
He wanted the  alor to forgive him. Din wanted her to tell him that it was alright. That he’d misunderstood the Creed. That he could come back and take up his place among them, hunter and brother, and that everything could go back to the way it had been. 
It was a childish want. Din  knew better. There was no going back. 
But he wanted it anyway. 
 Stop,  he told himself, sternly.  It’s too late. There’s nothing else that you or anyone else can do. The Creed is broken. And it’s time –  

   It’s time to move on.  

That thought was bright and painful. Like wrenching a dislocated shoulder back into its socket or cauterizing a wound. 
 Like pulling shrapnel out,  Din thought.  Like resetting a bad break.  
Painful, but necessary. 
He took a deep breath to steady himself. 
Ursa Wren was still speaking. She was still listing her assurances, her promises of peace and safety. Din wasn’t sure if anyone in the crowd was buying those assurances, but Wren gave them prettily enough, then looked down at Bo-Katan. 
“More of you know Bo-Katan Kryze, Lady of House Kryze,” Ursa Wren continued. “Many of you fought beside her. Many of you fought against her. But it is at her request that we all are here – Lady Bo-Katan has called this summit, and promised  cin vhetin on her own honor as well. Will you hear her speak?” 
There was more muttering in the crowd. Restlessness. Armor clinked and boots shifted. 
But no one – not even Paz or the  alor – spoke up to stop Bo-Katan from climbing atop the platform with Wren, who inclined her own head and stepped down with a nod. 
“Many of you do know me,” Kryze began. She swept her gaze over the crowd. Her visor glittered. “Everyone who fought at my side, in the first war and the last –  olarom. Vor entye. When we were exiled from our home, the memory of your courage kept me from despair. 
“And everyone who fought against me, or did not fight at all,” Kryze continued. Din froze. Kryze and Wren both had sworn to forget old grudges, at least for the duration of the summit, but Din had been Mandalorian for thirty years – did  any Mandalorian ever truly forget a grudge? 
Kryze swept her fierce gaze over the gathered clans and tribes again. 
“Olarom,”  she repeated. “  Vor entye.”  
Shock rippled through the crowd. 
“I mean what I say,” Kryze continued. Her voice was strong and carrying. “All of you – you  survived. Whether you stood against the Empire or not, you survived. Whichever path you follow, you survived. You kept your families together as best as you could. You protected your own. 
“Megin ijaala,” she said. 

   That is honorable.  

Din stared up at her, more surprised than he’d be if Kryze had punched him instead. 

   Hiding from the Empire was honorable?  

Kryze had stood against the Empire. Everyone here knew that. Even Din knew that. Kryze had rallied a resistance against the Empire in the last days of Mandalore, and she’d fought to drive them from the system. 
She’d lost, of course. Gideon had won. Mandalore had burned. And these people – they were what was left. 
Not all of what was left, Din hoped. He had only seen the  alor  with Paz, and hoped that was because the  alor had left some warriors and foundlings behind, not because she was the last of their tribe. Even though Din had never thought to see so many Mandalorians in one place, he hoped that there were more still out there. Mandalorians holding down the covert, protecting their homes. Waiting to see what happened here on Krownest. 
Din had expected Kryze to sneer at the Mandalorians who hadn’t fought. Who’d hidden, like Din’s people. Who had run away. 
But she wasn’t. She was greeting them just as she’d greeted her allies. She was commending their bravery. 
Din was so thrown that he didn’t even think to resist, when Kryze gestured at him, Koska and Woves and beckoned them up to stand with her. Axe nudged Din’s shoulder and Din, numb with shock, obeyed. 
He climbed up onto the platform, and felt all of Mandalore fix their attention on him. 
He was sure that they were looking at Koska and Axe too, but Koska and Axe were both in Bo-Katan’s colors. They were obviously her people. Din wore no colors at all, and his signet was a mudhorn, not a moth owl. 
Din tugged at the folds of his cloak a little, making sure they were covering the darksaber. 
“All of us – Death Watch, the True Mandalorians, the Protectors, the Neutral Mandalorians,” Kryze said, her voice gathering volume.  Conviction.  “Clan Kryze and Clan Ordo. Wren and Saxon. The Mandalorians of the coverts and the tribes, the valleys of Krownest, the cities of Kalevala. We  survived.” 
Someone in the crowd shouted, “Oya!”  Din couldn’t see who it was. But others took up the cry, shouting that word –  Oya, "hunt, alive" – until the valley rang with it. 
Din stared out over the crowd, shocked again into silence. He’d never – 
He’d never  heard anything like this. Had never felt anything like this. The strength of the sound echoed in Din’s chest. It vibrated against his armor. 
Grogu felt it too – he stood as tall as he could on Din’s shoulder and looked out over the sea of bodies, clutching his mythosaur pendant tightly. 
Kryze let the noise rise and ring, then raised her hand for quiet. It took several seconds for the crowd to settle back down, but they did. Din was impressed. Again he felt Kryze’s conviction pull at him. She was a leader. Everyone in the valley felt it. 
“I honor your courage,” Kryze said, when she had every eye and ear on her again. The attention slid off Din, which he appreciated. He wanted to listen. He didn’t want to worry about everyone watching his reactions. 
“I understand your sacrifice,” Kryze said. “All of us – we lost our homes. Our friends. Our kin. Even our planet.” 
“Yes,” she added, when there were cries of grief from the crowd. “Mandalore is gone. Concordia, Concord Dawn, Phindar, Kalevala – gone. Lost to the greed of the Empire. 
“But,” she said, raising both hands now. Her palms were held upwards, facing the sky. “We’re not gone. We’re not lost. All of you – you did the impossible. You survived.” 
“As touching as it is to have our sacrifices honored,” a wiry Mandalorian woman in full  beskar’gam, her armor painted a pale shade of red, “why have you gathered us, Bo-Katan Kryze? If there is no Mandalore, as you say, then there are no Mandalorians. What do you want?” 
“Our people were never the planet,” Kryze countered, calm. “As you well know, Sima.” 
“But it was Mandalore you offered us when you rallied my clan to your cause the first time,” Sima – Din didn’t know if that was her clan name or her own name, and Kryze didn’t elaborate – pointed out. “Wasn’t that what you promised us? A free Mandalore, a home for us all?” 
“Not all of us!” another voice called. 
Din looked and saw that it was the black-armored Mandalorian who stood beside Strill – either Strill’s mother or the  alor of her covert – had stepped forward. Her own tribe outnumbered Din’s, but Din was still glad to see them. 
“You didn’t promise Mandalore to all of us,” the Mandalorian shouted. 
“I didn’t keep you from it, either,” Bo-Katan said. Her voice had sharpened. She let her hands fall loose to her side. “It was  your  pride,  Kyr’ad, that kept you away. I had nothing to do with it.” 
The Mandalorian snorted. “So you what would you offer us?” she demanded. “You called us out of hiding. What would you offer us, Lady Kryze?”  
Kryze studied the Mandalorian for a moment, and then she took off her helmet. She did it smoothly, with the ease of long practice, and when she looked at the Children of the Watch with her own eyes, all of them – all of them, even Strill, even Paz – recoiled. 
Din’s heart sank. 
“The Child of the Watch speaks the truth,” Bo-Katan declared. Her fierce blue eyes flashed in the sun like shards of ice. “Ten years ago, I offered you your planet back. I offered you freedom from the grip of the Empire. I can’t offer you your planet, today.
“But,” she continued, before anyone else could speak, “I can offer you something else. You, who have lost your home, your children, your parents. Your brothers and your sisters, your armor, your people.” 
She looked at Din when she said that. It was a quick glance, just a bare flicker of Kryze’s eyes, but she looked at him. 
“Your honor,” she said. “Your dignity. I can’t offer you Mandalore, but I can offer you  vengeance.” 
“What vengeance?” called a tall man, who stood with a little knot of four or five other Mandalorians. Din studied the man for a moment. The speaker was human and he had a full set of  beskar’gam, though he had tucked his helmet securely underneath one arm. He looked to be somewhere around Bo-Katan’s age or maybe even a decade older, with reddish hair that had started to weaken to blond at his temples and flashing blue eyes. 
His armor was blue too, but it wasn’t the bold color of Kryze’s armor or the blue-grey of Paz’s; this Mandalorian’s armor was somewhere between the two shades, and his gauntlets, the sharp cheekbones of his helmet, were painted with a shade of blue so fine and pale it was almost white. His pauldrons were bare, but a red shape was painted on the forehead of his helmet. Din was too far away to make out what it was, but at this distance, it almost looked like a Clan Vizsla shriek-hawk. 
Out of the corner of his eye, Din saw Kryze’s lip curl. 
“You lost everything just like the rest of us, Rau,” she said. 
 Oh, Din thought. This man was Rau, then – the Mandalorian Ursa Wren had mentioned, who she’d thought was trying start fights. 
 So he’s not Death Watch,  Din thought.  Or an ally of Bo-Katan’s. But if he’s not Death Watch, why is his signet a shriek-hawk?  
This Rau was older than Boba. Din wasn’t sure that Rau was old enough to be a veteran of Jaster Mereel and Tor Vizsla’s civil war, but he was definitely old enough to have faced off against Pre Vizsla. 
 And based on the way Kryze is looking at him,  Din thought, keeping quiet for now,  she knows that.  
“I did,” Rau agreed. His eyes flashed again, sharp as a shriek-hawk’s claws. He raised his voice to be heard across the valley. “I lost  my kin to Gar Saxon, who is dead.” 
 Yeah,  definitely  not Death Watch.  
Being an enemy of the Vizslas or the Saxons didn’t mean that Rau had been an ally of Jaster Mereel’s, though. For all Din knew, Rau could belong to a different faction entirely, beyond the Death Watch and the True Mandalorians and all the variants in the middle. If Din had learned anything about other Mandalorians in the last few months, it was that there were more of them – and more differences among them – than he’d ever thought possible. 
“Gar Saxon’s sons are dead too,” Rau continued. “As is most of his clan. I’ve had my vengeance.” 
On the ground around the raised ice platform, Torryg, Pike and Wells shifted. 
“Gar Saxon served the Empire,” Kryze pointed out. Her voice was just as loud as Rau’s, pitched to carry. “Everyone he killed, he killed on the Empire’s orders, or with the Empire’s permission.” 
“I’ve had my vengeance on the Empire too,” said Rau, and his mild tone didn’t match the hard beskar look in his eyes. “Not all of us hid in the Outer Rim when the Empire came for our homes and our clans.” 
To Din’s surprise it was Koska, not Kryze herself, who made an angry hissing sound, back stiffening like a furious nexu, and started forward. Before she could get past Kryze, Kryze stopped her with an upraised hand. 
“No,” Kryze allowed, still looking at Rau. “Some of us were too busy selling ourselves to the Rebellion, isn’t that right, Rau? You fly for the New Republic even now.” 
More angry muttering broke out across the lake, punctuated by a few jeers. Rau himself was unmoved. 
“Lady Bo-Katan,” Ursa Wren cut in, neatly. Her expression was pinched. “Let’s not start in on who did and didn’t fight against the Empire in those days. This gathering is  cin vhetin, yes? Baring old wounds or dredging up old grudges is hardly going to help.” 
“What the Empire did to us isn’t just a  grudge,” Kryze said. 
“And I flew at your side too, when you rallied us all to take Mandalore,” Rau added. He talked like a soldier; his voice rose above the crowd easily, ringing and clear. 
 He’s one to watch, Din realized. This Rau – Kryze was afraid of him. 
 No,  he corrected, watching her. Kryze’s expression was cool and remote. Only her eyes flashed with anger.  Not afraid, but – wary. Rau has influence.  
Even though Rau only stood with five other Mandalorians, he was commanding the attention of dozens – hundreds – of others. Kryze had come with a larger faction, but Rau was someone that others were willing to listen to. 
 And if he’s not with Kryze,  Din thought,  that could be a problem for her.  
“I fought the Empire,” Rau said. “I was in the skies over Mandalore during  Ca Ne’tra. I heard the call go out urging us to save ourselves. That said that Mandalore was lost, and any who stayed to fight would be lost along with it.” 
Din shivered. Grogu stopped craning so eagerly over the heads of the crowd and hunkered back down against Din’s neck, sensing the grief in the air. 
 The Black Night, Din thought. 
Boba had told him about that, too. The night the Empire had decided that it was done entertaining Mandalore’s rebellion, and had sent a fleet – Gideon's fleet – to turn the planet to ash. 
Din couldn’t imagine what it had been like. His world had ended once, the Separatists bearing down above him, but they hadn’t destroyed his planet. Just his village. Just his family. 
But the Empire had burned all of Mandalore. They hadn't left anything on the planet that the survivors could rally around.  
“No one is questioning your courage, Fenn Rau,” said Kryze, stiffly. “How could we? You led the Protectors. Right? The best of the best. Warriors pulled from all the Great Clans, set on Concord Dawn to guard us.” 
Din winced. 
 Ouch, he thought. Judging by how few allies Fenn Rau seemed to have around him, he and the Protectors, whoever they’d been, hadn’t managed to protect much of anything. 
Rau heard the rebuke too, because his eyes flashed. But he didn’t rise to the bait. 
“As I said,” he growled. “My vengeance has been satisfied. It was Gar Saxon who killed my men, not the Empire. Who are you to tell me that my vengeance is unfinished? Are you the mand'alor?”
Din snapped his head back around to Kryze, waiting to see how she'd respond to that charge, but Kryze dodged the question entirely.
“Gar Saxon may have taken Concord Dawn, but he was just the blaster,” Kryze spat. “The Empire pulled the trigger on your people, Rau, and you know it.” 
“The Empire was defeated!” 
“Driven out,” Kryze returned. She looked out over the crowd. “Not  defeated. You all know that it’s true. We are people of the Outer Rim. The New Republic drove the Empire from the Core, from its rich Inner Rim worlds, but out here the Empire is still strong. Still  dangerous.”  
That statement won Kryze a few more whoops of agreement. 
Din couldn’t argue with her, not over that. She was  right. The Empire still lived in the Outer Rim. The Empire had taken Grogu. Gideon had still had enough funding to experiment on a child. To build the darktroopers. 
That wasn’t  defeat. That was – exile. A setback. 

   But all of these people – to throw them against the Remnants in an effort to make some kind of point –  

Rau opened his mouth again, truly angry now, but both his next words and Din’s thoughts were cut short by Ursa Wren, who stepped back up on the platform and murmured something in Bo-Katan’s ear. 
Din fixed his attention back on Kryze. Whatever Wren was telling her wasn’t good news – Kryze’s eyes had narrowed, and her expression had grown sharper. 
“Send him away,” Kryze said, her voice low. Din doubted that the words could travel beyond the raised platform and the tight ring Bo-Katan’s people had made around it. 
But Din heard it, and he narrowed his own eyes. 
“I can try,” Ursa murmured back. “But Alrich – he is an artist before he’s a warrior, and Tristan is here.”
“Send him away,” Bo-Katan repeated. Her voice was spiked with urgency. Whoever had arrived back at the stronghold, Bo-Katan wanted him  gone.  
Anger stirred in Din’s chest.  
 No,  he thought.  You don’t get to – if there’s someone here who wants to be here – who is Mandalorian – you don’t get to send them away.  
Kryze didn’t get to decide who was and wasn’t Mandalorian. 
“Send who away?” Din asked, loudly. 
Kryze shot him a look that was full of venom. Din’s instincts had been right. 
“Boba Fett,” Kryze said. 
Din froze. 
But Kryze’s voice had carried beyond her platform. 
“Boba Fett?” a warrior in grey and gold shouted. “The bounty hunter?” 
Boba’s name rippled out through the crowd. 
Kryze bared her teeth. “Send him away, Countess,” she said. She locked eyes with Din. “Boba Fett has no place here.” 
The anger that had been stirring in Din’s gut broke open. It tore through his veins, cold as ice. 
 You don’t,  he thought,  get to decide who does and doesn’t have a place here.  Kryze had no right to look at Boba and declare him an  aruetii.  Declare him  dar’manda.  That was  Boba’s choice. And – 
 And I don’t know if anybody ever offered that choice to him.  
Kryze wouldn’t have offered it to him. Boba’d told Din that he’d gone to Mandalore once, as a much younger man, and Din knew now  why he’d gone. 
Boba had wanted to  be Mandalorian. Or at least to be like his father. He had wanted to learn more about Jango Fett and where Jango had come from. 
So he’d gone to Mandalore. 
And then he’d left again, because after the Clone Wars had ended Gar Saxon and other Death Watch clans had been in power, and to them, being Mandalorian was a matter of blood. 
Oh, they took in foundlings. Din was proof that Death Watch took in foundlings and made them just as Mandalorian as any child born to a Great Clan. 
 But I was no one,  Din thought.  My tribe – we were in hiding. In exile. The clans back on Mandalore didn’t care about us, because we weren’t a threat to them.  

   But to Gar Saxon, who ruled through betrayal –  

 To Bo-Katan,  Din realized, though the realization was guilty, now, diminished by his respect for Kryze.  Who ruled through strength, but also through her  sister's  claim to the throne.  
Satine Kryze had been the Duchess of Mandalore. Not  the mand’alor.  

   And Boba – if Boba was recognized as Jango’s son, and Jango as Jaster’s –  

Then Boba had a claim to Mandalore too. 
Din wanted to laugh. Boba wanted nothing to  do with Mandalore. He wouldn’t have taken the throne. Boba wanted his corner of Tatooine. An entire planet – 
 But Kryze is afraid of him,  Din realized.  Of what he represents. So if he’s  not  allowed here – if they keep him from being called a Mandalorian –  
Icy fury – raw outrage – made Din speak again. 
“Let him in,” Din said. 
Kryze stared at him. 
“Let him in,” Din repeated, loudly. He was met with silence and more stares. Most of the crowd had forgotten about Din entirely. Rau and Kryze had been arguing so passionately that everyone else had dropped out of view.
But now almost every eye in the valley was fixed on Din. He felt their attention sharpen on him. 
Din lifted his chin. 
 They can stare,  he thought. Din was used to being stared at. He didn’t  want the attention, but he wasn’t going to shy away from it now.  Not when Din could use it.
 Kryze wants to use me as her armor,  Din thought.  That’s fine. She can. But every Mandalorian knows that armor can be a weapon, too.  Beskar was  hard. A blow from a beskar gauntlet could be fatal, if there was enough force behind it. 
Kryze met Din’s eyes. Fury lurked there. 
“Let him in,” Din said again. He pitched his own voice to carry. Kryze and Rau weren’t the only ones who could shout. “He has a right to be here.” 
“This gathering,” Kryze said, “is for Mandalorians.” 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, it was Fenn Rau who jumped in again to counter Kryze. “Boba Fett?” he said. “The son of Jango Fett? You would claim that he is not Mandalorian?” 
“Son?” Koska countered, leaping to Bo-Katan’s defense. “Are a man’s clones – his  imitations – his sons now, Rau?”  
“Are they not?” rumbled  one of the three Mandalorians in white, red and gold armor. “If a Mandalorian claims any child as  their  child, is that child not Mandalorian? The Houses take in fewer and fewer foundlings these days, but there are many clans who know the value of  all children, not just those born of Mandalorian blood.” 
“Who’s to say that Jango Fett had Mandalorian blood?” An Ordo – Vel, Din thought her name was, though he'd met several Ordos in the last several minutes – demanded. “Adopted by Mereel or not, Fett turned his back on Mandalore long before he was ever cloned! He died  dar’manda.” 
“Even you Skiratas have your code,” Koska added, sneering at the warrior who’d brought up bringing in foundlings. Din startled. Boba had mentioned a Skirata or two, but Din hadn’t really thought about a Clan Skirata outside the little clan Wenyan, Agda and Annika had made. A Clan Skirata outside of the Creed. “But Jango Fett had no honor, and Boba Fett has none either!” 
“That,” Din said, coldly, “is not true.” 
Koska rounded on Din, shoulders slung low like a tusk leopard about to pounce, and Din knew what she was going to say before she said it. She was going to say that Din had no honor either. That he couldn’t  have  any honor, because he was  dar’manda too, as Jango Fett had been. 
Din was ready for her to say it. Everything inside his head – all of his tangled feelings, his confusion, the guilt and the grief and the  anger – had finally taken shape, like beskar hammered in the forge. 
But Koska didn’t get the chance to say anything. Kryze grabbed her elbow, keeping her back, and before Kryze could say anything either, Fenn Rau cut in. 
“You would speak for Boba Fett, then?” Rau asked. The words weren’t spoken loudly, but such a complete and total hush had fallen over the valley that Rau might have shouted them. 
Din met his eyes. “I would,” he said. 
“And who are you?” 
There was – less malice, in Fenn Rau’s voice, than Din had expected. Din was standing with Kryze, after all. He’d come down into the valley at her side. To everyone else, Din probably looked like Kryze’s ally. Her  trusted ally – he still stood near her, and had crossed the lake at her right hand. 
Din took a deep breath. Grogu clutched at the edge of Din’s cape. 
“My name,” Din said, skin prickling with the force of the Mandalorians’ attention, “is Din.” 
“And your clan?” Rau asked. 
The answer that Rau was looking for, Din thought, was probably  Clan Kryze.  He wanted to know if Din was Kryze’s  tal’vod, or if Din was standing on his own. 
Din took another deep breath. 
 Kryze won’t – she won’t murder me in front of five hundred Mandalorians,  he thought.  Not unless she calls for an honor duel first.  
“Clan Djarin,” he said. 
Rau smiled. It was a quick thing, fleeting, and it wasn’t the same sort of knife-smile Kryze had flashed at Din when she’d thought that she was getting her way. Din thought that Rau’s smile was genuine. “Very well, Din of Clan Djarin,” he said. He looked back at Kryze. “Clan Rau stands with Clan Djarin, in this; I will vouch for Boba Fett.” 
“So does Clan Vizsla,” Paz rumbled from the other side of the crowd.  That drew a lot of attention; murmurs broke out among the gathered warriors much like it had when Paz had announced himself on the light cruiser. Clan Vizsla, it seemed, was a name that still held some weight. 
Din stared at Paz, surprised. 
Paz  hated Boba. He’d made no secret of that. He and Boba had tried to kill each other. 
 Why is he vouching for Boba? Din wondered, suspicious. He was too far away to gauge Paz’s feelings clearly, but Paz had folded both arms across his big chest and lifted his chin. 
The  alor, at his side, said nothing. 
Rau took the yoke of the conversation neatly again, steering them back to the matter at hand. “That’s three clans who will stand for allowing Boba Fett among this gathering,” he said. “What say you, Bo-Katan Kryze? Does that make Boba Fett Mandalorian enough for your company?” 
Kryze glared vibroknives at Din and Rau both, but she was caught. Rau – with Din’s help, though Din hadn’t necessarily meant to give it – had maneuvered Bo-Katan into a neat trap. Either Kryze accepted Boba, which she didn’t want, or she undermined her own promise from the opening of the summit; that the gathering was  cin vhetin, neutral ground, and no one would be turned away because of what they’d done or who they had supported in the past. 
Kryze knew it, too, because she gritted her teeth and said, “By all means. Have him brought down, Countess Wren. If Din Djarin is willing to vouch for Boba Fett, I have no objections.” 
There was some kind of trap in the way she’d said  that,  but Din was too busy looking past the crowd, towards the  morut, to care. 
Boba had come. Boba was  here. Din hadn’t expected to see Boba again until he’d gone back to Tatooine. He hadn’t expected Boba to want anything to do with the gathering. 
But he was here. 
“Bahh?” Grogu asked, picking up on Din’s – well. On whatever it was Din was feeling. Mingled relief and excitement and dread, a little. Joy and apprehension. Boba was here, but had he come for Din, or had he come because there’d been trouble on Tatooine? 
Din didn’t have to wait long to find out. Wren murmured something into her comm link and only seconds later, back by the stronghold, a familiar black and green figure came striding through the snow, details resolving as Boba came closer. 
Boba carried himself like a king. If he was surprised to round a corner and find himself in front of several hundred expectant Mandalorians, he didn’t show it. He barely even broke stride. Din knew Boba well – knew him like Din knew Paz, like he knew Annika and the  alor  – and so Din caught the split second of hesitation, as Boba rounded the  morut and started down the slope to the lakeshore, but Din doubted that anyone else saw it. 
 He looks – good,  Din thought. Even though Boba might be coming to Din with bad news, Din’s heart couldn’t help but lift at the sight of him. Boba  did  look good. His armor wasn’t pristine or even all that freshly-painted, but its scuffs and scrapes, the shining marks in the paint where beskar gleamed, the carbon burns, spoke to Boba’s skill in battle. His black Tusken robes set him apart from all of the  mando’ade  in kutes. His  gaderffii was fearsome at his back. 
He looked like a warrior. 
“Bahh,” Grogu repeated, standing as tall as he could on Din’s shoulder. 
“Yeah,” Din agreed, coming to a decision. He didn’t need to wait for Boba to come all the way to Din. Din could meet Boba where he was. “That’s right, kid.” 
Without bothering to ask Kryze for permission, Din left her side and hopped off the platform. 
He didn’t run. He didn’t need to. The crowd was murmuring around Din, but they were keen enough to get out of his way. The various clans and tribes and factions parted. They all stood aside. 
This wasn’t how Din had wanted to see Boba again, after their argument in the palace. Din hadn’t really thought about how he’d wanted to find Boba again, but he’d imagined that they’d reunite in Boba’s rooms after court had ended, where they could be alone. Where they could  talk. Where Din could apologize. 
This – an open valley, watched by several hundred eyes – was less than ideal. 
Din didn’t care. 
The distance between them narrowed and then there was no distance at all. Boba had crossed the lake in long, urgent strides and Din had made it to the outer edges of the crowd. There were ten meters between them, then six, then none, Boba pulling up and Din slowing down, and then it occurred to Din that he didn’t know what to do with his hands. 
Din wanted to reach out and grab Boba – pull him close – but didn’t want to embarrass him here. There were too many eyes, and Din and Boba had never embraced outside of the privacy of Boba’s rooms. Pressing their foreheads together was too presumptuous. Din wasn’t sure that Boba still – that Boba still wanted Din that way, after their argument. 
At a loss and aware of the eyes on his back, Din settled for a warrior’s greeting, reaching out to grasp Boba by the forearm. They were both staring at each other. 
Boba looked away first, looking down at Din’s offered hand. He snorted. 
 Oh,  Din thought, wincing. He  had overstepped, then. Boba didn’t want – 
And then Boba reached out, taking charge, and hooked a hand behind Din’s neck. He scattered all of Din’s thoughts in one go and pulled Din’s head down, bringing his own up to press their foreheads together. 
Din’s helmet dug into the bridge of his nose, and the pressure was so sweet he had to close his eyes. Din pushed back. He reached out and caught Boba’s free hand, their wrists bumping together, beskar singing. Boba tangled their fingers together. 
“Din,” Boba said, his voice hoarse. “Din.”
“Hey,” Din said back, just as hoarse. His heart hammered loudly against his ribs. Caught in his throat. “You made it.” 
Boba snorted softly. 
They were making a scene. Din knew that they were. He could hear the murmurs behind them, rippling out through the crowd. He imagined that he could hear Paz’s snarl of outrage. 
But in this moment, Din couldn’t bring himself to care. Boba was here. He was here. 
“Din,” Boba said, low and urgent. He didn’t pull away even though he was probably just as aware of all the attention on them as Din was. “I didn’t mean to get in the middle of this,” Boba said. “But I – but I had to tell you.  Ni ceta, Din. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean – ”
“I’m sorry,” Din said. “I pushed. You told me to stop and I didn’t.” 
“It wasn’t your fault,” said Boba, finally pulling away. He was fully armored, expression hidden behind his helmet, but Din could almost see his face anyway. The grief in his eyes. “It was mine. I didn’t – I shouldn’t have – oh,” Boba said, breaking off. “Uh,  Djar’ika. What’s your kid doing.” 
Grogu, never happy to share Din’s attention at the best of times, had decided that he had tolerated Boba and Din ignoring him long enough. He’d stood all the way up on Din’s shoulder, balanced precariously, and was looking Boba full in the face. He took his steadying hand off of Din’s pauldron. 
“Grogu,” Din said, warningly, but it was too late. The kid had made up his mind. 
“Bah!” Grogu announced, and leapt from Din’s shoulder with a Jedi’s grace directly towards Boba’s chest. 
Boba’s reflexes were pretty good; he caught Grogu before the kid made contact, making a faint “ oomph!” sound of surprise. He had to let go of Din to do it, and caught Grogu with both hands. 
Grogu giggled and waved his own tiny hands at Boba’s face insistently. 
“Din,” Boba said again. He held Grogu out a little ways from his chest, like the kid was a grenade instead of a small child. 
 Well,  Din thought, having seen the damage Grogu could do in a temper tantrum,  he’s a Jedi kid – they  are  grenades, kind of.  
Din sighed. “Boba Fett, Grogu,” he said. “Grogu, Boba. Grogu, be  nice,” Din added, sternly. 
Grogu giggled again and reached for Boba’s helmet. Boba eyed the kid, tense and wary, but didn’t pull away. That was good – Grogu liked the chase almost as much as he liked the attention. 
“What’s he want?” Boba asked. 
Din smiled. “To say hello,” he said. “You’re –  aliit.” He said the word quickly, getting it out before he could talk himself out of it. Din and Boba hadn’t resolved their argument by any means. The strength and warmth of Boba’s greeting made Din feel lighter on that score – they  would resolve their argument, he thought – but they hadn’t stopped to sort out their places in each other’s lives. Their agreement. 
“Leee,” Grogu agreed. Boba held very still when the kid brought his hands up to tap his claws against the cheeks of his helmet. 
Din wasn’t sure how much of all of this Grogu actually understood. Grogu’d taken to Paz yesterday pretty well, had liked Strill and the other foundlings. Had seemed to understand, when Din had explained it to him, that Paz and Strill and the kids were Grogu’s family. 
And now he was accepting Boba the same way, with a child’s easy affection, but Din didn’t know if that was because Grogu thought that  all Mandalorians were his family, or if Grogu could sense Din’s regard for Boba. 
If he could sense that Din loved Boba, still, even though he and Boba had fought. 
Boba stared down at Grogu like the kid had flipped him over. Like Grogu had hit him with the Force right between the eyes. 
Grogu lifted his chin impatiently, demanding a  mirshemure’cya of his own. 
Cautiously, Boba gave it to him, leaning down to press his forehead very gently against Grogu’s. 
Grogu laughed outright this time, high and bright, and patted Boba’s cheeks. Then he wriggled in Boba’s grip a little, pulling back to get a better look at his new  ba’vodu,  and said, with as much determination as he could muster, “  Eeeh!”  
Din was used to translating for Grogu. At Boba’s quizzical look, he said, “He wants to sit on your shoulder. He likes it up there.” 
“Won’t he fall off?” said Boba, though he was obliging enough and transferred the kid to one shoulder, holding still as Grogu clamored all over him. 
“Hasn’t yet,” Din assured him, smiling. His heart was still beating hard against his ribs. They looked – right, Boba and Grogu. Boba was obviously uncomfortable, but Din had seen him with Paz’s foundlings, with Deyyeri’s sons. Boba was alright with kids, when he thought that no one was looking at him. 
That made Din realize, all at once, that he, Boba and Grogu were very much not alone. All of Mandalore – or all of what was left of Mandalore, anyway – was staring at the three of them, their fascination rapt and attentive.  
Din flushed underneath his helmet. He’d put the crowd entirely out of his mind. Din turned to face them all, his cloak stirring in the wind, and shifted a little so that Grogu and Boba could take shelter behind him, if they wanted to. If Boba didn’t want all of Mandalore staring at him. 
Boba was fearless, though, or at the very least he was resolved. He stepped out of Din’s shadow and came to stand at his side. He lifted his chin. The toddler on his shoulder probably undercut some of Boba’s fierceness, a little, but rising over Grogu’s head was the wicked hook of Boba’s  gaderffii, so  Din wasn't too worried about Boba’s ability to look intimidating. 
For a heady moment, Din wasn’t worried about anything. He couldn’t be, not with Boba by his side. Boba was  aliit. Clan. The strength of that conviction was like beskar. Invincible. 
Apparently Din and Boba both looked fierce enough that most others – the Awauds and the Keldaus still gathered by the lakeshore, the Farrs, Clan Cadera and even Cyri Ordo – dropped their eyes. 
Rau kept looking, though, calm and steady. Paz, a head and shoulders over his nearest neighbors, was looking back too. So was the  alor, her golden helmet gleaming, and so was Bo-Katan Kryze. 
At a distance, Din couldn’t make out her expression very well. He couldn’t see exactly what she was thinking. That put his hackles up. The tension that had been simmering just underneath Din’s feet, beneath the ice, was suddenly much closer to the surface. 
And then the whispers, which Din had tuned out to focus on Boba, grew louder. More distinct. 
“Look,” the Mandalorians nearest Din were whispering, in a tide that was growing louder and louder, passing from clan to clan. “Kryze doesn’t have the darksaber.  He does.” 
Din froze. He didn’t have to look down at his side to know what the others were seeing. In Din’s rush to greet Boba – in the wind – his cloak had come free of its careful folds. It fluttered against his heels even now. 
The darksaber swayed a little in the wind too. Its hilt knocked against Din’s hip. 
“The darksaber,” Din heard, the words repeated, expanding. “But that means – ”
“Fenn Rau,” Bo-Katan Kryze declared, her voice carrying. Her hair was very red against the white and grey mountains behind her. Tension cracked through the air like rotten ice giving way. 
 No,  Din thought, his heart sinking.  She wouldn’t. This isn’t – this isn’t what she wants. 
“You asked me if I was the  mand’alor,  to try to decide the fate of all of our people,” she continued. Dread pooled in Din’s belly. His vision narrowed. Beside him he heard Boba make a faint, rumbling sound, rough and angry.  
“As you can see,” said Kryze, sardonic. “I’m not the  mand’alor.” She met Din’s eyes again and he saw the knife shining in her face, the beskar edge, the skill behind the blade. Din braced himself. He couldn’t do anything else. 
Kryze smiled, with all the mercy of a moth owl stretching its talons out to catch its hapless prey, and said, “He is.” 
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Din’s first and most immediate instinct was to tear the darksaber off of his hip and pitch it, and everything it represented, at Bo-Katan as hard as he could. She was a good ways across the lake and there were hundreds of Mandalorians between her and Din, but Din had a good arm. He could get the darksaber halfway there, at least, and then everyone else could fight over it. 
 I’m – I can’t be the mand’alor, Din thought reflexively. He almost said it, too, and would have said it into the deep silence that had fallen over the gathered Mandalorians if Boba hadn’t been at Din’s side. If Grogu hadn’t been there, small and vulnerable. 
Din wasn’t Mandalorian any more. Bo-Katan herself had said that no outsider – no  aruetii – would rule Mandalore. 
 There isn’t even a Mandalore left to rule, Din thought, but he knew that that wasn’t true; Kryze had also said that Mandalore wasn’t just the planet, which was dead, or the system, which had been broken. Mandalore was its people. As long as there were Mandalorians living in the galaxy, there was a Mandalore. 

   And I’m –  

 I broke the Creed,  Din thought.  I broke the Creed.  That meant that Din was  dar’manda.  
 But – but I still  feel  Mandalorian. I still act like a Mandalorian. And if I wanted to be –  
If Din wanted, he could be Mandalorian again. He knew that now. Not all Mandalorians would accept it, and Din couldn’t be the  same kind of Mandalorian he’d been, a child of the Creed, but – 
 But I could do it, he thought. 
He could pick a new Creed. One that he’d had a chance to choose for himself, to weigh its words and consider it against the other Creeds that Din now knew existed. Din could swear to a new Way, and Din could be Mandalorian again. 
His own people wouldn’t accept it. The tribe – the  alor,  Paz and the others – none of them would accept it. To them, Din would always be  dar’manda.  
But other Mandalorians  would accept Din. Many would be happy to count Din among their number. Kryze and her people would take him. So would what was left of the True Mandalorians, Din thought. Other factions might accept him too, if he decided to follow their Way instead of his own. 
If Din said that he was Mandalorian, if he kept living his life like he was Mandalorian, then, to many of the others here, he would  be Mandalorian. 
It would be easy. 
Across the lake, Din saw the green flash of Kryze’s eyes. She wasn’t smiling, but her expression was triumphant. 
She had caught Din. Not with a krayt dragon trap or an eopie net but with a barbed harpoon, snagging Din at the bone like the fishermen of Naboo speared an opee sea killer and dragged it through the water as bait for something bigger. Kryze had worked her way underneath Din’s armor with all of her talk on the light cruiser – with all of the possibilities she’d offered – and she’d sunk a hook into Din’s gut. 
Even though it hurt, Din  wanted it. He wanted what Kryze was offering him. To be able to wear his armor without guilt – to know that he could rely on other Mandalorians to help him if he needed it – 
Din could make a choice. He could cut himself free of Kryze’s claim – announce to everyone here that he was  dar’manda – and slink away bleeding, or Din could accept what Kryze had said. He could let her reel him in until her boot was on his neck, and she could do with him what she liked. 
Worse, Din thought, was that he didn’t think that Kryze was trying to be cruel. None of this was personal. She hadn’t done this to him to cause Din pain. 
She was, he thought, trying to help. She was trying to unite Mandalore, of course, and Din was pretty sure she was trying to position herself at the top of whatever coalition came out of the summit, but she was trying to help Din, too. She was giving him a way back to himself. The cruelty was that she was offering Din his  manda back on her terms, not his. That she was offering it for her own ends. 
Din had never liked being trapped. His overwhelming instinct was to spit, “Kark this!” and throw the darksaber away. 
It’d be dangerous, throwing the darksaber away. Din knew that. Kryze would get what she wanted either way, but some of the other Mandalorians here – the Children of the Watch, at least – would take immediate offense to Din’s announcement. They’d go for Din’s armor, for his life. He’d have to fight his way out. 
Din was no coward. He’d had to fight his way out of plenty of tight corners. He didn’t  want  to fight his people – not even the  alor, who was staring at Din from across the crowd and still inspiring a faint, prickling anger in Din’s chest whenever he looked at her – but if Din had to fight to survive, he would. 
 But it’s not just my life at stake, he thought. 
Boba was here and had openly sided with Din. Grogu was here. Paz would look after Grogu if anything happened to Din. He’d keep Grogu safe, or at least he’d try, but Grogu was halfway-trained, now, and he’d already tossed threats to Din’s life up in the air. Pushed them away. He had killed already; Grogu had killed a bounty hunter who’d come after Luke Skywalker. 
And Boba – 
Din couldn’t be  entirely  sure that Boba had forgiven him for what had happened on Tatooine. That Boba would stand up for Din in a fight between Din and other Mandalorians, since Boba didn’t want anything to  do with other Mandalorians, but Boba had come here. He’d come. He was standing here in front of hundreds of other Mandalorians because he’d wanted to find Din. He’d wanted to apologize. 
 If the  alor  comes at me, Boba will – he’ll get between us,  Din thought.  He’ll try to help me.  
And if it was just the two of them facing off against six hundred other Mandalorians, Din and Boba would both die. 
Din wasn’t going to ask Boba to die for him. Not over this. 
 Not when there  has  to be another way out, Din thought. There had to be a way to cut himself loose without sparking hostility. For Din to be Mandalorian without having to disavow his old Creed in front of everyone. 
 To get out of this alive,  Din thought.  There has to be a way.  
Din just had to figure it out. 
So he took a deep breath, steeling himself, and fought down his instinctive urge to pitch the darksaber as hard as he could at Kryze’s head. All of the attention – the hundreds of eyes fixed on him, shock and confusion and hostility palpable feelings in the air – made Din want to shy away from all of them. Made him want to try his old trick of fading into the background, of passing unnoticed. 
Din didn’t give in to that feeling either. He lifted his chin. 
Boba shifted closer to Din’s side. Din could feel him, his awareness registering every shift and change in stance like he and Boba hadn’t been apart at all. One of Boba’s hands had dropped to the handle of his  gaderffii. Grogu swayed on Boba’s shoulder. 
“That can’t be  the darksaber,” a nearby Mandalorian, a stick-thin young man in scuffed red armor, exclaimed. Din eyed him. The kid was human, maybe twenty, and he had his helmet tucked underneath one arm, which meant that he wasn’t one of Din’s people. He spoke with all the blustering confidence of a young man who hadn’t eaten enough dirt in the training ring as a child. 
Din’s body registered a threat. He put a hand of his own on the hilt of the darksaber, his fingers curling around the narrow hilt. Din could almost feel the energy trapped in the blade humming against his hand, and something in Din’s chest thrummed to answer it. 
“The darksaber was lost with Mandalore!” the kid continued. He spoke loud enough to be heard across the lake – no one else was making a sound. Everyone was straining to hear what would happen next. 
Din narrowed his eyes. He wasn’t sure how to refute that without immediately confirming Kryze’s claim. 
“Not lost,” Kryze called, wading into the argument. She was still looking at Din. “It was  stolen from Mandalore. And Din Djarin won it back.” 
Kryze’s particular phrasing –  won the darksaber, as opposed to stealing it from Gideon’s hip without Gideon noticing – finally sparked a few murmurs. Older warriors turned to younger ones. People nudged each other, their armor clinking softly. 
“Won it from  who?” the young Mandalorian challenged, his gaze fixed greedily on Din’s hip. 
Din tried not to bristle. Kryze said nothing. Her armor gleamed in the sun. She’d tossed Din, wounded, to the colo claw fish; now she wanted to see if Din could still swim. 
Even speared, an opee sea killer was dangerous. They had been known to swamp fishing boats by thrashing below the waves. They still had teeth, had strength. Din set his jaw. 
 I have to be careful,  he thought. There  was a way out of this. There had to be. A way to protect himself – and Boba, and Grogu – without playing into Bo-Katan’s hands. 
 Or getting killed,  Din thought fatalistically. He almost wanted to smile. Half of the Mandalorians here would probably want to go for Din to get the darksaber, and the other half would want to go for him because he was  dar’manda. Kryze had found a way to unite Mandalore after all. 
Though Kryze  had kept word that Din was no longer Mandalorian among just her own people. Whatever she’d told her faction – if she’d told them that Din had chosen a new Creed or that his own had been wrong to begin with, that Din had been confused, that Kryze had set him on the right path – had made an impression; most of the hostility pushing against Din now was coming from the fringes of the crowd, not from the Mandalorians still ringed defensively around Bo-Katan. 
That was good. Din could manage a few enemies at a time, but if  everyone went for him at once – 
“I won it from Moff Gideon,” Din said, because it was true. He addressed the skinny kid in red armor, though he pitched his voice to carry. The kid had no signet of his own, but a few of the others closest to him – all human, with all with the same pale hair and pointed chins – had a complicated pattern of lines and shapes stamped in gold on their pauldrons. 
“From the Empire?” the kid scoffed. “There is no Empire, not any more.” 
 Yeah,  Din thought, his estimation of the kid dropping further. He felt Boba shift beside him, sliding into a more comfortable ready stance.  Somebody should’ve hit this kid a little harder in the training ring.  
But instead of raising his hackles like an anooba snarling over a kill, Din flexed his fingers and tried a more measured approach. 
“You live in the Outer Rim,” Din said. “You know that’s not true. The Remnants are still here.” 
“And you went up against them?” a different Mandalorian – the solitary warrior Din had noticed as he’d waded through the crowd with Bo-Katan earlier, the one who still stood with patient calm, almost like a Jedi – called out. 
Din took a closer look at him. He wore armor colored almost like Boba’s; mostly green, with gold glittering around his visor and a soaring bird printed in blue on one pauldron. Unlike most Mandalorians, this one wore his cloak pinned over his armor. 
And unlike the scrawny kid in red armor, this warrior addressed Din without any scoffing hostility. 
“Yes,” Din said, warily. He would not lie, but he didn’t want to claim that he’d gone against the Empire on his own, either. Din lifted his chin in Kryze’s direction. “With help from the Nite Owls,” he said. Then, after thinking for a second, Din tilted his head in Boba’s direction and added, “And with help from Boba Fett.” 
“Leave me out of this,” Boba muttered, too low for anyone but Din to hear. 
 I don’t think that I can, Din thought. He didn’t voice it out loud, because everyone nearby was paying very close attention to Din and he wasn’t sure that he could speak quietly enough to avoid being overhead, but Din did shift his stance a little, knocking his boot against Boba’s.
He hoped that Boba understood. 
Kryze, also listening intently, added, “We stormed Moff Gideon’s light cruiser together.” 
Her voice rang out over the ice. Her tone was steady. 
 She’s better at this than I am, Din thought. He hadn’t been mumbling in the face of the kid’s challenge, but he hadn’t been shouting either. 
Kryze wasn’t shouting, but she clearly wanted to be heard. 
“Most of you should recognize that name,” Kryze continued. Some of the attention slid away from Din. He dropped his defensive posture a little, relieved. He just needed a little time to figure out what to say. To catch his breath. 
Then he could get to work on cutting himself free of the hook Kryze had tangled around his ribs. 
“Gideon was the one who drove you from your homes,” Kryze continued. “Who shattered your strongholds and slaughtered your kin. Gideon was the one who turned pulse cannons on your children. Who loosed the  beskar’shuke on your warriors.” 
Din didn’t know what  beskar’shuke meant, but judging from the furious hiss that went up among the crowd – the shouts of anger and grief – it wasn’t anything good. 
Din remembered some of the bodies he’d seen on Mandalore. The ones that had been reduced to nothing but ash, their armor melted to the rocks around them. He shuddered, and a pang of grief went through him too. 
Kryze gave everyone a moment to express their pain, and then she raised her hand. “I know,” she said, and judging from the look on her face, she  did know. She had been there. Din had never asked her how many clansmen she’d lost, when Mandalore had fallen. How many friends. But if the look on her face was a true one, not a mask she'd pulled on to win sympathy from the crowd, she had lost nearly everything. 
“But Gideon has been defeated,” she said, once the hissing and grieving had quieted again. She spared a glance at Din, then launched into the story of how they’d taken the light cruiser. She was a compelling speaker, and one by one every eye slid away from Din and fixed back on Kryze. 
The immediate danger had passed. 
 No one – no one’s challenged her claim yet,  Din thought.  No one’s challenged me. 
The young warrior in red armor had been about to, but even he hadn’t gone for Din’s throat. No one had yet tried to take the darksaber from Din. 
 No one,  he thought,  even denied what Kryze said.  
Kryze had named Din as the  mand’alor, and no one had argued. 

   Yet, anyway.  

Din was sure that someone would object, once more of the gathered Mandalorians understood what was happening. Once they understood who – what – Din was. But for now they were all listening as Kryze spun a tale for them in the air, talking of honor and vengeance and Din’s determination to save his son. 
Din wasn’t sure that he liked the image of himself that Kryze was sketching. She wasn’t  lying,  of course. She wasn’t the type to lie outright. She’d rather swing the truth around like a freshly-sharpened  verd  knife. Din  had gone against Gideon to get the kid back. That was true. 
But the way Kryze was talking about it – 
The way Kryze was talking about it made Din sound like he’d  meant to go up against Moff Gideon. Like their confrontation had been about more than just Din’s frantic determination to get Grogu back safely. Like Din had done it for all of Mandalore. 
 I wasn’t – I didn’t know anything  about  Mandalore, then, Din thought. Before he’d attacked the light cruiser, Din hadn’t even been to the planet Mandalore – that had come after, when they’d beaten Gideon but Din had lost anyway, sending Grogu off with Skywalker, breaking his Creed to see Gideon defeated. Din hadn’t set foot in the Mandalore sector until the battle on the light cruiser had come and gone. 
He hadn’t even really started learning about Mandalore and its history – about other Mandalorians, too, and how varied they all were, their different Ways and Creeds – until he’d gone to Tatooine. Kryze certainly hadn’t explained anything to him. 
Now that Din was here on Krownest, surrounded by other Mandalorians who had all gathered at Kryze’s request, Din couldn’t help but wonder why that  was.  
 Why didn’t Kryze tell me anything, on the light cruiser? He had stayed on the ship for weeks after Gideon had been defeated, recovering slowly from his injuries. Din had done his best to avoid Kryze, but she’d still been on the cruiser with him. There had been plenty of opportunities for her to pull Din aside and tell him more about Mandalore. 
 She didn’t tell me anything,  Din thought. Kryze hadn’t even told him what had  happened  to Mandalore, other than that the Empire had destroyed it.  Why not?  
Kryze probably hadn’t known just how  little  Din knew of Mandalore. She’d known him as a Child of the Watch after their first meeting on Trask, but when Din had been on the light cruiser, she hadn’t pressed him about it. She hadn’t asked him what the Creed was, or when Din had sworn it, or even if Din had been born Mandalorian. She hadn’t tried to tell him anything about  her Mandalore, either. 

   Why not?  

Had Kryze just assumed that Din had known more about Mandalore than he actually had? Had she  preferred it when Din had known nothing? 
Troubled, he listened as Kryze recounted the battle on the light cruiser. 
She hadn’t actually  seen Din defeat Gideon, so she couldn’t actually describe the battle that had raged between the two of them, and Din was glad of that at least. He probably couldn't even recount the battle that well himself, and he'd fought it. 
The fight with Gideon had been chaos, and even if it hadn’t been Din’s ears had still been ringing from his scuffle with the darktrooper. Din’s memory of the fight was mostly just a collection of fragmented impressions. 
The darksaber singing in Gideon’s hand. Din’s spear rattling in his grip as he’d brought it down on Gideon. The hot red glow of his beskar where the darksaber had touched it, and the expectation of pain, and sparks scattering across Din's boots as Din had managed to get through Gideon’s guard and put him on the floor. 
Kryze hadn’t seen any of that, so she just told the assembled Mandalorians that Din had fought through Gideon to get to his son, and Din had won. He’d recovered Grogu and the darksaber both. 
“Djar’ika,” Boba said softly, while Bo-Katan went on to describe how all the Imperials on the light cruiser had been killed, the light cruiser reclaimed, the people rallied. Boba spoke so quietly that Din could just barely hear him; if Din hadn’t been in the habit of being so attuned to Boba anyway, he wouldn’t have heard him. 
Din half-turned, not wanting to draw the attention of the other Mandalorians, and looked at Boba out of the corner of his eye. 
Boba’s helmet was facing Kryze, stoic and unreadable, but Boba’s attention was fixed on Din. 
“I’m listening,” Din murmured back. 
“Good,” Boba said. He still had one hand curled around the handle of his  gaderffii.  “What do you need,  Djar’ika?” he asked. The endearment – the familiar nickname, after everything that had happened – made something tense and nervous in Din's chest unwind. “You need an exit strategy?” 
Din, who had been expecting Boba to ask about what had been going on while he and Din were separated, blinked in surprise. “An exit – ?” 
“Kryze is trying to crown you  mand’alor,”  said Boba, grim. “Do you want her to? ‘Cause if you don’t, we’ve gotta get out of here  now. Once she’s done talking, the challenges are gonna start.” 
“The challenges?” Din asked, wary. He had expected others to deny Kryze’s claim, of course. Din’d be happy to leave when the truth came out. 
 Well, no, he thought with another painful pang, a twist of the harpoon; Din wouldn’t be happy to leave. 
His people were here. There were more of them than he had ever hoped to see. They had their children with them. 
Din wanted to stay with them. All of these Mandalorians – 
 There’d be so much to learn,  he thought, wistful. So many stories to hear, so many cookfires to sit around. So many victories to celebrate and losses to mourn. Din saw many warriors who still stood tall and proud, despite everything that had happened to them. Their arms were strong. They looked like fighters, like true fighters, and Din wanted to  see. He wanted to watch them fight. He wanted to watch, and learn, and test his strength and skill against theirs. 
He didn't want to leave. 
But leaving might be best, if there’d be arguments. More division. Kryze wanted to unite the people. Din was wary of what she  really wanted, but he certainly didn’t want to be a wedge among the Mandalorians. 
“The duels,” said Boba. 
“The  duels?”  
Din realized that he was repeating most of what Boba was saying, but he was still thrown by Kryze’s claim. 
Boba inclined his head a bare fraction. 
“There’s not – Kryze has forbidden dueling here,” Din said. “Isn’t that what  ‘cin vhetin’ means?” 
“I have no idea what she has or hasn’t forbidden,” Boba shot back. “But this is –  joruur. A clan gathering. She might’ve forbidden feud-fighting, but a challenge is different.” 
“How different?” Din muttered. 
Boba eyed him. “Skira’kaan’s about settling a score,” he said, his voice still pitched low. “It’s feuding. Your clan against mine.” 
“You are my clan,” Din muttered back, before he could quite stop himself. Then he froze and flushed, furiously. 
He hadn’t – he  meant it, of course. He had started to think of Boba as his clan, his tribe, months ago. 
But he hadn’t said it before, and Din knew – he  knew – that Boba was proud of being Jango’s son. That belonging to a Mandalorian clan wasn’t something that Boba wanted for himself at all. 
Boba froze too, standing almost unnaturally stiff, but he didn’t immediately draw back or flinch away. “...Yes,” he finally said, still quiet. 
A terrible knot of anxiety in Din’s chest loosened a little. 
“But still. The point, Din – even if Kryze outlawed  ver’akaan  or  skira’kaan  here, she wouldn’t – can’t – forbid  ijaa’kaan.” 
 Honor-war,  Din translated, taking that word apart. A chill went down his spine, smothering some of the warm pleasure that had bloomed in his chest when Boba had said Yes, I am your clan.  
 No,  Din thought.  Not honor-war… a fight  for  honor.  

   A duel.  

“Someone’s going to challenge me to a duel?” Din asked. 
He supposed that he shouldn’t be surprised. Down in the covert, one warrior had been able to challenge another at any time, for any reason; over an insult, to jostle for status within the tribe, over positions or privileges. In the first five or six years after Din had been named  beroya,  Paz had challenged Din nearly every time Din had landed back in the covert after a job, with the understanding that if Paz had managed to beat Din in one of those fights, Paz would be  beroya and Din would stay in the covert. 
Paz hadn’t ever won, and Din had been  beroya up until the moment he’d taken his helmet off on Morak. 
Din narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. Kryze was still talking. She was speaking of Mandalore, now. Of how they’d all gone down to the surface of the planet together, and had seen what the Empire had left behind. 
 If everyone in the crowd goes for us at once, we’ll be overwhelmed,  Din thought.  But a duel –  
He could fight a duel. If he wanted to. If he wanted to – 
 What?  he thought.  If I want to accept Kryze’s claim? If I want to keep the darksaber? Be the mand’alor? 
Din didn’t want to be the  mand’alor,  but he wasn’t sure that he wanted to give up the darksaber. It  was  useful to have around, and he knew how to use it now. He’d gotten comfortable with it. It was  his.  
 I earned it,  he thought. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t  meant to earn it, when he’d drawn his spear against Gideon and fought the man to the floor. Din had earned it. If not then, then he’d earned it since – he had killed with it. Fought with it. Used it to protect his battered little clan. 
 Practiced with it,  Din thought, almost smiling.  Surprised a grouchy old Jedi with it, too.  
If Din wanted to fight – 
“Any Mandalorian can challenge you to a duel, if you meet them as a Mandalorian yourself,” Boba whispered. Din went still again. Boba’s meaning wasn’t lost in translation, this time. 

   If you meet them as a Mandalorian yourself.  

If Din chose to be Mandalorian again. If he picked a new Creed and swore to follow it. 
“And what if I’m not Mandalorian?” Din murmured. 
He couldn’t see Boba’s face, but the way Boba shifted told Din that he was grimacing. “If you’re not Mandalorian,” he said, “then you’re just an  aruetii with a sword. A Mandalorian with the darksaber has a claim to the throne. That claim’s settled one-on-one. There’s rules. But against an outsider…”
Against an outsider, there were no rules. 
Din pressed his mouth into a thin line, thinking furiously. 
“So if you don’t wanna claim your  manda,”  Boba murmured, quieter still, “that’s okay by me,  Djar’ika. But we gotta get you out of here, if that’s what you want. ‘Cause Kryze won’t leave anything to chance – if you’re not Mandalorian you’re an enemy. Mandalorians kill their enemies.” 
Din had spared Moff Gideon’s life. He had spared Jaasa’s. He killed when he had to, but to kill needlessly was the way of the wurrek. His elders had started pressing that into Din’s head around the time they’d started pressing a knife into his hands. 
 But Bo-Katan Kryze,  he thought, grimly,  follows her own Way, not mine.  
Din didn’t know what to do. 
Leaving – leaving would be the smartest thing to do, maybe. The safest thing. Din could drop the darksaber. Leave it in the snow and ice. He could walk away and take Boba, take Grogu, with him. 
 I would still have a clan, Din thought. He would have Tatooine. Fennec and Cobb, Noora and Gida, Kasyyk, the palace, the Quarter. Mos Pelgo. The desert. 
But Kryze, even though she’d claimed on Trask not to be a bounty hunter, was a good hunter nonetheless; she’d figured Din out, like any good hunter figuring out their prey. Din had spent hours – weeks, sometimes – getting to know his targets. Kryze had done the same with him. She’d figured out how to lure Din close, and then how to keep him there. 
She had pointed out that Din could have  both. His carefully-built clan on Tatooine and Mandalore. That he could hold them both in his hands, and keep them if he wanted to. 
“Din,” said Boba again, urgently. “What do you want?” 
The words were familiar. Boba had asked Din that before. 
“What do you want?” he’d asked in the peaceful quiet of his rooms above the palace, with all the desert spread out below them. Din’s mouth had been buzzing with the memory of Boba’s kiss, the imprint of his teeth. He’d been straining for Boba’s hands. 
Din had wanted punishment, then. He’d wanted  Boba. And now – 
“I want to stay,” Din said all in a rush, before he could stop himself. “I don’t – I want to stay.” 
He didn’t have the words in order, the thoughts all aligned, to say more than that. To describe what it was that Din wanted. It was Mandalore, it was his people, it was deeper than even those hooks wrapped around Din’s ribs. 
 I want to see if Kryze was telling the truth,  Din thought.  I want to see if I  can  be a Mandalorian again. I want to know what that would mean.  
It would mean a fight, Din knew.  Someone would challenge him. A Child of the Watch, a True Mandalorian, possibly even Kryze herself. 
But Din wanted to stay. 
Boba, to his credit, only pushed a tense sound out between his teeth and nodded. “I’m with you,” he said. 
The words bolstered Din more than they probably should have. Unexpected joy burst behind his ribs. Boba was only one man, after all, and if the rest of what was left of Mandalore was going to challenge Din, Boba’d probably only just condemned himself to a fight or six, but – 
But he must have forgiven Din, then, if he was willing to stand beside Din and fight. To die. 
 No,  Din thought, fiercely. He flexed his fingers, gloves creaking, and felt conviction settle into his shoulders, pressing down like the steady, reassuring weight of his armor.  No, neither of us are going to die here. Not for this.  
Din wouldn’t let it come to that. 
None of the spars in the covert had been to the death. They’d fought to surrender, usually; there’d been some injuries over the years, but none that hadn’t healed after a few weeks of bacta and sulking. 
 We’ll make it,  Din thought.  I won’t let anything happen to Boba. I’ll – 
“Get ready, then,” Boba muttered, shifting even closer to Din’s side. “Kryze is finished.” 
Bo-Katan had, in fact, stopped speaking. There were other mutters and murmurs rippling out away from her, like Kryze was a stone dropped in the middle of a calm oasis, and Din could feel the gatherings’ attention sliding back to him in fits and starts and each clan and faction reacted to Kryze’s story. 
Din’s skin still prickled underneath his armor, but he held himself steady. If there was going to be a challenge – 
 There’s going to be a challenge. Din could feel it in the air. Anticipation hung above the gathering like a thundercloud, swollen and flickering with lightning. It would just be a matter of who wanted to jostle Din first. 

   Who Kryze will let challenge me.  

She was still in control here. That was why she’d wanted to tell the story of how Din had come by the darksaber – she wanted to make sure the story of it sounded right. That it suited  her purposes, not Din’s. 
Even though he was still in his helmet, Din met Kryze’s eyes across the crowd. There were hundreds of Mandalorians in between them, now. Young and old, tall and short, human and Togruta and Zabrak and Pantoran. 
Any one of them would probably like to fight against Din, if it meant claiming the darksaber. But Din had Boba with him, and he was not afraid. Not of Kryze or of these strangers or even of what the armorer would say. What she would do. 
“Is it true, then?” a nearby Mandalorian – this one older, his voice muffled by a dark blue helmet that had been molded to accommodate a Devaronian’s horns – demanded. This Mandalorian stood near to the skinny kid in red armor who’d claimed that the darksaber was fake, though he was far enough apart that Din guessed the Devaronian was merely an ally of that clan, not a member of it on his own. 
Din looked away from Kryze and studied the Devaronian Mandalorian. He was big, as most Devaronians were, and his horns and armor both were polished to a shine. Despite the polish the warrior had clearly seen fighting – his kute was torn in places, mended with different-colored thread, and there was a dent in his cuirass the size of Din’s fist. His signet was a trio of jagged mountain peaks crowned by the rays of a sun. 
He moved like a fighter, too. He’d be a tough challenger. Din could take him, he thought – Din was no match for a Devaronian’s strength, but had always been faster and had used that speed to his advantage against Devaronians before – but it’d be a quick fight rather than a demonstrative one. 
 I don’t know how much of a point I can afford to make against a fighter that size, Din thought critically. Drawing out a fight against an opponent that size, just to show off his own skill, would be risky.  
Kryze didn’t interfere. Din was on his own, then. 
 Well,  he thought, as Boba turned to look at the Devaronian warrior too, Grogu swaying on his shoulder.  Not entirely alone.  
“Is what true?” Din asked, facing the warrior fully. 
The Devaronian made a low, rumbling sound low in his throat. “What the Lady says,” he said. “That  you’re the one who fought Gideon.” 
“We fought his people together,” said Din, carefully. 
“For vengeance?”
 Kark. “No,” Din said, because he had already resolved to be honest. “Gideon – Gideon took my son.” 
“Why?” 
“Why does the Empire do anything?” Din asked, thinking fast. Boba made a quiet sound of approval beside him. Gideon had taken Grogu because Grogu was a Jedi. Force-sensitive. And the Jedi had been Mandalore’s enemies, once. 
“Hmm,” said the Devaronian. He didn't sound as though he appreciated Din’s neat conversational parry. “I should not be surprised, then; of course one like you would not seek proper, honorable vengeance.” 
There was an insult there, in the other warrior’s words, though it took Din a moment to untangle it. 
 He’s saying – that I have no honor?  Din thought, frowning. The Devaronian was halfway right – Din hadn’t gone after Gideon for  vengeance. If Gideon had left Grogu alone, Din would’ve stayed as far away from him as possible. 
Boba recognized the insult faster, though, and snorted derisively, loud enough that others beyond Din heard him at last. 
The Devaronian slowly swung his head in Boba’s direction. 
“You disagree,  tatug’ad? ” he rumbled. 
Din did stiffen, then. He didn’t care much that this warrior thought that Din himself had no honor, but Boba hadn’t done anything to earn an insult. Din didn’t know what “tatug’ad”  meant, but it didn’t sound particularly polite.
“Your problem’s with me,” Din said, taking a step forward, but Boba stopped him, taking his hand off his  gaderffii and holding it out to slow Din down instead. 
Surprised, Din stopped. Boba was looking at the other Mandalorian, not him. His posture was looser than it had been since Boba had walked down to the lakeshore. 
“Tion gar gai, mando’ad?”  Boba asked, the  mando’a rolling off of his tongue. He was making some sort of point, Din was sure, but Din wished that he understood what Boba was saying. 
He was issuing a challenge of some kind. That much, at least, was clear. Boba sounded calm enough to anyone who didn’t know him, but Din  did know him, and heard the dangerous undercurrent moving through Boba’s voice. The promise of violence. 
The warrior tilted his chin up and met Boba’s challenge. “Rearden Hokan, of Clan Hokan,” he said.
Din blinked. Based on the Devaronian’s attitude, he’d expected to hear the other warrior say something like “Ordo” or “Awaud,” a name Din might’ve recognized from Boba’s history lessons. He had never heard of a Clan Hokan before. 
Boba evidently had, though, because he chuckled, mocking, and said, “What’s a  hut’uunyc Imperial bootlicker like you doing throwing around insults he can’t back up? Look to your own honor first, Rearden Hokan, before you start questioning the honor of a true warrior. Your whole clan bent to Gar Saxon, didn’t you?” 
Rearden Hokan reared back like Boba had shot him in the gut. Din winced. Boba had called Rearden cowardly, weak and an Imperial sympathizer all in the same breath. 
“Take it easy,” Din muttered, addressing Boba. Rearden had been rude, sure, but he hadn’t said anything untrue; Din  hadn’t gone after Gideon for vengeance, and wouldn’t have even though Gideon had been the one who’d ordered the covert destroyed. Din had been angry over what Gideon had done to his people – grieved, heartbroken – but chasing after him wouldn’t have done anything to keep Grogu safe. 
Din could take a few insults. He didn’t care what Rearden thought of him. 
A few other Mandalorians near the edge of the ice heard Boba’s answer and chuckled. Rearden shook with fury. 
“At least I  have  a clan,” Rearden spat. “We’ve all heard of   you,  Boba Fett. No proper clan would have you.” Then he rounded on Din, who braced himself gamely. “And  you – you’re no one. There is no Clan Djarin! You have no name, no honor and no right to our history!” 
Din glared at Rearden, ready to snap that Clan Djarin, such as it was, would be honored to count Boba among its number, but Boba beat him to it. 
“Right,” said Boba, with all the calm of a desert before a sandstorm. “Right. Djarin, here’s your kid back.” He levered Grogu off of his shoulder one-handed, scooping the kid up by the back of his shirt. The kid made a sound of protest, but quieted soon enough when he realized that Din was already, automatically, reaching out to collect him. 
“Boba,” Din warned, tucking Grogu safely into the curve of his arm. 
But Boba was past listening. As soon as Din had Grogu in his arms, Boba unhooked his  gaderffii, took two long steps forward and swung it, hard, at the side of Rearden’s head. 
Rearden at least had the sense to skip back out of the way, but he wasn’t fast enough. Boba’s  gaderffii caught him at the temple and the sound of it cracked out over the frozen lake like rotten ice giving way. Rearden dropped, hitting the ice on his hands and knees. 
Everyone in Din’s immediate field of vision flinched. A few drew in sharp breaths or cried out in surprise. But no one interfered. 
Boba loomed above the downed Rearden, his polished black  gaderffii  gleaming like a piece of beskar. Din thought that maybe  he should interfere, but his hands were full of Grogu, who was clutching at Din’s gloves and narrowing his eyes at Rearden, his ears pinned back in a way that usually meant that Grogu was considering throwing the Force around like a mechanic tossing a hydrospanner in frustration. 
“Kid,” Din muttered. “Don’t.” 
Rearden, though downed, wasn’t finished. He shook his head like an anooba scattering sand fleas and snarled, rising into a half-crouch and flinging himself without any grace but with plenty of power right at Boba’s knees. 
Boba again was faster. Another swing of the  gaderffii caught Rearden in the ribs. Rearden wasn’t wearing heavy plate; his only protection along his side was his kute, which could help break up the force of the blow but wouldn’t – couldn’t – stop it entirely. 
When the  gaderffii made contact, Rearden screamed. 
Din winced again. 
Rearden hit the ice on his side, this time, and he didn’t try to lunge for Boba again. He clutched at his ribs and groaned. 
 Broken ribs don’t fix stupid,  Din thought, eyeing the defeated Mandalorian.  But maybe he’ll learn a lesson from that.  
Based on Din’s own experiences – he’d had some of his own ribs cracked fighting with Paz more times than Din could count – he doubted that Rearden would learn anything meaningful from meeting the business end of Boba’s  gaderffii, but it couldn’t hurt to hope. 
Boba, judging that Rearden was no threat for now, lifted his head and addressed the rest of the crowd. 
“Anybody else got anything  jare’la  to say?” Boba demanded. He planted himself in front of Din and balanced his  gaderffii  on top of his boot, like a Tusken chieftain standing in the middle of an  aza’gad ring, inviting challengers to try and dislodge him. 
Silence met his challenge. Din watched as the crowd shifted and swayed away from Boba. 
“This gathering,” Kryze shot back, recovering first. She was still standing on the raised platform in the middle of the lake, surrounded by her allies, her  tal’vode.  “Is  cin vhetin, Fett. You know what that means?” 
“N’jorhaa mando’a, alek,” Boba replied. 
Even from the edge of the lake, Din could see Kryze’s lip curl. 
“Then you should know better than to spill blood here,” she said. 
Boba just shrugged. “I didn’t spill any bood,” he said, pointing at the gasping Rearden with the hook end of his  gaderffii. He was right, technically; Rearen wasn’t bleeding. 
 Externally, at least, Din thought. 
“And it’s my right to defend my  riduur, is it not?” Boba continued. 
More murmurs swept through the gathered Mandalorians. 
Din, hearing that word again, relaxed. Boba’s actions had put to rest most of Din’s worry that Boba hadn’t forgiven him. Boba had pressed his forehead to Din’s. Stood beside him. Taken on a rude Mandalorian for him. He hadn’t  needed to make any other gesture, to take any other action; anyone looking at Din and Boba could tell that Din and Boba were clan, were standing together, but hearing Boba claim Din as his friend and ally in front of all of the gathered Mandalorians still made Din’s heart leap in his chest. Made him want to smile, despite the situation they were in. 
Kryze’s lip curled up in a full snarl, but again Fenn Rau waded into the brewing argument easily, turning on Kryze and saying tone as mild as Boba’s was dangerous, “Surely you would not argue with  that,  Lady Bo-Katan. You say this summit is  cin vhetin.  That is good. But it is good also that some of the more… hot-tempered among us know that  cin vhetin  doesn’t mean  mav sa ijaa.  Lord Fett has established a welcome – a needed – boundary.  ” 
“I’m no lord,” said Boba automatically, into the silence that met Rau’s words. 
Rau turned to Boba and Din thought that the other man looked almost  amused, of all things. Din wondered again just who this Fenn Rau was, and what he wanted; he was of an age with Bo-Katan, but seemed happy enough to get in the way of her ideas. 
“My apologies,” Rau said. “I don’t know what one calls a – are you a king, on Tatooine? I did hear Jabba the Hutt referred to as ‘Lord Jabba,’ but you’re not in the Hutt Cartel.” 
“No,” said Boba, sounding so surprised that Din took pity on him and said, “Among the Tuskens, Boba is a chieftain.” 
It was  technically  true. Boba had never claimed to be a chief and wouldn’t go through the spirit-rights with Ushib to have a proper claim to the Spotted Anooba anyway, but that was how the Tuskens viewed him; Boba made and held treaties, organized scouting parties, had authority to declare war. He  acted like a chief, even if he’d never used the formal title. 
"Chieftain?" Boba muttered, out of the corner of his mouth. He sounded pained. "Really?" 
"Sorry," Din muttered back. "I didn't think you wanted him to start calling you 'Your Horribleness.' Did you?" 
Boba grunted. 
Rau, at least, took Din at his word. “Chief Fett, then,” he said easily. He turned back to Kryze. “Calling for  cin vhetin  is well and good,” he said. “But if none of us know how far we can push either, there will be  skira’kaan on the ice, Lady, and that won’t help anyone.” 
“No,” said Kryze, through gritted teeth. “I suppose not.” 
Rau turned back to Din and Boba, and he was  definitely amused now. “I think we can all agree,” Rau added, his voice pitched to carry, “that even though many of us may not have known Din Djarin before today, we all can say that he has a warrior’s honor. Lady Bo-Katan?”
“Yes,” Bo-Katan said, looking across the ice at Din again. Sincerity burned in her eyes, even though her mouth was still tight with anger, and Din lost his footing in the conversation again, taken aback. “He does.” 
Din didn’t understand. If Kryze wanted to set Din up – if she wanted to name him  mand’alor  and target to all the others here – it would make more sense for her to claim that Din had no honor at all. It would make more sense for her to denounce him as  dar’manda.  
But she hadn’t yet, and looking at her, Din was starting to believe that she  wouldn’t.  
Din didn’t know how to make sense of that. How to reconcile it with everything he knew of her, of what she wanted. 
 She can’t  really  mean to make me  mand’alor, Din thought.  There’s – she knows that I can’t be.  
But he couldn’t figure out what Kryze was doing otherwise. She had Din caught, had him thrashing at the end of a harpoon, spilling blood into the water, but if she was trying to bait Din into revealing that he wasn’t Mandalorian  himself, Din couldn’t see how she was doing it. 
“Forgive me,” Kryze added, nearly knocking Din over in surprise. “I would not want this summit to become a place without honor. Fett – Chief Fett,” she corrected, grimacing like the title burned her tongue, “is right to accept a challenge to his honor, or to that of his riduur.” 
Her eyes flashed again. 
 There it is, Din thought. She’d put a slight emphasis on the word “challenge.”

   Boba was right. Mindless fighting – old grudges – won’t be tolerated here. But a direct challenge on someone’s honor –  

Rearden had insulted Din and Boba’s honor both. Boba – and Din himself, Din supposed, though Boba had beat him to it – had been allowed to answer. 
 She’s not making a concession for Boba,  Din realized.  She’s making sure that this gathering’s going to go the way she wants it to.  
Kryze wanted someone to challenge Din. He couldn’t tell yet whether or not she wanted Din to win or not, but she’d set him up like this for a reason. 
Her words weren’t lost on the rest of the  mando’ade either. The crowd shifted again, a new energy rippling among the loosely-gathered clans. 
“You say you went against the Empire for your son,” a new voice called. Din turned his head to find another one of the Mandalorians near the scrawny kid who’d spoken out earlier, this one a fully-grown warrior with dark grey armor, taking a step forward. 
This one was human. He had white-blond hair and strange, pale eyes, a narrow face, a scar across his forehead. Unlike the kid, this Mandalorian had a signet, the complicated geometric pattern of it laid into his pauldrons with some kind of gold metal inlay. 
“But why did the Empire take your son in the first place?” the Mandalorian continued loudly. 
“Why does it matter to you?” Din asked, moving to intercept Boba before Boba could round on this warrior too. Din didn’t recognize him. From the color of his hair, the look of his face, Din’d guess that this warrior and his clan had come  from Mandalore, but Din didn’t know him or his signet. 
The challenger cocked his head. “Is that… creature,” he said, looking at Grogu, who was still tucked safely into the crook of Din’s arm, “your son?” 
“He’s not a creature,” Din shot back, taking an immediate and firm dislike of this Mandalorian. 
 Are all native-born Mandalorians this rude? Din thought, surprised by the disdain in the other Mandalorian’s strange eyes. His surprise was quickly giving way to anger, the cold kind that crept through Din’s chest and stiffened his back. That made his hand drift, automatically, for the hilt or handle of a weapon. 
The fingertips of Din’s glove brushed against the darksaber. The strange-eyed Mandalorian saw it. His expression narrowed.
“His name is Grogu,” Din continued, lifting his voice to match the volume of the other man. “And he  is  my son.”
The Mandalorian laughed. “He can’t be,” he said. “You mean to convince me that something like  that will grow into something like you? Are you not a man underneath your armor, Din Djarin?” 
Something in the stranger’s tone reminded Din of Ran’s crew. Mayfeld, Xi’an and Burg all ringed around him, demanding to see Din’s face. 
“He’s my kid,” Din repeated coldly, his fingers curling around the darksaber. “And if you’ve got a problem with that – ”
“A foundling,” Paz cut in from the other side of the ice, his big voice rolling over the crowd, “is as Mandalorian as their parent, no matter who they were before their finding.”
The strange-eyed Mandalorian scoffed, turning away from Din for a second, but an angry rumble of agreement came from Paz’s corner of the summit, and from other corners too. Even from the center of the lake, where Kryze and her people still stood. 
 Lysistra Saxon adopted Torryg,  Din thought.  Veshok Beroya’s a Twi’Lek. Kryze’s people – some of them take in foundlings too.  
“Well said,” Fenn Rau added, jumping in again. He had come closer to Din, shouldering his way through the other clans. A handful of other Mandalorians, some human and some not, were trailing close behind Rau. 
 His clan? Din wondered. 
“Foundlings have  always been Mandalorian,” Rau said. “Always, Aiken Anson, no matter what your father told you.” 
Aiken Anson – another clan name Din didn’t recognize – puffed up like an offended loth-cat. “My father was the Prime Minister of Mandalore!” he growled. 
“And he died a traitor to Mandalore, as well as an idiot,” Bo-Katan chimed in. 
Din glared. He was confused by the coalition that had formed around him – Kryze, Rau and Paz, who’d never met Kryze or Rau before coming to Krownest – against Aiken Anson, but Din was grateful for it anyway. 
Din’s place among the Mandalorians was up for some debate. Grogu’s wasn’t. 
“Regardless,” Rau said, at the edge of the ice now. He eyed Anson with distaste. “The Lady Bo-Katan’s point – and Paz Vizsla’s point – is true. Many clans have taken in foundlings, and the law is always clear. A foundling named to a Mandalorian parent is as much Mandalorian as a child born to one.” 
A rumble of agreement swept over the crowd. Anson was in the minority, apparently. That was – good. That was a relief. 
“The thing’s your son, then,” Anson spat, rounding on Din again. His eyes glittered. “But you didn’t answer my question, did you?  Why  was an Imperial Moff after  your son? You are no one. You were not among the people on Mandalore.” 
“No,” Din said coldly, his temper spiking again, sharp as a shard of ice. “I am a foundling too.” 
Din didn’t have a clan like Clan Anson or Clan Kryze. He didn’t even have a  claim to an old Mandalorian clan, not like Paz did. Din had only ever had his own name. It hadn’t mattered down in the covert. All of them had been outcasts or foundlings, the last remnants of great clans shattered by war. 
 Better to be no one,  the armorer had said, so long ago. The Empire had been looking for Vizslas and Skiratas, after all; Din Djarin had been unknown to the Empire, and that had helped keep him  safe.  
“A foundling,” Anson repeated, sneering. “And yet the Empire decided to target your family personally. Why?” 
“Because,” Kryze said, before Din could gather his thoughts enough to respond, “his son is a Jedi.” 
The effect of her words was immediate. Din stiffened and tucked Grogu closer to his chest, confirming what she said without even saying anything, and some of the clans gathered near Din reared back in shock and anger. 
“A Jedi!” Din heard. He turned and caught sight of a lean Mandalorian in flashy gold-and-blue armor. “The Jedi are our enemies!” 
“Were our enemies,” Tarron Eldar, one of Kryze’s Nite Owls, corrected loudly. 
“My son is a child,” Din snapped, pointing the words at Anson first. He needed – he needed to regain control of the situation before Kryze could throw another hydrospanner into the works. 
Din was convinced, now, that Kryze was trying to get someone to challenge Din. She  wanted a fight. She'd figured that Din wouldn't shed blood over an insult to his honor, but a threat to Grogu was something else. Din couldn't let a threat like that go unanswered. 
“He isn’t anyone’s enemy,” Din continued. 
“And you should speak for yourselves,” one of the white-and-red armored Mandalorians added, the words aimed at Eldar and the gold-and-blue Mandalorian both. “The Jedi aren’t  my enemies.” 
“There aren’t enough Jedi left to worry about, either,” Rau cut in, seizing control of the argument again. He was less successful this time than he’d been before; angry mutters still buzzed through the crowd like kirik-flies beginning to swarm. 
Din appreciated Rau’s efforts anyway. If Anson – or any other warrior present – had said another word against Grogu, Din would’ve been sorely tempted to start swinging the darksaber around on Grogu’s behalf. 
 Is this how other Mandalorians behave?  Din wondered, angrily.  No one’s come out and challenged me to a clean spar – they’ve attacked my kid. My honor. They’ve attacked Boba. That’s not – that’s not the Way.  
In the covert, if one Mandalorian had had a problem with another, they had issued their challenge and gone to settle it in the sparring ring. It had been clean. Straightforward. Painful, sometimes, but at least when Paz had had a problem with Din he’d  said it, instead of taking it to another warrior to whisper about it. To insinuate. To offer peace with one hand and a knife with the other. 
 The Creed was wrong,  Din thought.  It leaves no room for mistakes. But it doesn’t leave much room for  this  either.  
“The Jedi – ” Anson started hotly, rounding on Rau, but Din had had enough. 
He wasn’t going to play Kryze’s games like this. 
“That’s enough,” Din said, putting as much of an  alor’s ringing tone into the words as he could. 
Din had never been an  alor. He’d never led his covert. But he must’ve gotten the tone right, because Rau and Anson – everyone near them – stopped arguing, and turned to look at Din. 
Din looked at Anson. 
“If you have a problem with me,” Din said. “You’re welcome to settle it.”
The angry muttering in the crowd started to drop off. 
Anson stared at Din. “Is that – are you issuing a challenge?” he said, almost incredulous, like he hadn’t expected Din to show the spine to stand up against him. “You?  A clanless nobody, from nowhere of importance? Do you even  know how a challenge is fought, among honorable warriors?” 
“Where I come from, it’s pretty straightforward,” Din told him. “Honorable warriors fight. Cowardly ones talk.”
Anson flushed, ugly splotches of color appearing high on his thin cheeks. 
“Nice,” Boba murmured appreciatively, edging out from behind Din. 
“Patu,” Grogu agreed. He patted Din’s gauntlet in a show of solidarity. 
Anson stared at Din for a long second.  Now he was looking at Din as one warrior sized up another; now Anson was noticing the bright shine of Din’s beskar, the spear at his back, the knives in his boots. The holes in Din’s cloak that spoke of missed blaster bolts, the scuffs and mended tears in Din’s kute left by knives and shrapnel. 
Din let him look. No one interfered. Din’s challenge had been set. It was up to Anson to decide if he wanted to back up his words with his fists, now. With his blaster or his  verd knife. 
The high spots of color on Anson’s cheeks hadn’t faded. He looked away from Din then, back at his clan, but none of them stepped up to help him, not even the spotty kid. 
Anson licked his lips. “I,” he started. 
But before he could accept Din’s challenge or back off in disgrace, a new voice – a familiar voice, though Din hadn’t heard it aloud in over a year, even though he heard it in his memory all of the time – rose over the frozen lake. 
“Din Djarin,” the armorer said, her voice rising through the air as clearly as struck beskar. Even among Mandalorians who didn’t follow her way, she had a powerful presence. Clans and factions shifted out of her way, giving Din a clear line of sight to where she stood on the outskirts of the crowd, her golden armor glittering in the light of Krownest’s sun. 
Two other Mandalorians braced her on either side. Din knew them too. One was Wyrran, still standing tall despite his age, instantly recognizable by his tall, narrow frame and his armor in its shades of pale green and teal, and the other was Annika. Din’s knees shook. 
 They’re alive,  he thought, joy bubbling up through his chest like blood from a wound.  They’re alive. They made it. Wyrran, Annika –  
Din wanted to go to them. He wanted to take them by their forearms. He wanted to let Wyrran scruff the back of Din’s neck like a loth-wolf scruffing a favorite cub. He wanted to press his helmet to Annika’s, wanted to ask her what had happened, how she was, how she'd survived the fall of the covert. 
Din had thought that they had died. That he’d brought their deaths to them. But he hadn’t. They were  here.  
He didn’t move. Paz had been talking to the  alor,  earlier. Din hadn’t seen Wyrran and Annika then, but he had to assume that the  alor  knew, now, that Din was  dar’manda. Paz wouldn’t have lied to her. 
Din tried to swallow around his grief and only halfway managed it. The rest stuck hard in his throat. The other clans and tribes and Creeds between Din and the armorer shifted aside, giving her a wide, respectful berth. 
Din made himself lift his head. He made himself meet her gaze. Even standing fifty feet back from her, Din could feel the force of her personality. Her measured, remote calm, as bright and untouchable as a star. 
The  alor studied him for a long moment, and then she said, “Din Djarin. I would speak with you.”
Alarm flickered through Din’s chest. He knew what she wanted to talk to him about. Din – Din did want to talk to her. He didn’t want to hear her declare him an outcast – didn’t want to hear her tell him that he had failed, that he was dead to his people – but he wanted to see her. To ask for her advice, to lean on her wisdom. 
Din looked sideways at Boba, pleading wordlessly. He didn’t have the right to ask Boba to face off against Din’s  alor.  This wasn’t Boba’s fight. But the idea of facing the  alor, Wyrran, Annika, alone – 
Boba didn’t need Din to ask for anything. He just nodded. He’d go with Din. 
Din relaxed a little. With Boba at his side, Din could weather even the  alor’s disapproval. 
 I hope, anyway,  he thought. He had disappointed her before. Never quite like this – fighting with Paz when he was supposed to be doing his chores or losing his target on a hunt weren’t breaking the Creed – but he  had survived her disapproval. Din had had months to reconcile himself against the broken Creed. He could – he could do this. 
“Alone,” the  alor added. 
Din froze again. 
She had been able to do that since Din had been a child. She’d always been able to understand, with almost uncanny precision, what Din had been thinking and feeling. What he’d been planning. He’d lost count of the number of times she’d appeared at just the right moment to catch Din and Paz sparring outside of the training ring. How many times she’d addressed thoughts and doubts that Din had never managed to voice. 
Maybe it was a leader’s skill. Something the armorer had learned to hone to keep the covert intact, to keep thirty-odd Mandalorians alive as best as she could. To keep them from fracturing down the middle and tearing each other to pieces, selling each other to the Empire or the Haxion Brood, like some of the other coverts had fractured. 
But it was still unsettling, how well the  alor seemed to be able to predict what Din was thinking. His shoulders pulled tight, and the confidence he’d shored up against Anson wavered. 
Din didn’t want to face her alone. 
 I’m no coward,  he reminded himself.  And she – if she wants to talk to me alone, she’ll leave Wyrran and Annika and Paz behind.  
If the armorer was using this as a pretense to get Din on his own to take matters into her own hands – to do what Paz didn’t, when Paz had learned that Din had broken the Creed – at least she’d be trying to kill Din on her own. 
Din had never sparred against the  alor. Not seriously. She’d taught some of the foundlings’ lessons, when he’d been a child. She’d walked Din through a few punches, had taught him the Way of the Rising Phoenix, but she wasn’t one of the kids’ usual teachers. 
Wyrran had taught him  par’bevii, the spear-form, and Pallas Vizsla had taught knives before he’d died, but the armorer had always preferred to fight with her hammer. As far as Din knew, there wasn’t a hammer-form she could’ve taught to the foundlings. 
So Din had never fought against her, not really. He didn’t know how good a fighter she was. Very good, he’d assume, since she led them all. Since she had survived the Empire too, and had held off Moff Gideon’s men as they’d chased Din, Grogu, Cara and Greef Karga through the old covert to the surface of Nevarro. 
 I can fight,  Din thought.  I  will  fight, if she – if she makes me fight. But I don’t know if I’ll win.  
He had a better chance against just the  alor  herself, though. If Wyrran and Annika stayed out of it,  if Paz and the others stayed out of it, if  Boba stayed out of it, Din had a better chance against her. 
“Din,” said Boba, low and urgent, but Din could only shake his head. He didn’t have time to try to explain all of that to Boba. 
Din looked across the lake at the armorer, and screwed his eyes shut. He took a deep breath and gathered his courage. 
“Alright,” Din said. “Alone, then.” 
The armorer inclined her head. Din tore his eyes away from her – from Wyrran, who stood as tall as he ever had, from Annika, who was  alive – and looked at Bo-Katan. 
“Lady Bo-Katan,” Din said, formally, trying to copy Fenn Rau’s pattern of speaking to mask his mounting nerves. “Is there – is there somewhere that we can speak? Privately?” 
Kryze narrowed her eyes, but Ursa Wren stepped in neatly. 
“My home is open to you,” she said, all graciousness. Din saw Kryze’s expression flicker, but she didn’t contradict Countess Wren. “Use any room that you like. In fact,” Wren continued, turning to look up at Bo-Katan, “perhaps we could all use some time to talk, yes? Clan to clan – many of us have not stood upon the same ground since the last days of Mandalore.” 
Kryze's eyes were still narrowed, but she did incline her head. “Perhaps you’re right,” she said. “We should all have time to talk with each other. To remember old friendships, and settle old grudges.” 
“Perhaps,” Rau added, his face creased again with amusement, “we should take the night, Lady Bo-Katan? Much has been learned today that I think many of us would like to think about. Over an  ori’skraan, perhaps?” 
Din was pretty sure that Rau was mimicking Kryze’s pattern of speech to irritate her, but his suggestion was met with approval; his own clan picked up the cheer first, but other clans followed suit easily. 
“A feast,” Boba muttered, stepping close to Din again. “That’s what Rau’s proposing. ‘S a good move – nobody kills anybody at a feast.” 
“Are you sure?” Din muttered back. 
Boba snorted. “Not really,” he said. 
Din supposed that was fair. He took another steadying breath, and passed Grogu back to Boba. Grogu went easily enough, though he did turn big, concerned eyes up at Din, and Boba accepted the kid, though he hesitated again. 
“It’s gonna be alright, kid,” Din murmured, addressing Grogu. “Boba’s gonna look after you for a bit, okay?”
“Bah?” Grogu asked. He could probably sense Din’s anxiety. The fear throbbing in his belly. 
“Are you sure?” Boba’s tone was the same as Grogu’s. Low and worried. “Din, I don’t know any of them, but if those are your people – ”
“They are,” Din said. He wanted to pull off his helmet and try to smile at Boba, try to reassure him, but he didn’t want to give the armorer any reason to charge Din right out. “It’s – it’ll be fine. This is  cin vhetin, right?” 
“Do your people follow that?” 
Din had no idea, so he just shrugged. “It’s going to be fine,” he repeated, trying to sound firm. “She’s – she was my  alor. She forged my armor. She’ll – she will act with honor.” 
“Vizsla thought he was acting with honor when he tried to kill you,” Boba pointed out darkly. 
Din huffed. “He wasn’t trying to kill me,” he said, uninterested in revisiting this argument. “And she – ”
“If she does kill you,” Boba said, setting Grogu back up on his shoulder again, “I’m gonna kill her, Din.” 
Din closed his eyes. “You don’t have to,” he said. He knew better than to try to lie, to try to say that the armorer  wouldn’t try to kill him. Din didn’t know what she was going to do. 
“Yes,” said Boba. “I do.” 
 We should have left, Din thought. He and Boba should have slipped away when they’d had the chance. 
But it was too late now. Bo-Katan was up on her dais agreeing to Rau’s proposal – the summit would pause for the day, with clans encouraged to mingle now and an  ori’skraan to warm the evening air later – and the armorer was looking at Din. She didn’t care what Bo-Katan was agreeing to. 
“I won’t – I won’t let her kill me,” Din said, looking at Boba. That was all he could promise. That he would fight, if he had to. 
Boba stared at Din for a long moment, clearly unhappy, and then he dipped his head. “Alright,” he said. “I’m gonna hold you to that,  Djar’ika. You and I have got some things to talk about too.” 
“Alright,” Din agreed. “Later. At this – at this feast. Yeah?” 
“Yeah,” said Boba. 
Din blinked hard and made himself turn away. If he looked at Boba any longer, he was going to do something stupid, like grab Boba by the arm and bolt into the sky, or tear off his helmet and kiss Boba in front of all of the Mandalorians. That would – that would be awkward. 
Din faced the armorer, nodded at her, then turned in the direction of Clan Wren’s great  morut and started walking. 
He only managed to get a handful of steps through the snow when an unfamiliar hand grabbed him by the elbow and tried to pull him around. 
Din had a fighter’s reflexes, though, and planted that elbow in the gut of whoever’d tried to grab him, instinctively aiming for a gap most Mandalorians had in their  beskar’gam. He heard a rush of air – breath driven away – and spun, lashing out with the heel of his hand to  shove, and found himself shoving Aiken Anson away. 
Anson stumbled, clearly not expecting to meet resistance. The nearest warriors, who’d all been listening to Kryze as she’d laid out the terms of the  ori’skraan, turned and looked at Din and Anson with interest. 
Din seized the chance to let some of his anxiety out with both hands. 
“Are you so much of a coward,” he growled, glaring hard at Anson, “that you’d rather come at my back than face me head-on?” 
Anson flushed an ugly pink again, but he  had been the one who’d grabbed Din, not the other way around, and he seemed aware enough of the Mandalorians – including Boba and Grogu – who were staring at him with disgust and hostility. 
“I meant no threat, Din Djarin,” said Anson, stiffly. “I only mean that – I’ll answer you.” 
Din raised an eyebrow, even though Anson couldn’t see him do it.
“Your challenge,” Anson clarified. “I – I accept.” 
“Sounds like we’ll settle it tomorrow, then,” Din replied, his own voice cool. 
“Tomorrow,” Anson agreed. He looked frightened of the idea, but that was his problem, not Din’s. If Din survived whatever the armorer planned to do to him, he’d be more than happy to knock Anson around a little. He hadn’t liked what Anson had said about Grogu. 
When Din turned around again, neither Anson nor anyone else stopped him. 
Din made himself stride up the snowy hillside at a steady pace, cloak snapping around his heels, doing his best to pretend that he wasn’t afraid. He didn’t look back to see if the armorer was following him. He didn’t have to. He knew that she was. 
 If anything happens to me, Boba will look after Grogu,  Din thought.  Paz too. And Rau talks like he considers himself Boba’s ally – he’ll act with honor, I think. He won’t let Kryze do anything, if I’m not there to keep her away from Boba.  
As for the rest of it – 
The stronghold came up on Din quickly. The side that faced the lake was mostly glass and there was a large door set into it, the threshold cleared of snow. An older human man in simple but well-made clothes stood by it, and now that Din had met Tristan Wren, he knew who this man was. 
“Lord Wren,” said Din, politely. He was surprised that the husband of a clan head wasn’t wearing any  beskar’gam to a gathering of Mandalorians, but Din thought that it was probably rude to point it out.  
The man smiled. He had grey hair and lines around his eyes, his mouth, but his expression was warm and inviting. 
“Alrich,” Lord Wren corrected. He had a pleasant voice. “I am no lord, Mandalorian.” 
“Djarin,” Din said. 
Alrich Wren raised an eyebrow. “You’re Din Djarin?” he said. 
Din reached the door and nodded, pausing. He didn’t want to push Alrich aside, but he didn’t want the armorer to catch up to him just yet either. 
“It is good to meet you,” Alrich said, pressing a closed fist to his heart. He sounded sincere, too, which gave Din more suspicion. 
 What am I to Alrich Wren? he thought, tiredly. Ursa and Clan Wren were Bo-Katan’s allies, but Din didn’t see what that had to do with Alrich being excited to meet Din. 
 I’m no one,  he thought.  I’m not from one of these Great Clans, from one of these old families.  
Din wasn’t going to voice that to Alrich, though, who might take Din’s tired incredulity as a slight, since he and his wife  were hosting the gathering, so he just pressed a hand to his own chest, faintly awkward, and dipped his head to reply. 
“Thank you for your hospitality,” Din said. 
Alrich waved Din’s words aside. “It’s nothing,” he said. “When Ursa said that there might be a chance at  peace  among the  mando’ade, we were happy to help. What can I do for you, Djarin?” 
“I need – I need a meeting room,” Din said. “A private one. For – clan matters.” 
Alrich didn’t blink. “Of course,” he said. “We have several. Do you need a guide, or just directions?” 
“Directions,” Din said, relieved. 
Alrich nodded and proceeded to tell Din where in the sprawling stronghold he could find a private meeting room. Din thanked him and went inside, Alrich standing away to let Din go past. 
As soon as he set foot indoors, Din began to resent the walls around him. This part of the stronghold was fairly open – it was some great audience room or feast hall, rather like Boba’s throne room in the palace on Tatooine, with floor-to-ceiling windows and a view of the lake. The back wall was covered in murals. Din wanted to take a closer look at them, but knew he didn’t have the time; he followed Alrich’s directions and turned down a much narrower hall, this one windowless and lit from above. 
There was art down this hallway too. Smears of color, interlocking shapes. Din could hear the armorer’s footsteps behind him and his chest tightened. The walls pressed close. 
 We should’ve stayed outside,  Din thought, turning down another hall.  There’s room to  fight  outside.  Din’s spear was too long to be much use in close quarters like these – the darksaber would do better, but the thought of drawing the darksaber against his  alor made his stomach twist, nausea burning bitter at the back of his mouth. 
Alrich had given Din directions to a room at the back of the stronghold. Din’s heart banged against his ribs painfully. 
This was worse than standing before all of the Mandalorians, Kryze’s words hanging around Din’s neck. Worse than trying to figure out what Kryze wanted. What she’d do. 
But Din managed to keep himself moving, putting one foot in front of the other, his boots echoing off the walls. 
The room Alrich had directed Din to was well-appointed and spacious enough that Din would be able to move, if it came to a fight. Din was blind to the decorations, to the art hanging on the walls, to the fine little window panes facing the mountains that were cut into the shapes of  kar’ta beskare.  
He crossed into the room as far as he was able, putting a solid wall against his back, and then turned his attention back to the door. 
The armorer didn’t leave him waiting long. He heard her footsteps, measured and precise, echoing off the duracrete floor, louder and louder with each passing second, and then in no time at all she was filling the doorway, her burnished golden armor gleaming, her crown of horns sharp and glittering, her fur cloak bristling about her shoulders. 
She was armed. She carried a blaster, which Din had never seen her do inside the covert, and a forge-hammer affixed to her hip. Even though he was afraid of what she was going to do – what she’d say – Din was relieved to see her. 
 She survived,  he thought.  She survived. I didn’t leave her to die alone when I ran with Grogu.  
Din wanted to say something first – anything – but couldn’t unstick his tongue from the back of his teeth. Everything he’d wanted to say, every excuse, every argument, dried up at the sight of her. 
The armorer just looked at him. 
Din couldn’t figure out what to say to her, but he knew what he had to do. 
Slowly, his fingers stiff and clumsy, Din reached up and released the seals of his helmet. He choked on his fear for a moment, but pushed it aside. He was no coward. He had done this for Paz. He’d shown his face to Strill. To Bo-Katan. To Boba. He could show it to the  alor.  He  had  to show it to the  alor.  
Din hooked his fingers underneath his helmet and pulled it off. He blinked, his eyes adjusting to the light, and then set his helmet down on a large, long table in front of him. He turned it so that the visor was looking at the  alor, and then Din lifted his chin. 
He could see his face reflected in the armorer’s helmet. In the black of her visor. 
Din had taken time, this morning, to make sure that he wouldn’t look – awful. Half-dead. He had trimmed his beard before he’d flown over to the  Gra’tua to join Kryze’s band. He’d cut back his most unruly curls. 
Despite the turmoil of the last few days, the man reflected in the  alor’s armor looked – whole. Strong. Din’s reflection was tired, his eyes worried, but months at Boba’s side had seen Din regain what weight he’d lost after his injuries on the light cruiser. Boba’s care had seen some of the worry-lines around Din’s mouth soften. The face in the armorer’s visor was pale, but determined. 
Resolute. 
 I know what I have to do,  Din thought.  And – and I can do it. I  can.  I’m afraid, but –  

   But I’ll do it.  

Din met the armorer’s stare. He squared his shoulders. 
The armorer studied him for a long, agonizing moment, and then she sighed. She stepped fully into the room, and she closed the door behind her. 
“So it’s true,” she said. Her voice was softer than Din had expected it to be. “You are lost to us.” 
The phrasing made anger prickle in Din’s chest, like a krayt dragon starting to stir restlessly in the depths of its cave, like a shriek-hawk preparing to take flight on a hunt. Claws scraping against stone, and talons flexing against bare branches. 
“I broke the Creed,” Din said. 
“Yes,” the  alor  said. She did not ask Din why. To her it probably didn’t matter. It wasn’t  supposed to matter. “Paz Vizsla told me.” 
Din inclined his head. “We found each other on Arkanis,” he said. “I told him as soon as I could.” 
“And yet, you are still alive,” the armorer noted. Her tone was curious, but dark. Like she had picked up an ingot of beskar and turned it over to find an impurity in the metal, an ugly streak of corundum, of cerakote. “And you still wear your armor. Vizsla tells me that you aided him when he was wounded. That you gave him and his children shelter.” 
“Boba Fett gave them shelter,” Din said. “But yes. I helped him. He – ” 
Din stopped. If Paz hadn’t told the armorer about how he and Din had fought – how they’d made peace with each other – Din couldn’t go into it now. The armorer didn't  care. Din could hear that she didn’t care. He could see it. 
To her, Din had failed his duty. He’d broken the Creed. Paz had failed his duty too – he hadn’t reclaimed Din’s armor. He’d let Din go. 
 Kark, he came here with me,  Din thought.  He’s – he’s still my brother, even though he shouldn’t be.  

   And she’s angry about it.  

Din took a deep breath. “I broke my Creed,” he said, “to save my son. My foundling.” 
“The reason does not matter,” the  alor said, dispassionately. “Only the action.” 
The dragon in Din’s chest stirred again, lashing against his ribs, his lungs. He tried to keep a warrior’s ready-breath in his chest, but couldn’t find the room. 
“You charged me with Grogu’s care,” Din said. “The Empire had taken him. Gideon. They were – they hurt him.” 
“A stronger warrior would not have allowed the Empire to take their child in the first place,” the armorer said. She straightened, set her curiosity aside. Flawed beskar was no use to anyone, after all – once the impurity was there, the whole ingot had to be thrown away. Anything forged with it would be weak. Could break at any time, under any slight pressure. “A true Mandalorian would have died, Din Djarin, rather than allow an enemy to take a Mandalorian child. As your brothers and sisters died, protecting our foundlings from Moff Gideon.” 
“You weren’t there,” Din growled. He tried to keep his anger in hand, but it fought him. His fingers were shaking. “You weren’t – I was  alone, I didn’t have the tribe with me, and if we’d fired on the darktroopers we might have hit Grogu.” 
“So your only option was to dishonor yourself?” the armorer snarled, anger rising in her too. 
 Good,  Din thought, furiously. He could take her anger. A debate – he could handle a debate. A  lecture, though – 
“Yes!” Din said. “It was break the Creed or let Gideon get away with Grogu.  My life didn't matter as much as his!” 
“That is the Way,” the armorer agreed, throwing Din off for a moment. But then she followed it with, “The dishonor is not in breaking the Creed, Din Djarin, but in  refusing to accept the punishment. Many parents have died for their children. This is life. The elder preserves the younger, so that all the future might be won. You did what you had to in order to save your son. That is no dishonor.
“But then,” the  alor  said, her voice low and dangerous, “you did not accept the consequences. You are  dar’manda.  You should have shed your armor, Din Djarin, and gone off into the galaxy to die. But you are here. You wear the armor that  I  forged for you, with  my honor, and in wearing it you dishonor us all.” 
“I did accept the consequences!” Din snarled. He was so angry that he felt as though the room was shaking too, not just his hands. He could almost imagine the windows rattling, under the force of his anger. The table creaking. The air shrinking, compressed. “I was ready to die. I – I – ”
Din had skulked around the light cruiser like a living ghost for weeks. He’d lived to see Kryze’s Quest finished, and when that had proved impossible – when Mandalore had proved lost forever – Din had gone to Tatooine to be of some use to someone before he died. 
“I accepted the consequences,” Din repeated. “I knew – I know – that I can never be one of the tribe again. That I – that I can’t go to the covert. That I can’t – ”
Furious tears burned at the corners of his eyes. 
“I know,” he said, “that to you, to the Children of the Watch, I am dead.” 
The armorer stiffened. “The Children of the Watch,” she said. Her tone had gone flat. “Where did you hear  that term, Din Djarin?” 
Din swallowed. His anger was building and building, roaring in his chest, and it had nowhere to  go.  
“From Bo-Katan Kryze,” he said. He lifted his chin again, stubborn. 
 Jare’la,  he heard Boba say, in the back of his head.  Dangerous, foolish, stubborn without use.  Challenging the  alor  like this was only going to make her angry. It was only going to spark a  true fight, a dangerous fight, and Din – 
Din didn’t want to have to hurt her. Not his  alor, who had raised him in the Creed. She had forged every set of armor Din had ever worn. She had bandaged his injuries when he’d been hurt. She had listened to him when he’d had doubts, and had offered her advice when he’d needed it. 
She had tucked him in when he’d been a child, half-asleep, still afraid of the strange place he’d found himself in. Brushed his hair back from his forehead, once, before he’d passed his Foundling’s Trial and put his helmet on. 
No one in the covert had adopted Din, but he’d thought, sometimes, that if she hadn’t been the  alor,  the armorer might have. The covert  alore  almost never adopted foundlings, because it wouldn’t be fair; it’d put too much expectation on that child, would single them out as special from their peers. The tribe needed its children to grow up  together,  unified, and being chosen by an  alor would set a child apart.
But Din had loved her. He  still loved her. It was impossible not to love her, because Din was Mandalorian, and Mandalorians loved with everything they had. That was the Way. 
Tears spilled past the corners of Din’s eyes. Tracked hot down his face. 
“From other Mandalorians,” Din said, his voice breaking. 
“Bo-Katan Kryze,” said the armorer, “is  not Mandalorian.”
“Of course she is!” Din shot back. His voice cracked again and he fought through it. This was important. “She’s  from  Mandalore! She lived there. She fought there. She has her own Creed. It’s not  ours, but that doesn’t – that doesn’t mean that it’s wrong. That doesn’t mean she’s not Mandalorian.” 
“Her Way is false,” the armorer said. Her voice had steadied out. Din suddenly, absurdly, wanted to see her face. He wanted to see her expression. He wanted to know what it looked like, when his  alor  lied to him. “All other Ways are false.” She said the words like she’d said them before. Like she’d had this conversation before. She  had known of other Mandalorians, then. She’d known, and she’d kept her people away from them. 
“Meaningless,” the armorer continued. “Kryze is a coward, and a traitor to her vows. As for  other Ways – ”
Din couldn’t stand it any more. His temper finally, finally broke, and he slashed a hand at the armorer, trembling with fury. 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Din shouted, his patience gone. He had never shouted at the  alor before. He’d never wanted to. But now everything that Din had thought and felt about the Creed in the past few months – the doubts, the bitter grief, the realization that there were more Ways and more Mandalorians in the galaxy – coalesced inside of him. 
“Why didn’t you tell any of us?” Din continued. Now that he’d started, he couldn’t stop. Rage made white fire gather at the corners of his vision. “You – there are  hundreds  of other Mandalorians! Thousands, maybe, and you – I thought we were  alone!”  
Din had thought that they were the last, his tribe. The network of coverts. He’d thought that they were the only Mandalorians left in all of the galaxy. 
 But we weren’t. We aren’t. 
“We alone follow the Way of the Mandalore,” the armorer said sharply. She had curled one of her hands into a fist and gestured with it. “The old Way, laid down by the first Mandalorians who ventured from the Core and set their eyes on Mandalore. The  right Way.” 
Din bristled. “Who are you to decide that?” he snapped. “You haven’t lived like these people. You don’t know what it’s been like for them. You – we – ”
The armorer didn’t let him finish. She pressed forward ruthlessly. “I don’t need to decide,” she said. “Nor would I claim such influence among all of the tribes. Our survival proves that our Way is right, Din; we have  survived.”  
“This planet,” Din growled, stabbing a finger out in the direction of the lake, “is full of Mandalorians who have survived!” 
“By luck,” the armorer shot back. “By cowardice! Do you know, Din Djarin, how many stand out there because they gave up their armor? Their  manda? Their bodies survived, but they sacrificed everything that they were to do it. Their spirits have died.” 
“Bo-Katan – ”
“Lost Mandalore twice,” the armorer said. “First to a Sith Lord and then again to the Empire. This is how you have decided to follow? A warrior too weak to hold onto power for herself, who now seeks to rule through another? Through you?” 
Din swallowed. That was – well. It  was  true. Bo-Katan Kryze  had lost Mandalore. Din didn’t know much about the Sith Lord, but he knew very well now what her loss to the Empire had meant for Mandalore. 
 Desolation, he thought. The chalk-white surface of the planet rose again in his memory, the broken city-domes, the bones and armor welded together to the rocks. 
Din closed his eyes. 
“She stood against the Empire,” he said. “She – I wasn’t there, but she did her best. It wasn’t – she didn’t lose because she was  weak. Because her Way isn’t ours.” 
“Can you see into the past?” the armorer asked. Her tone had softened some. “How do you know?” 
“Because I’ve fought against the Empire too,” Din said. He remembered the jungles on Morak. The stark mess hall. The terminal’s blinking red scanner. He screwed his eyes shut tighter. Fear tore at him. “I fought – I fought following the Way. I fought like I was supposed to.” 
On Tython, Din had fought like a Child of the Watch. He’d fought with everything he’d had. He’d rejected Boba at first, because Boba hadn’t been the right kind of Mandalorian. Din hadn’t accepted his help until after the darktroopers had stolen Grogu, when he’d been mad with grief and desperate to get the kid back. 
 Boba’s honor saved me then,  Din thought.  He fought with me. He could’ve left after he’d taken his armor back from the  Crest,  but he didn’t. He stayed.  
Din had been the stubborn one, on Tython. He’d been the one pushing help away, because the Creed told that there was only one way to be Mandalorian. And that hesitation – 
 That hesitation might have been what cost me Grogu, Din thought. 
“I lost,” Din said, opening his eyes. “I fought like a Mandalorian, and I lost. I couldn’t – ”
 He choked on the words. He shook his head. “I almost lost on Neverro too,” Din said. 
His memories of that particular battle were fuzzier than his memories of Tython. They were blurry with injury. But Din had nearly died. If IG-11 hadn’t been there with enough bacta, Din would’ve died in that cantina. 
 And for what?  he thought. Acid scoured the inside of his throat.  What would my death on Nevarro have accomplished? I would have died with my pride in one piece, with my honor, but –  
“Fighting that Way would have killed me,” Din said. The words scraped themselves out of his throat. “And I don’t – I don’t know how that would have helped anyone.” 
It wouldn’t have helped Grogu on the light cruiser. Paz on Arkanis. It wouldn’t have helped Boba or Fennec or Gida or Noora, it wouldn’t have helped the Jedi, it wouldn’t have helped Kryze, and crawling off to die alone somewhere in the galaxy wouldn’t help anyone  now.  
 I won’t do it,  Din thought.  I won’t.  
“Your argument means nothing,” the armorer said, cold and flat. “You are  dar’manda.” 
The acid in Din’s throat burned hotter. “By the Creed,” he said, “yes.” 
His choice of words was pointed, aimed at his  alor’s chest like the point of his spear, and she couldn’t miss their gleaming edge. “By the Creed,” she echoed, ominously. “Do you think that you are above the Creed, Din Djarin?” 
“I think – ”
“Do you think that when we limped from Mandalore, defeated,” she continued, the force of her presence sweeping Din’s words aside. The pressure in the room doubled. Din had to bodily fight back the urge to drop to his knees. To apologize to her with his forehead pressed to the floor. 
“That we chose the Creed that had seen that defeat?  No,” she said, half-shouting now herself, gesturing sharply again with a downward stroke of her hand. 
 Like she’s at the forge, Din realized with a jolt. 
“No,” the armorer continued, softly. “We saw for ourselves what weaker Ways brought. Tor Vizsla’s Way benefited no one but himself. Mereel’s Codex put limits on our strength. And Satine Krzye’s path of  peace  – no,” said the armorer. “She would have taken the heart from us.  Did take the heart from many Mandalorians, in making them lay down their armor and their arms. Twice Mandalore fell to the Empire, because its people did not have the strength to do what was necessary to win.” 
Kryze had said something similar, back on Trask. When Din had gone to ask for her help facing Gideon, Boba and Koska had gotten into a scrap, tangling with each other and spitting insults. Kryze had stepped in. She’d said – 
“If we had shown half as much spine against the Empire,” she’d said, “Mandalore wouldn’t have fallen.” 
 Maybe she didn’t mean ‘spine,”  Din thought.  Maybe she meant –  manda.  Spirit.  
“We didn’t win against the Empire,” Din countered. “They – they destroyed the covert.” 
The memory of the mountain of helmets stood between Din and his  alor. It had been Din’s fault. He’d followed the Creed, then. He hadn’t shown anyone his face. He’d been strong, and he’d been willing to die. 
The covert had been destroyed anyway. 
“No,” said the armorer again, an odd sort of gentleness in her voice. “Not destroyed,  ner ad. Wounded, but not destroyed.” 
Din had to shut his eyes again, tears still tracking down his face. 
 Not destroyed.  He thought of Paz and his kids. Wyrran standing tall at the  alor’s  side, Annika shining red and bright in the sun.  Not gone.  
“I survived,” the armorer continued. “Paz Vizsla and his children survived. Annika Skirata and  her children live. Wyrran lives. Others may have survived – there has not been a gathering of our own people since the covert fell, but I have heard rumors of survivors.” 
Din’s heart twisted. He wanted to ask after these other survivors. He wanted to know who’d made it. Who she’d heard rumors of. 
But Din wasn’t sure that he could ask after them, not any more. 
He took another breath. “Is that victory?” he asked instead. “Just – survival?” 
“Is it not?” the armorer replied. “The Empire wanted to see our tribe wiped away. It was not. Broken, perhaps, but you have knelt at the forge; you know that what is broken can be mended again.” 
 Unless it’s the Creed,  Din thought, bitterly, but didn’t voice the words.  Unless it’s me.  
He didn’t think that he could say it. Not yet, not to his  alor. He knew what she’d say in response, but Din wasn’t ready to hear it. 
“The Creed is strong,” the armorer continued. “So  we are strong. Moff Gideon could not destroy us. Bo-Katan Kryze cannot destroy us either, for all she’d like to claim our strength as her own. We will survive.” 
“What if – what if it’s not enough?” Din asked. He shook his head a little to clear it. He was still dizzy with anger, but he fought to bring it back under control. 
“What if I want more than just survival?” Din asked. 
The  alor froze. Din froze too, startled by his own audacity. He had never dared to voice anything like that to the armorer before. 
Down in the covert – down in the covert, survival had been as much as any of them had thought to hope for. Everything they’d done had been centered on survival. 
 On raising the kids,  Din thought.  So that our people had a future. Getting the kids to adulthood – keeping the covert alive – had been Din’s entire purpose. Paz’s purpose too, and Annika’s. Din had hunted to feed them. Paz had guarded them. Annika had taught them to fight. Denn and Tosho, Ryna and Wyrran, the armorer, Pallas. Everyone had done their best to survive. 
“What if I want more than that?” Din repeated. His question was stronger, this time. 
 What do you want? Boba had asked. 
“What you want does not matter,” the armorer replied. “What matters is the Creed. The tribe. Do not mistake me,” she added, seeming to sense the seething rebellion swelling in Din’s chest. “What  I  want does not matter either. Nor what Paz Vizsla wants, or Annika Skirata, or Wyrran Bralor.  That  is the Creed that you swore – to give up yourself so that the tribe might live. That was what we  all swore, when we left our homes on Mandalore.” 
Din started, surprised out of the worst of his anger by the armorer’s simple statement. “You’re from Mandalore?” 
He had never thought much about where the armorer had come from, really. It hadn’t mattered. They had all just been –  tribe, brothers and sisters. The armorer coming from Mandalore had mattered about as much as Paz being born on Pandora or Annika on Iridonia, as Din coming from wherever he’d come from when that warrior had deposited him, gently, among the children of the covert, Din’s clothes still damp from the river behind his parents’ house, his sleeves still full of thorny seeds. 
The armorer dipped her head. The bright lights of Clan Wren’s stronghold caught her golden helmet strangely, made it shine like a crown of fire, and something in Din’s chest twisted hard at the sight. 
He had never talked to the armorer like this. 
“I am,” she said. “But it does not matter. I put all of that aside when I left it. All of us did. It was the Way.” 
The hairs on the back of Din’s neck stood up. 
“You –  you made the Way,” he said. His head spun. He dropped a hand to the darksaber reflexively and clutched at the hilt, trying to use the familiar shape to steady himself. 
The  alor chuckled. “I did not,” she said. “No single one of us did. The Way is ancient, Din Djarin. It is as old as Mandalore. We just… chose to follow it again.” 
Din stared at her. He didn’t understand. 
“You – you  came  from Mandalore,” he said. “All of you. The armorers. The  alore.”  
“Many of us did,” she said, the correction of it gentle enough. “Though many have risen to the rank who came to our Creed later. There are not many of my generation still left.” 
“I don’t understand,” Din said. “I – you chose  this?” He gestured at himself, at her. He meant – all of it. The armor, the hiding, the struggle to survive on the fringes of the galaxy. The Creed they had sworn. The solitude, the skin-hunger. The long nights Din had spent alone in the black, struggling to bring enough credits back to feed the covert and the fear they’d felt, all of them, whenever a speeder had rumbled too loudly overhead or a stranger had looked too long at them in the market. 
The armorer snorted. “Bo-Katan Kryze tells a pretty story of Mandalore, I’m sure,” she said, a biting tone in her voice again. She had misunderstood what Din had asked. “I’m sure she’s told you of its glory.” 
“She hasn’t – ”
“She lies,” said the armorer, flatly. “There was no glory. How could there be glory, in a place like that? There was barely even  life. The Great Clans were too busy tearing each other to pieces for glory. The skies were poisoned. The forests were dead. The only food that could be found was food we had stolen from the mouths of another clan.” 
“I – ”
“No!”  snarled the armorer, making another sharp gesture. Another hammer stroke. “No! The planet was doomed. We knew that when we left. Death Watch, True Mandalorian, Neutral, Ordic, the Great or the Preserver – all of it bickering over  nothing, over what made or did not make one Mandalorian. Over who was right and who was wrong. It was going to be the end of everything.
“So we chose,” she said. “If Mereel and Vizsla wanted to slaughter each other, wanted to doom the planet, so be it. Their Ways were ruin. We needed something better. Purer. Something clearer,” she said. "Something... simple. Mereel and Vizsla tore Mandalore apart over ideology. We found something much more straightforward. The Way of the Mandalore is the only Way. No one who claims another Creed is Mandalorian." 
She spoke with the conviction of a zealot. The passion of a true believer. Din  felt it. Her conviction pulled on him. 
The worst thing about Kryze was that she didn’t mean her cruelty, but embraced it to see her own Quest finished. 
The worst thing about the armorer was that Din wanted to believe her. He wanted to believe her. He wanted to take some of her conviction for himself, to shore it up inside of his heart, to use it as protection from the rest of the galaxy. 
 I did believe her,  he thought.  For almost all of my life, I believed her.  
But he didn’t – couldn’t – believe her. 
He did understand, he thought, what the armorer was trying to say. Boba had recounted Mandalore’s bloody history for Din – he’d heard of the endless wars, the constant conflict. Din had seen the results of it. 
 I lived the results, Din realized. He hadn’t known it, but he had lived through the consequences of the Mandalorian Civil War. 
 All that time,  he thought.  We weren’t hiding from just the Empire. We were hiding from  all  of it.  
Anger surged underneath Din’s skin again. 
“You  knew  we weren’t the only Mandalorians,” he said. “And you knew there were other Ways. And you  didn’t tell us.”  
“Because the other Ways are weak!”
“That’s not your decision to make!” Din shouted. He pulled the darksaber from his hip. He shouldn’t shout. He knew he shouldn’t. The gathering was over for the day – he didn’t know who was wandering through the halls. Who might be close enough to hear. 
“The decision was made by who survived,” the  alor snarled. 
“Plenty of others have survived!  I survived,” Din snarled right back. He didn’t ignite the darksaber, but he wanted to. He could feel the energy of it humming against his hand. He could see his own reflection in the armorer’s helmet. His expression was wild. Furious. “I survived. I broke the Creed, but I survived.” 
“Without honor,” said the armorer, coolly. 
“That’s not for you to decide either,” Din spat. “My honor is my own.” 
“Your honor is the tribe’s,” the armorer said, but Din swept her argument aside with a twist of his wrist. 
“I keep my word,” he said. “I help my people when they ask it of me. I protect my son. I use my armor to protect my allies. How is any of that dishonorable?” 
“You should have given your armor back,” said the  alor, still cold. 
“I haven’t met anyone yet who can make me,” Din said, before he could think better of the words. 
They had their intended effect, though. The  alor fell silent, finally shocked.
She looked at the darksaber, then. 
Din curled his fingers tighter over the hilt of it.
“It’s mine,” Din said, before she could gather her thoughts again and take another verbal swing at Din. “I earned it.  That  is the Creed, isn’t it? I spilled blood for this armor. It’s  mine. And my honor is mine too. And my Creed – ”
“You can’t just string a fistful of false promises together and call it a  Creed,” the armorer snarled, recovering some. She took a step towards Din. 
He ignited the darksaber. 
The sound of it, its hissing song, filled the room. The armorer stopped moving. 
“Why not?” Din said, challenging. “That’s what you did. How is it any different if  I chose what’s best for me? For my son? For his future?” 
Din – Din wanted Grogu to be able to  choose. To understand what it was he was swearing to. If Grogu decided that the Creed Din had followed for most of his life was good enough for him, he could swear it, but if he wanted something else – 
“The old Way is not just a handful of words!” the armor exclaimed. “You speak as though we pulled it from the air, but we did not! It came from our history. From our ancestors.  You would – what? Follow any who looked at you and named you Mandalorian again? 
“No,” said the armorer, shaking her head. She took a step back, wary of the darksaber. “This is not the Way of the Mandalore.” 
Din’s temper boiled over. “I  am  the  mand’alor,”  Din said. He slashed the air with the darksaber and the black blade sang. “That’s what  this  means, doesn’t it? I fought for it. I  won it. So – ”
The words died behind his teeth. 
 So, what?  he thought. Din hadn’t fought Gideon  for the darksaber. For anything it represented. He hadn’t intended to win it. He’d only picked it up off of the floor to keep Gideon from grabbing it again. Din had fought against Gideon to save his own life. To save Grogu’s. Mandalore – Mandalore hadn’t even crossed his mind. 
The armorer stared at Din. Her anger had a physical weight, and it pressed down against Din’s shoulders. Din was shivering again, or the whole room was; he couldn’t tell. 
He wanted to take it back. He wasn’t the  mand’alor. Claiming to be was ridiculous. Absurd. 

   Isn’t it?  

“So Bo-Katan Kryze claims,” the armorer finally said. She was still staring at Din. At the darksaber. 
“If you’d like to dispute it,” Din said, “challenge me. We don’t have to wait until tomorrow. I’ll fight right here.” 
That would at least give them both some  release. A fight would puncture the tension. Would give the awful, angry energy between Din’s shoulders somewhere to go. 
He wanted to fight.  That,  he knew, was Mandalorian. Everything Din had thought he’d known about himself and his people might have been wrong, but Mandalorians fought for what they believed in. That at least was still true.  Always true. 
“Lady Kryze,” said the armorer, distant and cold again, her passion – her conviction – locked away, “has forbidden dueling today, Din Djarin.” 
Din raised his chin again. “She is not my  alor,”  he said. “You – you think I’ve sworn on to any Creed that’d take me, but I  haven’t. I haven’t sworn anything to anyone yet. Kryze doesn’t command me.” 
“What of Boba Fett? I hear he commands your loyalty now,” said the armorer, and Din could tell from her tone of voice that she had been saving that particular weapon for when she’d thought it would do the most damage.
Din was angry that the hit rolled right off him. “Boba Fett,” he said, fiercely, “has  earned my loyalty.” 
The armorer reared back like Din had taken the darksaber to her face. 
Din wanted to take the words back as soon as he spit them out. The armorer – the tribe – they had  saved him. Protected him, taught him, taken him as one of their own. They had done nothing but earn his loyalty day after day, year after year. 
 But she lied to us,  he thought.  All of the elders, they  lied.  They said there was only one Way, and they lied. 
Din had broken the Creed, but the armorer had broken with Din first. 
“Your challenge,” said the armorer, flatly, “is accepted. Tomorrow, Din Djarin.” 
She cast one last long, considering look at the darksaber, then turned on her heel, threw open the door into the hall and left. Her footsteps thundered down the hall and faded out of earshot. 
She left Din alone. 
He stared after her, unseeing, for several long seconds. The darksaber hissed and crackled. 
Din’s will to fight abandoned him all at once. He sagged, dropping the darksaber, which clattered to the floor and deactivated itself by Din’s boot. He had to catch himself on the table. All the pressure in the room went out, like a ship’s hull punctured in the depths of space. Din shivered with it. 
 I can’t believe,  he thought to himself,  that I did that.  
Din had never thought to do anything like that before. He had never – even when he’d been young, wild and itching to prove himself, he’d never thought to argue with the  alor  like that. It just wasn’t  done.  
 But I did it, Din thought. And he had survived, at least for now. 
And, he thought, he had believed every word that he’d said. All of the arguments he’d had with himself, with Boba, with Paz and Kryze and Koska Reeves. All of the doubt, the grief, Din’s anguish in the desert – it had distilled itself inside of Din into something new. Something that he believed in, with all the fervor that he’d had when he had followed the Creed. 
Din was going to make his own Way, now. The thought was enormous. Terrifying. 
 But it’s mine,  he thought.  It’s mine. And – and I mean it.  
He meant it. 
Everyone wanted Din to choose. The armorer, Bo-Katan, Paz, even Rau or some of the other Mandalorians who had wanted to argue at the summit. They all wanted Din to choose. 
 So I will, he thought. 
Din gave himself another thirty seconds to sag against the table, afraid and determined. Then he bent, gathered the darksaber and tucked it back at his side. He picked his helmet up from the table and stared down into its smooth silver face. His reflection looked steadily back.  
 Alright,  Din thought, gathering his courage again.  I’ll make a choice. I don’t know if anyone will  like  it, but –  
 But,  he thought, fitting his helmet back on over his head,  the choice will be mine.  
Decided, Din followed the  alor out of the room, back towards the frozen lake and everyone on it. 
It's a good thing Boba brought his gaderffii with him, Din thought. We're probably going to need it.
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  mandokar. 
 
The halls of Clan Wren were still empty and quiet as Din ventured his way back through them, retracing his steps towards the lake. He made himself walk slowly, unwilling to catch up with the armorer. It was hard not to sprint through the  morut, to rush to rejoin Boba and Grogu, but Din made himself measure every step that he took, matching his breath to his pace to keep calm. 
It wasn’t that Din was afraid of catching up to the armorer. He  was afraid to face her, a little, in a distant and detached part of his heart, but the rest of Din’s fear was gone, hammered away. In its place was certainty. Din knew what he wanted, and the conviction of it was as strong and bright and gleaming. Beskar. 
 I can still be Mandalorian.  I  can decide, not the armorer. Not the Creed.  
Din could be whoever – whatever – he wanted to be. All he had to do was choose. 
After months without, having a sense of conviction again was so welcome a relief it was almost worth the stuck-shrapnel feelings of grief and anger and guilt Din had been carrying around for so long. The conviction was something that Din could hold on to, solid and steady. And if it came at the cost of having to fight the armorer, well – 
 Well,  Din told himself,  we’re Mandalorian. Fighting for what we believe in – that’s good. That’s what I’m supposed to do.  

   And I don’t need to fight her today. 

Din dragged his thoughts along with some effort. His anger was still burning hot and bright, but underneath that, Din knew that he didn’t really want to fight the armorer at all. He didn’t want to hurt her. 
 But I will, if I have to. If the armorer followed through on Din’s challenge and demanded that Din defend himself, defend his newfound conviction, Din would have to fight. 
 If I don’t, I’ll prove her right anyway,  he thought. If Din refused to fight, the armorer would name him a coward.  Hut’uunyc. Too weak to defend himself and what he believed in. 
 She’ll use that as proof that – that the Creed is right, that  she’s  right, and that I’m wrong.  
Din was not wrong. 
 I’m  not, he thought fiercely. He had meant every word that he’d said to the  alor,  and he believed every word too. She had no right to tell Din – to tell anyone at the gathering – whether or not they were Mandalorian. She had no right to decide that her Way was the  only Way, no matter what she had survived. If Din wanted to be Mandalorian, she couldn’t tell him that Din couldn’t be; only Din could decide that for himself. 
 And I – and I did decide,  he thought.  And I’ll keep deciding. Every day, if I have to. I am Mandalorian. I broke the Creed, but I don’t think that I ever stopped behind Mandalorian. Not even when I thought that I couldn't be. That there was no way to be Mandalorian again. 
The darksaber knocked lightly against Din’s side. 
Din didn’t draw it again. He didn’t have to; he was alone as he made his way back through the silent halls of Clan Wren’s  morut. No one sprang out of doorways or shadowy corners to challenge him. Even the sound of the armorer’s footstops had faded. 
Din would’ve expected the stronghold to fill up, now that Kryze had called her summit to a stop for the day. He would’ve thought that some of the clans would have jumped at the chance to get away from the others. 
But the hallways were still empty. There was no one to posture for, no one to intimidate. Not even Alrich Wren was around – he must’ve gone down to the lake to join the rest of his clan. 
So Din didn’t grab the darksaber, and he took his time moving through the  morut. He didn’t want to risk catching up to the armorer, and – 
 And I want to see what a Mandalorian stronghold looks like, Din thought. He wanted to see how other Mandalorians had lived while Din and his tribe had been hiding underground, moving from covert to covert. 
So he made himself slow down, and started to study the walls as he passed by them. 
There was a lot to study. Din didn’t know if all clan strongholds were like Clan Wren’s but Clan Wren’s, at least, was  covered in art. Din had only ever been inside one museum before – the Museum of Bar’leth while chasing a spice dealer, back when Din had been younger and just starting out in the Bounty Hunter’s Guild – but the walls of the stronghold reminded him powerfully of that museum. There was a hushed, reverent air to the place, and everywhere Din looked, there was art. 
Paintings, sculptures, statues, weavings; several of the walls Din passed were taken up by enormous floor-to-ceiling murals, the scenes painted directly onto the duracrete itself, and what wasn’t painted hosted shelves by the dozen, each one stacked with small sculptures and other artifacts. All of the colors packed into the murals, much like all of the colors of armor down in the valley, were almost dizzying to look at. Din could probably spend hours – days – just wandering the halls, trying to make sense of everything he saw. 
 I have to start somewhere, though, Din thought. He paused to study the nearest mural, determined to reorient himself. 
The mural Din’d stopped at was huge. The wall it was painted on was twenty or thirty feet long and almost as high, soaring up towards the angled ceiling. The wall opposite the mural was all Umbaran glass, cool and wavy, offering a slightly-distorted view of the mountains and the trees glittering in the sun. 
Din didn’t have a view of the lake from here, though, so he turned back to the mural. 
 What is this a painting of? he wondered, peering up at the colorful shapes. The painting wasn’t a crisp, clear picture, like a holophoto. Instead the mural was a swirl of color and shapes, almost abstract, rich with symbols. It was almost too overwhelming to look at all at once. Din picked a shape or two to start and focused on those. 
 It’s a – a battle, maybe? Din wondered, peering closer. The shapes he’d chosen to focus on were dark grey, a trio of geometric figures circling each other against a smear of blue. All three of them were about as tall and wide as Din’s splayed hand, and he thought that they were circling each other in what was supposed to be the sky. The trio of figures had darker grey shapes painted onto their backs, and from those darker shapes trailed swooping strokes of red and orange paint, like wings of fire. 
 The Way of the Rising Phoenix,  Din thought.  They’re wearing jetpacks.  
That meant that the circling figures were Mandalorians. And if they were Mandalorians flying against a flat blue sky, then the clusters of triangular shapes beneath them, painted brown and green, were trees. 
 A forest.  And if it was a forest, then an angular silver shape half-hidden by the trees was a  besk’laara, an iron wolf, and a slash of brown paint was a stooping shriek-hawk, and a curl of blue was a river. 
Din followed the mural a little farther down the hall, eager to see what else he could puzzle out. The painted forest quickly gave way to a wide plain of yellow and gold, and the plain gave way to a jagged range of mountains. Now that Din knew what to look for, he could see Mandalorians painted all over the mural. They were hiding in the trees with the iron wolves and they were wading in the river, flying above the mountain peaks and working in the golden grasses. They were fighting and farming and hunting and even building – another trio of grey shapes was pulling up a round tower at the base of one of the mountains. 
The detail was incredible. Din took it all in, the flying warriors and the sneaking wolves, the forests and the fields, and had to resist the urge to take his gloves off and run his fingers over the paint. 
It was all long-dried. Din wouldn’t feel anything but duracrete, no matter how lush the colors were, no matter how closely he could imagine the bristles of a pine tree or the soft fur of an iron wolf, the grainy rock of the mountains, the feathery reeds beside the river. 
 This… it looks like Noora’s tapestry, almost, Din thought, when he finally reached the far end of the mural. 
The style of art wasn’t quite the same. Rylish weaving was largely symbolic, and the mural had more detail. More angles, too; most of the shapes were sharp, painted decisively. 
 But – it  feels  like Noora’s tapestry, maybe. Looking at the mural made Din feel the same way that looking at Noora’s tapestry had. The sense of community, of a great whole made up of a thousand individual details, was the same. 
 I’m not on this mural, though, Din thought. None of the painted Mandalorians had any color to them. None of them had visible signets. It was impossible to tell who they were or who they were supposed to represent. 
At the end of the painting, Din found a small metal placard bolted to the duracrete. It didn’t name an artist, but it did name the mural itself:
 KOTE  
  7976 C.R.C  
‘Kote,’  Din thought. He knew that word. It meant “glory.”  And seven-nine-seven-six cee ar cee – that’s, what, ten years ago? Eleven?  
The mural was impressive, but Din didn’t see anything depicted in it that was particularly glorious. It just looked like – a normal scene. An ordinary day. 
 I’m not an artist, though,  Din thought wryly.  Maybe there’s something here that I’m not seeing.  
Curiosity sufficiently pricked, Din kept moving through the halls, trying to piece together everything that he could see. The next hallway had a dozen shelves instead of a mural, and the shelves were packed with small sculptures and other artifacts. Vases, big chunks of gemstone, hunting trophies. Din eyed them all with interest – the statues in particular were interesting, because they were all smaller than Grogu but packed with a surprising amount of detail – and followed the halls further into the house. 
He found more murals. Some of them were as colorful as the first had been. They showed similar sprawling scenes, too; high mountains and low river valleys, dense forests and open plains. There were Mandalorians in all of the murals, which Din supposed that he should have expected, but there were other beings too. Din recognized the iron wolves and the shriek-hawks, but there were enormous  blue serpents, too, their necks crowned with wide frills, and some tall,  spindly creatures  with branching horns and four eyes each. 
A few of the murals, though, had almost no color to them at all. One painting of a Mandalorian warrior, much closer in scale than any of the other murals, was cast in shades of grey. Dozens of enemy warriors swirled around the central figure like the winds of a sandstorm. 
Another, painted in shades of green, showed a city-dome that had been cracked open, verdant smoke trailing up into a bruised sky. Din thought that it might have been a painting of one of the city-domes of Mandalore. 
 Did one person paint all of these?  he wondered, as he neared the great hall that faced the lake and the summit.  Who? Why?  
Ursa Wren had said that her husband Alrich was more of an artist than a warrior. He hadn’t worn any armor at all when he’d greeted Din at the door. Maybe he was the artist behind all of this. 
Whoever the artist was, they were talented. The only things Din had ever painted were his old set of armor, which he’d painted red, and some scratches on the  Razor Crest. He couldn’t imagine the effort it took to paint one mural, let alone the half-dozen he’d passed today, but all of them were painted in the same style. 
And if Alrich Wren  had painted all of these murals, he must’ve had a reason. 
 Preserving history, maybe? Din wondered. Mandalore was gone. Maybe painting scenes from its history was how Alrich Wren had dealt with that grief. An odd expression of grief, for a Mandalorian, but Din could understand. 
Din finally reached the great room again, the wide, empty space that faced the lake and the valley. There  were a few other Mandalorians in here now; Alrich Wren himself was speaking quietly to two others, a male Togruta and a human woman, both in chipped, scuffed armor. Another small group had come in from the lake and retreated to the far end of the room, murmuring with their heads bent close together. 
Din didn’t want to interrupt either group, so he kept his gaze forward and strode past them. The Togruta with Alrich looked up, but didn’t call out or try to stop Din, and the other group ignored Din entirely. 
Din looked out through the warped glass windows, towards the lake and the valley. 
Most of the Mandalorians who’d come to Kryze’s summit were still gathered there, though the crowd had spread out along the lakeshore, groups and clusters of warriors formed around Creeds and Ways that Din didn’t understand. He saw the armorer’s golden helmet glint in the sun before she disappeared into the crowd. 
Din’s mouth thinned, but he made himself keep walking. 
No one stopped him as he left Clan Wren’s stronghold. The snow crunched underfoot. He scanned the crowd and found Boba without trying – Boba wasn’t especially tall, but he had a presence about him that was magnetic, almost, like a lodestone tugging on raw iron. Din found him immediately. 
 Kark,  Din thought.  He’s moved.  
When he and the armorer had gone inside Boba had been standing on the lakeshore, apart from everyone else. He was still standing a little apart from just about everyone else, but as the crowds had shifted, so had Boba; he’d been pulled across the lake and now stood on the ice, stance spread like a bladeback ready to be rushed. Grogu was a speck of green on his shoulder. 
 Kark, Din thought again. 
There were two or three hundred Mandalorians between Din and Boba, and nearly all of them were looking at Din. Din had waded through the crowd once already today, but when he’d done it before Kryze had been with him, and she hadn’t yet named him the  mand’alor  – Din had just been another warrior trailing after her, and no one had particularly cared who he was. 
 But she’s told them all that I’m the  mand’alor  now,  Din thought.  And… and I didn’t say that I wasn’t.  
Din had snarled it at the armorer. “I am the  mand’alor,” he’d told her. But none of the rest of these people had heard him say it. He hadn’t agreed with Kryze’s charge out loud. 

   But I didn’t disagree with her.  

Kryze had put Din forward as the king of the Mandalorians, and Din hadn’t thrown out her claim. 
 I shouldn’t be surprised that everyone’s looking at me, he thought ruefully. Some of the Mandalorians were only looking at him out of the corners of their visors, but others were looking at him head-on. Appraising. Calculating, like anooba sizing up a lone bantha to see if it was sick or injured. If the pack could take it. He felt their attention scrape over his nerves. 
It set Din’s teeth on edge. The thought of pushing through all of that attention, that expectation – 
 It doesn’t matter. Boba’s on the other side,  Din thought. He smiled to himself, half-bitter.  And Kryze has forbidden dueling until tomorrow.  
Din took a deep breath. He could do this. He had faced down his own  alor. He had told her that she was wrong and had survived doing it. Wading through a few hundred possibly-hostile warriors was nothing, compared to that. 
 And if I tell myself that a few more times,  Din thought, gathering his courage and stepping off of the lakeshore,  I might believe it, too.  
The nearest groups of Mandalorians shifted out of Din’s way easily enough, letting him pass without any trouble. They watched him curiously, eyes and visors bright, but no one reached out to stop him. 
It wasn’t until Din had gone twenty or thirty yards, passing several clusters of clans and allies, that he ran into a group of Mandalorians that didn’t seem at all interested in getting out of Din’s way. 
Din slowed his pace, watching them warily. 
They weren’t Children of the Watch.  Kyr’ade,  Kryze had called them. There were ten or twelve Mandalorians in this group, but only half of them had helmets on. The rest had their helmets tucked underneath their arms or resting by their feet, and a few of them didn’t even have a full set of  beskar’gam. The clan, as far as Din could tell, was mostly human. 
The nearest Mandalorian – a tall, thin man with short brown hair and blue eyes, wearing piecemeal black and white armor – had a familiar shape stamped into one pauldron as a signet. It was supposed to be a cat of some kind, Din thought. A Zalorian rock-line, maybe, or a vine tiger. Din had seen the signet before. He shifted through his memories. 
 Clan Eldar, Din remembered. Kryze had two Eldars in her contingent. Tarron and Tabris. They were her allies. They wore Nite Owl colors. 
 But some clans are much bigger than mine,  Din reminded himself.  And the larger clans – I know that not all of their members chose the same sides in the war. Some clans had fractured down the middle. 
And these Eldars – if they were Eldars – hadn’t stood with Kryze as she’d opened the summit. Many Eldars had, but not this particular band. They weren’t standing with her now, either. Din didn’t know where she’d disappeared to, but she wasn’t here. 
The thin man narrowed his eyes at Din. Din tensed, shoulders bunching, but didn’t stop moving. If the Eldars wanted Din to stop, they’d have to make the first move. 
 If they’re brave enough, Din thought. People all over the galaxy – Fennec, Gida, Boba, even Koska Reeves – had been telling Din that with his armor and his spear and his darksaber he cut an intimidating figure. That Din looked like something out of a desert tale. 
 Maybe I can use that now,  he thought, straightening his back.  Maybe I can convince some of these people to leave me alone.  
The tall, thin man proved himself to be brave, though. He opened his mouth, eyes flashing, and took a step in Din’s direction. Din’s hand twitched towards the hilt of the darksaber. The man saw Din reaching for the blade and bared his teeth. 
For a tense, electric moment, Din thought that the other Mandalorian would lunge for him. Din shifted his own weight to his back foot, prepared to roll with a tackle, and closed his fingers over the hilt of the darksaber. 
But he didn’t have to draw it. 
“Lorin Eldar,” said Fenn Rau, shouldering his way through the crowd behind Din. “I haven’t seen you in an age! I thought you’d died on Phindar.” 
Rau slid neatly into a place at Din’s side like he’d always been there. Din blinked, startled, but Rau was looking at the Eldar. Another Mandalorian came trailing in behind Rau and took up a position at Din’s back. 
Lorin Eldar still stood with ten or twelve of his own clan, but the idea of facing off against three Mandalorians instead of just Din sapped some of his bravery; he stopped baring his teeth quite so obviously and stepped back towards the safety of his clan. 
“Rau,” Eldar growled. He had a low, hoarse voice. “I thought  you died for your Rebellion.” 
“Never quite managed it, I’m afraid,” Rau said cheerfully. “By the end of it all of the half-decent pilots had defected from the Empire over to our side, and none of the idiots ever figured out how a targeting computer worked.” 
Eldar snorted, lip curling in disgust. 
 Not a Rebel sympathizer, then,  Din thought. His heart sank.  I barely understand where everyone stood on different sides of the  Mandalorian  civil wars,  he thought.  Let alone where they stood in the war against the Empire.  
“Is there something you wanted, Eldar?” Rau continued, his tone still light. The Mandalorian behind Din, who was still fully-armored, said nothing. Din eyed Rau, confused and wary. 
Rau had supported Din during the summit. He had disagreed with Kryze. He’d even thrown his name behind Din’s to get Bo-Katan to let Boba come down to join them. 
 But he did all of that for a reason,  Din thought.  He wants something too. I just – don’t know what that is.  
Still, there were several other clans between Din and Boba, and without Rau, Din would have to get through them alone. If Rau’s presence kept fights from erupting – or more challenges from being issued, so that Din didn’t have to fight all of Mandalore in the morning – Din would tolerate it. 
 He stood up for Boba,  Din reminded himself.  He said that Boba belonged here too. That’s – that’s something I agree with. I can work with that.  
Eldar looked between Din and Rau, his lip curling. “No,” he said, the word bitten off, angry. “There’s nothing.” 
“Then if you’ll excuse us,” said Rau mildly. “Enjoy the feast.” 
Eldar grimaced, but jerked his chin to the rest of his clan and all of them got out of Din’s way. A few of them tossed dirty looks over their shoulders, but a dirty look wasn’t a lunge for a blaster or even a demand to duel, so Din decided that he didn’t particularly care what Clan Eldar thought of him and put them out of his mind. 
Din looked over his new companion instead. 
Up close, Fenn Rau was older than Din had first thought. Still of an age with Kryze, but Rau was more weathered. He had deep lines gathered around the corners of his eyes that gave him a weary look, and while Din could tell that Rau’s hair had once been pale red, most of it had weakened to a rusty grey. One of his ears was nicked like a wild loth-cat’s, scarred by some fight, and Rau’s armor was dented and scratched in several places. 
 He definitely survived a war or two, Din thought. 
Rau noticed Din’s inspection and smiled. The expression lightened the weary look around his eyes. 
“I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced,” Rau said, gesturing for Din to keep walking. The path to Boba wasn’t cleared, not yet, but some of the other clans nearby had watched Rau handle the Eldars and were preemptively shifting to let Din pass. “I’m Fenn Rau,” Rau continued. “I’d give you my clan and House, but I’m just about the only one left in either.” 
Din dipped his head. He was struck by the urge to look Rau in the eye, so he tugged off his helmet and did. The wind was cold on his face, through his hair, but Rau flashed Din a look of pleased surprise. 
 So he knows that I’m a Child of the Watch, then, Din thought. 
“I’m Din,” Din said. “I don’t… really have a clan, or a House. Clan Djarin, I guess.” 
“Your people don’t really keep to those ways, do you?” said Rau. He didn’t say it with any accusation or even any disdain. Whenever Kryze had talked about Din’s people, she’d barely been able to hide her dislike.
But Rau only sounded curious. 
“No,” Din said, deciding to take Rau’s curiosity as genuine. He didn’t want to drive away an ally if he didn’t have to. 
“Fascinating,” Rau murmured. He padded alongside Din, trailed by the third Mandalorian. When Kryze had stood up in the center of the lake and addressed the whole gathering, Rau had had a small group with him, but the others were nowhere in sight. 
The only one still with Rau was a stocky humanoid, with no lekku or montrals or horns that Din could see. He wore heavy plate and his armor was a startling shade of orange, flecked here and there with white paint, and he had a white  kar’ta beskar symbol painted in the center of his helmet, which was fixed firmly over his head. 
The stranger had two signets, too, both painted in white; on one pauldron he had the same, winged, snarling, skull-like face that Rau had, though Rau’s was painted in red, and on the other pauldron he had a nexu with a wide, toothy mouth, the animal rearing up onto its hindpaws to slash at the air, its tail curling around the Mandalorian’s bicep. 
The stranger caught Din looking at his signets and inclined his head. 
Rau noticed. “Ah,” he said. “Forgive me. I am out of practice. Din Djarin, Kippan Awaud of Clan Awaud, House…?” 
“I’m tempted to say ‘House Kryze,’ to teach you a lesson,” the other Mandalorian drawled. He sounded younger than Rau. “But you know what they say about old strills.” To Din, he added, “House  Naasade, for now. We’ll see what happens tomorrow, yeah? And it’s just Kip,” the Mandalorian added, sticking his forearm out across Rau’s chest for Din to grasp. 
Din blinked, nonplussed, but took Kip’s arm. “Su cuy’gar,” Din said. Kip had a warrior’s grip, and a warrior’s steadiness too. He and Rau were well-matched. 
“Su cuy,” Kip replied, and he sounded like he was grinning. “It’s good to meet you properly. D’you know that it’s almost impossible to learn anything about you?” 
That caught Din off-guard. 
“What?” Din pulled his hand back, wariness returning. He darted a look between Rau and Kip. 
 Rau helped me,  Din thought.  He’s not a puppet of Bo-Katan’s. But – he has his own agenda. Just because Rau had defended Boba didn’t mean that he was Din’s ally, and Din remembered that now. 
Rau only sighed. “Tactful, Kip,” he said. 
Kip just shrugged. “It’s true,” he said. He was still looking at Din. “And you’re a Child of the Watch, aren’t you? Your people are straightforward. Or so I hear, anyway.” 
“Kip,” said Rau again. 
“What?” The Awaud was definitely grinning now, the sound of it bright in his voice, and Din couldn’t help but soften, a little, his confusion and wariness still present but fading. 
 I don’t think he means any harm,  Din thought.  And he  is  confusing, but I’m used to being confused. Especially when other Mandalorians are involved. Other Mandalorians still didn’t make much sense to Din, though he was learning more about them by the minute. 
 I’m going to have to learn fast,  he thought wryly. The  alor wasn’t going to take Din back. He had no place among the coverts any more. He was going to have to get used to the way that other Mandalorians did things – the way they talked and the way they interacted with each other – if Din intended to – 
 To what?  he thought.  Be the mand’alor? 
Despite what Din had said to the armorer, he knew that he wasn’t  really  the  mand’alor.  He couldn’t be. He didn’t  want to be. 
 I have enough to do just trying to keep Boba and my kid alive,  Din thought.  Trying to keep Gorga out of our business on Tatooine. I don’t – to try and keep an entire  people  alive – to lead them against the Empire – no.  
Din didn’t want to do that. But – 
 But I don’t want – I don’t want to be cut off from them,  he thought. The covert  alore had kept their tribes away from other Mandalorians. Had done their best to convince the tribes that there were no other Mandalorians at all. 
 But there are, and I want to get to know them, Din thought. He wanted to get to know Fenn Rau and Alrich Wren. To meet the rest of Torryg Saxon’s brothers, to sit around another tribe’s cook-fire, to hear their stories, to learn from their elders. 
Din eyed Fenn Rau and Kippan Awaud again.  I want to get to know them,  Din thought.  Even if they’re… strange.  
Rau sighed again. “Ignore him,” he suggested, addressing Din. “If I hadn’t met his parents myself I would tell you that Kip here was nursed by a nexu, and learned how to bite before he learned any proper manners.” 
“Ouch,” said Kip, flexing his arm. The movement made the nexu signet painted across his pauldron and his upper arm shift. 
“It’s… fine,” Din said, slowly. “It’s just surprising, that’s all. You were – you were trying to learn about me?” 
Din thought about all of the bounty hunters he’d outrun or outfought, after taking the kid from Nevarro City, about the puck with Din’s face on it that he’d found on the Weequay beneath Gella’s Place, and narrowed his eyes. 
“Why?” Din asked, suspicious again. “You’re not with the Bounty Hunter’s Guild, are you?” 
Kip laughed. “No,” he said. “I’m not with any Guild.” Then he sobered. “And of course I was. I try to keep an eye on what Lady Bo-Katan is doing these days. She exiled herself to the far reaches of the Outer Rim years ago, did you know? Then one day she started showing back up in clanspace, flying around in that Imperial light cruiser of hers, rallying a bunch of the Great Clans to her cause. I wanted to know what happened. Why she’d come back. That’s when I heard about you.” 
“I helped her take the light cruiser,” Din said, still cautious. Despite his prickling irritation with Kryze – she  had  gotten Din into this mess – he was reluctant to betray her to a potential enemy. Kryze hadn’t named Din  her enemy yet, after all, which meant that for now they were allies. “I didn’t know she was exiled.” 
Kip waved a careless hand. “She wasn’t really,” he explained. “She exiled herself. It’s not like anyone drove her away. A lot of the  mando’ade did the same, really, after the Rebs brought down the Empire. Wasn’t much left for us to do, you see, and for a lot of us…” 
Kip shrugged. 
“For a lot of us,” Rau finished, just as somber, “there wasn’t much left.” 
“You didn't serve in the Rebellion?” Din asked Kip, surprised. He’d assumed that Kip was one of Rau’s people. The Protectors, Kryze had called them. And Rau had fought for the Rebellion. 
“Me? No.” Kip shook his head. “Didn’t see much point in it, to be honest.” 
“But you’re…” Din looked between Kip and Rau again. “You’re one of the Protectors, aren’t you?” 
Rau smiled, but this time the expression was distant. Pained. “He’s new,” said Rau. 
“Oh.” Din didn’t know what to say to that. 
Kip, fortunately, seemed to be able to navigate his way through a conversation like a Tusken could navigate the sands of the Dune Sea, and took charge again. 
“Regardless,” Kip said, circling back to his first point, “you showed up with Kryze, but nobody else really knew anything about you. I got your name eventually, but Kryze kept you close under the besk, didn’t she?” 
“I wouldn’t know,” Din replied, uncomfortable. “I wasn’t – I didn’t stay with her on the light cruiser, after we took it from Gideon,” he said. “I’ve been on Tatooine.” 
Kip nodded. “Figured that out eventually,” he said. “There’s not many among the  mando’ade who go around in full armor all the time, and you’ve got the only mudhorn signet recorded in the rolls. You’re down in the Fighting Corps rolls too, but those are thirty years old; I’m not a half-bad slicer, but I couldn’t find you anywhere else, not even in the Ruus records. Where’d your people keep you? Under a rock?”
Din thought of some of the places that the covert had lived in and snorted. “Sometimes,” he said. He blinked again and tried to sort through everything Kip was saying. The kid spoke fast. 
 I don’t know what the Ruus records are, Din thought. He’d known that his name was down in the Fighting Corps rosters; that was where Gideon had found his name, the first time. But Gideon hadn’t mentioned the Ruus records. 
 Where did Kip come from? Din wondered. Clan Awaud was an old clan. Din knew that much. Boba’d told him that Clan Awaud had fought in the Purges, and had been decimated. 

   Is he from Mandalore? From the sector? How did he escape whatever happened to the rest of the Awauds?  

“‘Sometimes,’“ Kip repeated, still sounding amused. “Well, it  is good to meet you, finally. Boss here thinks so too.” 
Din, assuming that ‘the boss’ was Fenn Rau, tilted his head in Rau’s direction. 
Rau sighed again, sounding put-upon. “It is good,” he allowed. The three of them were almost to Boba now. There were only a few other groups still in the way, and all of the warriors who saw Din coming, flanked by Rau, were quick to stand aside. 
“You’ve caused quite a stir,” Rau continued. He sounded amused too, almost, which Din wasn’t sure that he understood. “You weren’t what any of us were expecting, when Lady Bo-Katan called us all together.” 
Din narrowed his eyes again. He smelled blood in the water. “What were you expecting?” 
Rau chuckled. “Honestly,” he said, “I was expecting Lady Bo-Katan to try and rally us for one last stand against the Empire. I expected her to make the claim to lead us. One final charge. A  kote’kaan.” 
 A glorious battle, Din thought. He nodded. That was what Din had been expecting, too. What he’d thought that Kryze’s Quest was. Vengeance and justice for all of Mandalore. 

   But that’s not what she did.  

“I’ve known Lady Bo-Katan for many years,” Rau continued. “I thought she’d lost the ability to surprise me around the time that Mandalore fell.” He smiled at Din. “But apparently, she hasn’t.” 
Din scowled. He wished that Rau would come out and say what it was that he wanted. “What does that mean?” 
Rau’s smile only widened. Din was half-tempted to reach for the darksaber again, to threaten answers out of the man. It wouldn’t help anything, probably, but Din was starting to get tired of others talking around him. Talking over him. 
Rau must’ve recognized some of Din’s impatience, because he relented. “It means,” he said, “that you, whoever you are, wherever you’ve come from, have managed to do what three wars, forty years and the loss of our homeworld – our entire system, really – did not. 
“You’ve managed to make Lady Bo-Katan change her mind.” 
“Or,” Rau added, after thinking for a moment, “that you’ve gotten her to  consider changing her mind. I imagine that she’ll keep her own counsel on the matter until official alliances form tomorrow after the duels, but – ”
“I don't know what you’re talking about,” Din interrupted. He knew that he was probably being too blunt, but he didn’t care. He was thin on patience. He was grateful to Rau for speaking up on Boba’s behalf, but the way that Rau was talking about Din himself – 
 I don’t know Rau,  Din reminded himself. He curled his hands into nervous fists.  And he doesn’t know me. I don't – just because he stood up for Boba doesn’t mean that he’s my ally. That I can trust him.  
But Rau was a Mandalorian. Din  wanted to trust him. 
“I didn’t do anything to Lady Bo-Katan,” Din added. “I didn’t… I didn’t ask her to change her mind. I don’t even know what she  wants.”  Din had thought that he’d known, but then Kryze had named  Din  the  mand’alor, not herself. He’d assumed that she’d been using Din to lay a trap for someone else. Using him as bait. 
After all, if Kryze had claimed to be the  mand’alor,  she’d be the one facing at least two challenges tomorrow, not Din. For all Din knew, Kryze was going to let half the  mando’ade at Din tomorrow. Din was a skilled fighter – he knew that he was a skilled fighter – but if the challenges kept coming – 
“Hmm,” said Rau, his expression thoughtful. He and Kippan exchanged a speaking glance. 
“I don’t know what  that  means either,” Din muttered, prickly and defensive again. He reached for the certainty he’d found facing the  alor  and tried to armor himself with it against Rau, but it only half-worked; Din knew what  he wanted, but that didn’t help him untangle what Rau wanted. What Kryze wanted. 
“I’m – I have the darksaber,” Din said, trying to sort it all out. “I – won it, I guess. But I’m – that doesn’t make me the  mand’alor.” He said it quietly, so that none of the other nearby clans could overhear, but it was important to say it. “Kryze knows that I’m not. That’s not how… that’s not how my people do things.” 
A sword – even a sword like the darksaber, strange as it was – didn’t make one warrior more fit to lead than another. Only skill did that. Only wisdom, and cunning, and the support of the rest of the tribe; strength and skill mattered, of course, but strength and skill weren’t the only qualities a good leader needed. 
“We all know that you’re not,” said Rau, gently. He offered Din half a smile when Din turned to look at him, surprised. “Not even the most traditional among us blindly follow that sword, Din Djarin,” he said. All that the darksaber gives you, as far as most of the  mando’ade  are concerned, is a  claim  to rule. You may not be the  mand’alor yet, but you have the potential to be.”
“A pretty good claim, though,” Kip cut in. Rau shot him an exasperated look, but Kip didn’t seem to notice. “Kryze wouldn’t put you forward if your claim was a weak one – she’d probably just space you when no one was looking. Say you met with an accident on Tatooine. But you  did win that in a fight, right?” 
Reluctantly, Din nodded. 
“Kryze’s story was true?” 
Again Din nodded. 
Kip blew out a whistling breath. “Yeah,” he said. “Winning that old sword while trying to defend your kid from the evils of the Empire – that’s a pretty karkin’ good claim. You  could  be the  mand’alor.  If you wanted. ‘S long as you don’t get your  shebs  kicked too badly tomorrow, I guess, though I wouldn’t worry about Aiken Anson. If he knows which end of a blaster shoots,  n’eparavu ni cetare.” 
Din drew back, shoulders bunching. He expected Rau to interject. To deny it. Din couldn’t be the  mand’alor.  Of course he couldn’t be. Rau was Mandalorian – he was old enough to have fought in the civil war. He  had fought against the Empire. He had been fighting for Mandalore while Din and his people had been hiding in a sewer. 
But Rau said nothing. 
Rau was watching Din with interest, but he wasn’t contradicting Kip. And he was watching Din’s face, not the darksaber. Din didn’t know what to do with that. 
“I’m – I’m not like you,” Din said. He swallowed. “I’m not from Mandalore. You said it yourself – I don’t have a clan, a history. I was a foundling. There was enough time to get my name down in the Fighting Corps, but after that… I don’t come from one of the Great Clans. There is no Clan Djarin, not outside of me.” 
“Ah,” said Rau, his expression clearing. He smiled, wry again, and gestured at the crowd. 
They were near Boba, now. Din could see the familiar slope of Boba’s shoulders. The proud lift of Boba’s chin. 
“As you can see,” said Rau, “there’s not exactly a Clan Rau here either. There are some who’d prefer to believe that the right to rule Mandalore comes from the blood,” he said. His lips twitched. “Lady Bo-Katan among them, perhaps – her father ruled Kalevala, after all, and her sister held Mandalore as best as she could. 
“But you might be surprised,  jatne vod,” Rau continued. “Many  mand’alore have come from the Great Clans, that is true – Kip here even has one or two among his ancestors – ”
“Very distantly,” Kip muttered. Rau ignored him. 
“ – but many more have come from no clan, and still led Mandalore.” Rau’s eyes were dancing. “Jaster Mereel came from no clan.” 
Din gritted his teeth.  Is he – is Rau testing me?  he wondered.  Is he trying to see what I know about Mandalore, and what I don’t?  
“Jaster Mereel died,” Din pointed out. 
Rau inclined his head. “He did,” he allowed. “But we all will die, and a death at a traitor’s hands does not mean that Mereel was not a good leader.”
“It’s not exactly encouraging, though,” Din shot back. 
Kip snorted. 
“Maybe not,” Rau said. “But you  do have a claim, if you want it. You should think about it, at least.” 
Din narrowed his eyes. 
“What do you get out of it,” Din asked, flatly. “If I – if I win whatever challenges come tomorrow, and decide that I  can  be the  mand’alor? What’s in it for you? I don’t know you.” 
“A fair argument,” said Rau. Din faltered again, bewildered. He didn’t understand why Rau kept  doing this. Why Rau didn’t behave like Kryze. What he hoped to get out of all of this. 
“Can I think about it, or would prefer an answer now?” Rau continued.  
“Uh,” Din said, thrown. 
Rau softened. “I think I know what it is that I want,” he said. “But it never hurts to take a moment to be sure, before a warrior puts their life and their honor on the front lines. Yes?” 
“...Yes,” said Din, slowly. He didn’t see why he needed Rau’s answer now; there wouldn’t be any duels until the morning, and Din didn’t need to add another duel to his schedule. If Rau wanted some time to think about what it was that he wanted from Din – what he hoped to gain, by either backing or refusing Din’s claim to Mandalore – 
“Very good,” said Rau, approving. “Then we’ll leave you here with your people, Din Djarin.” They had reached the edges of the crowd. Boba was only a handful of meters away, though his back was currently to Din. Rau turned to Kip and said, “Come on, then. I think that’s Bardan Jusik over with Vera Beroya, and I could have  sworn that he died in that mess over Enceri – ”
And then Rau was gone, Kip trailing after him, and Din was alone at the edge of the crowd. 
 That was… strange, Din thought. He wasn’t sure what had just happened, or what it meant. 
 It’s not the only strange thing that’s gonna happen to me today,  he thought. He set Rau aside and turned his attention to Boba.  Or even the only strange thing that’s going to happen in the next hour.  
Boba was not standing at the edges of the crowd by himself. 
He had Grogu with him, of course. Din hadn’t really worried about leaving the kid with Boba, because he’d known that Boba would tear the entire planet in half rather than let anything happen to Din’s son. 
But there were other Mandalorians with Boba too. Din counted five, alarm crashing through him reflexively before he recognized one. Four of the Mandalorians with Boba were in all black, the only color to them a mismatched plate here and there, white stripes painted onto one pauldron, a red paw on another, green paint lining a  kar’ta beskar.  
 It’s Strill, Din thought, crossing the ice. Strill was the only Mandalorian he recognized. She was speaking to Boba, her hands moving excitedly. 
 And if it’s Strill, then the others – they’re her tribe, Din realized. The other three in black armor were clustered defensively against Strill’s back. One was very tall and very thin, and the others were around Strill’s height. The only Mandalorian of her tribe who wasn’t in black armor was a humanoid in hunter plate, which had been painted a rich, royal blue, like Nite Owl colors without white or black or grey accents.  
 What do they want? he wondered. 
Din’s own covert, apparently, had had a dim view of Boba. Paz had, at least, because of what Paz had learned from his father. If Strill’s covert had heard the same stories that Paz had – if any of them were remnants of the old Death Watch, who had fought against Jango Fett, had hated him – then they weren’t likely to care much for Boba either. 
But Strill did, Din supposed. She still called him  “dar’vod.” She was grateful to Boba for the protection he’d given her. 
Warily, Din made his way to Boba’s side.
“Strill,” Din said, when he got close enough to the group to be heard without shouting at them. Din was done shouting for the day. He made it to Boba’s side and was immediately relieved to be near him – relieved when Boba shifted so that his elbow knocked against Din’s – and inclined his head, nervously, to the Mandalorians behind Strill. 
All four of them looked back, impassive. Din’s helmet was still in his hands. Boba’s face was bare too, but Strill and her people would’ve expected that. To see  Din’s bare face, though – 
If these Mandalorians were Strill’s tribe – and they all looked like her tribe – then they were Children of the Watch. Din’s cousins. 
 My enemies, now,  he thought.  If their  alor  sides with mine, anyway.  
Din’s stomach twisted at the thought of having to face Strill in a duel. He didn’t think she’d challenge him directly, but if her  alor ordered her too – 
 Stop. Din pushed the thought down. He couldn’t worry about that, not right now. He wished that he’d stopped to pull his helmet back on. 
Strill, at least, didn’t seem all that bothered by the sight of Din’s bare face. She nodded back at Din, friendly and warm, then turned to one of the black-armored warriors at her side and gestured at Boba. 
“You met  dar’vod,” Strill said, her voice bright beneath her helmet. Din was so surprised by her use of the nickname in front of warriors of her own tribe that he wasn’t immediately put on guard by her mischievous tone. 
Then she gestured at Din, and his heart sank. “This is  Djar’vod!”  
Din stared at her for a long moment, too startled to reply. Then he closed his eyes. Boba, the traitor, coughed a smothered laugh into one hand, Grogu swaying on his shoulder. One of the warriors behind Strill – the very tall, very skinny one – groaned. 
“That was terrible,” the tall warrior muttered. His voice was disguised by their helmet’s vocorder, but he sounded young. 
“I’m Din,” Din said, intervening before the nickname could stick. Strill chortled to herself, pleased with her own cleverness. “Din Djarin. I am – I’m glad to meet you.” 
A few of the Mandalorians behind Strill shifted, muttering to each other, but the one closest to her inclined her own head. 
“I am called Tamsin,” she said. She was a slight warrior, not much taller than Strill, and her plain black armor was unremarkable. The only color on her entire  beskar’gam,  aside from black, was a thin line of green paint around her  kar’ta beskar. She could have been any warrior from any tribe, any covert. 
Din recognized her name, though. Strill had said it before. Tamsin was the  alor of her covert. 
Din stood up a little taller, the echoes of his argument with his own  alor rattling around in his head. It had been hard to argue with her, because Din loved her. Because he’d gone to her for advice, because she’d forged his armor, because she’d brushed his hair back from his head when he’d been young and sick. 
Din didn’t think that he’d have the same problem arguing with Tamsin, if he had to. 
But Tamsin didn’t seem eager to start spilling blood. 
“Strill tells us that you saved her life,” Tamsin continued. She had a light, lilting voice, her accent strange, and her tone was hard to read. Her helmet was just as impassive as any Mandalorian’s. “And the life of her brother.” 
“I… helped,” Din said cautiously, unsure what Strill had already told her  alor, what Boba may or may not have confirmed. Din’s face was bare; he wouldn’t be able to lie to Tamsin. 
 I don’t  want  to lie to Tamsin,  he thought.  Half of this mess got started because one warrior – or a group of warriors, I guess – lied to another.  
The  alor’s words rattled between Din’s ears. She had lied to him. She had lied to all of them, to Din and Annika and Paz and the foundlings. Din wondered if Tamsin had lied to her people too. 
Tamsin studied Din intently. He wanted to duck his head, to shy away from her attention, but Din was tired of doing that too. He met Tamsin’s gaze and set his jaw. He refused to feel guilt or shame. 
“I was – I was happy to help,” Din added, because it was true. Strill had surprised him that day, when she’d tossed Theran down the stairs and walked into Boba’s throne room to ask for Din’s help, but Din had still been happy to help her. Relieved that he could help her. 
“We both were,” Boba cut in unexpectedly. Din blinked at him. 
“Groo!” Grogu added, even though he hadn’t had anything to do with the trip to Arkanis at all, and had probably been terrorizing Master Skywalker and his other teachers on Yavin-4 at the time. 
One of the warriors behind Strill and Tamsin shifted. Din tensed, prepared to spring to Boba’s defense if he had to, but Strill beat him to it. 
Strill’s chuckling turned into an outright laugh. “See?” she said, turning to Tamsin. “I told you that they were modest.” 
Tamsin made a thoughtful noise. Din eyed her. 
 Why does Tamsin – a Child of the Watch – care if Boba and I are modest?  he wondered. Din knew that he should probably stop trying to predict what other Mandalorians would think or feel or do – Din was only just learning now that his idea of what a Mandalorian would think or feel or do was rather skewed – but Tamsin was like his  alor. She led a covert. 
And Din knew that Strill and Jaig, at least, followed the Creed. They had learned a little  mando’a and were more tolerant of outsiders – or at least of Din and Boba – than Din’s tribe had been, but they followed the same Creed that Din had followed all his life. 
 Tamsin killed a warrior who’d become  dar’manda, Din remembered.  Tallow. She’d lost her helmet in a cantina fight, and Tamsin killed her.  
 Just like my  alor  might kill me tomorrow, Din thought. 
Boba knocked his wrist against Din’s. Their beskar chimed. Din made himself take a deep breath, and settle. 
 Whatever Tamsin thinks of me,  he thought,  she can’t do anything about it today.  He almost smiled.  I’m going to be fighting from dawn to dusk, aren’t I?  
Tamsin studied Din for a moment longer, and then said, “Thank you.” 
… Kark,  Din thought.  I didn’t see that coming, either.  
Boba elbowed Din. 
“Uh,” Din said, scrambling to recover. “You’re – you’re welcome. I had been looking for them. Strill just found us first.”
“I look forward to hearing the tale,” Tamsin said dryly. “It’s not every day that two of our youngest warriors sneak away onto another warrior’s ship and disappear for a year.” 
Strill winced. 
Din raised an eyebrow. 
“I told you I’d tell you everything that happened  later,”  Strill grumbled. “It’s not really that interesting of a story.  Djar’vod here came at just the right time. Paz would’ve died without his help, you know.” 
“So you’ve said,” Tamsin retorted. Her tone was even, almost devoid of inflection, but somehow, Din knew that she was smiling. “Which is strange, considering that I’m  sure that your mother taught you basic field medicine, regardless of how uncooperative one’s patient may be?” 
Strill coughed. “That’s not the point,” she said. “The point is that without  dar’vod  and  Djar’vod, Paz would’ve died, and me and Jaig probably wouldn’t’ve lasted very long against the Empire, so. I owe Din Djarin my life.” 
She said it fiercely, too. She used Din’s name, which Strill had never done before. 
 Oh,  he thought, touched.  She’s – protecting me.  
Tamsin had killed the last Child of the Watch who’d broken the Creed. Strill was trying to make sure that Tamsin didn’t try to kill Din. 
A rush of warm affection robbed Din of most of his lingering wariness.  Vod’ika,  he couldn’t help but think.  Little sister.  
“Jaig helped us fend off Gorga’s mercs,” Din said, tilting his head in Boba’s direction Boba made a rumbling sound of agreement. “And you kept Paz and me from killing each other like idiots, so. We’re even, Strill. You don’t owe me anything.” 
“Djar’vod,” Strill hissed. She moved her hands in the familiar shapes of Tusken sign. Din started. Paz had taught her a little, she’d said, but – 
 But Jaig’s been folded into the Sun Rock,  Din realized.  The young scouts will have taught him some more signs, and he must’ve taught Strill.  
 SHUT,  Strill signed, very slowly and very clumsily,  UP. I HELP.  
Din did smile at her, then, affection welling up through his chest.  Thank you, he signed. But to Tamsin, Din said, “Strill and Jaig are a credit to your tribe. But I don’t need them to protect my honor.” 
He lifted his helmet up a little, though he knew he didn’t need to; all of the Children of the Watch could see his face. They could see that he wasn’t one of them any more. 
“I’ve broken the Creed,” Din said. “And  Strill’ika –  you can’t protect me from it. Only your  alor can decide what she’s going to do. Right?” 
Strill made an outraged sound – a frightened sound – but Tamsin only inclined her head. 
“You  are unusual, aren’t you?” she said. Din had no idea what Tamsin was referring to – Din had been an ordinary Mandalorian for most of his life. “You’re brave, at least. My niece is trying to protect you.” 
“And I am honored by her friendship,” Din replied. “But I don’t need – or want – her to get between you and me.” 
Tamsin tilted her head, considering. “Unusual,” she repeated. Then she shrugged. “You’re not my responsibility,” she said. “And even if you were, you sheltered two of my clan. I have honor too. You have nothing to worry about from me, Din Djarin. I’ll leave you for your own tribe to deal with.” 
Din and Strill both relaxed. Boba didn’t – he was stiff as a mountain beside Din, one hand up to keep Grogu from toppling over, the other drifting for the handle of his  gaderffii, but he had nothing to worry about now, really. 
Tamsin would stay out of it. She clearly thought that Din was  dar’manda  still, but she was willing to let him go here and now and let his own  alor decide what to do with him. 
 And that – and that will be settled tomorrow, Din thought. He shifted a little, trying to convey to Boba that it was alright. Tamsin wasn’t threatening Din; she was reassuring him. 
“Now that that’s settled,” Strill said, brightly, “you’ve met  ba’vo Tamsin, but not everyone else. These are my cousins, Angus and Brina.” 
Din wasn’t sure which was which, but the warrior in royal blue hunter’s plate and the warrior in black armor with a red paw print stamped into one shoulder both inclined their heads. 
“And this is my other brother, Rawl,” Strill added, gesturing at the tall, skinny kid behind her. The kid – Rawl – waved a little. 
 Her youngest brother, Din remembered. He craned his head back to look up at Rawl and whistled. “What happened to you, then?” he asked Strill. “This one’s even taller than Jaig.” 
Rawl puffed his chest out, pleased that someone had noticed, but Strill only made a disgusted sound. The warrior in blue armor snorted. 
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Strill grumbled. “And I take back what I said; you’re terrible, actually.” 
Din grinned. “I think it’s too late for that,  Strill’ika,” he said. She made another disgusted sound, but Din didn’t particularly care. She wasn’t the only one who could hand out terrible nicknames. 
“Well, now that we all know each other,” Strill said, tone sour. She lifted her chin at Boba. “I can keep an eye on our jet’ika,  if you still wanna talk to  Djar’vod.”  
Din turned to Boba too, lifting an eyebrow. He wasn’t surprised, not really. He’d expected Boba to want to talk. He didn’t especially like the idea of leaving Grogu without Din or Boba to protect him, but – 
Boba shifted. “Just for a few minutes,” he said, quietly. His expression was smooth and neutral – there were too many eyes on Boba – but he sounded – hesitant, almost. Unsure. Din blinked. “If you don’t mind," Boba added. "There’s – the kid can be there, but – ”
 But it’s going to be hard to talk about what happened on Tatooine with a magical toddler in the room,  Din thought wryly, translating Boba's odd hesitancy. And – and it is good that Boba wants to talk. That he thinks it's worth it, to talk. 
Din and Boba had parted badly. That argument seemed very far away now, since Boba had come to stand at Din’s side and had offered to face just about all of Mandalore with him, but they  had argued, and Boba had told Din to leave, and Din had left. 
 And Boba likes to talk about things, Din thought. He almost grimaced. He had had several uncomfortable conversations because Boba had asked him to and had survived all of them more or less in one piece, so Din supposed that having another probably wouldn’t kill him, but still. 
 We apologized to each other, Din thought. They had pressed their foreheads together in front of the entire summit, and they’d apologized. Boba had clearly forgiven Din, too, because he’d hit Rearden Hokan for insulting Din and had looked ready to hit anyone else who'd tried the same thing.  

   Still. If he wants to talk, we can talk.  

The thought of leaving Grogu made his shoulders pull tight, but Din knew that Strill was good for her word. She’d protect the kid with her life. Paz wouldn’t let anything happen to Grogu either, and even though most of the Mandalorians on Krownest followed Ways that Din was only just beginning to understand, he wanted to believe that none of them would hurt a child.
He looked at Strill. 
She softened. “He’ll be fine,” she promised. “I won’t let anything happen to him. On my life,  Djar’vod.” 
Din looked at her. He had no idea what Strill looked like, really. What color her eyes were, her hair, what she looked like when she was angry or happy or afraid or resolute. 
But he imagined that her mouth was set. That her eyes were fierce. She was telling the truth. She wouldn’t let anything happen to Grogu. 
Din relaxed. “That’s still a terrible nickname,” he said, gruffly. He looked over at Grogu, who was clinging happily to Boba’s shoulder, looking at everyone around him. The kid didn’t seem afraid. 
“What do you think, kid?” Din asked, catching Grogu’s attention. Grogu's ears flicked up. “You mind staying with your  ba’vodu for a bit? I bet she’ll take you to find your new friends.” Grogu had liked Paz’s kids, and Paz’s kids had taken Grogu into the tribe without any fuss. They’d help look out for him too, Din knew; Mandalorian foundlings were just as territorial and as clannish as a litter of anooba cubs. 
Grogu studied Din for a minute, blinking. Then he looked at Strill and broke into a grin. “Patu!” he said, reaching for her. 
Strill chuckled and reached back. She didn’t even flinch when Grogu, having determined that Strill would catch him, leapt from Boba’s shoulder to her hands, using the Force to propel himself along. Some of the others gasped or startled – Tamsin even lunged forward, hands out, to catch Grogu if he fell, which softened Din towards her more than anything Tamsin had said – but Strill wasn’t bothered. She caught Grogu easily. 
“Alright,  jet’ika,” she said. “C’mon, then. Vizsla and the Terror Triplets are around here somewhere, and if Mirda doesn’t get to introduce you to the rest of your aunts and uncles, she’s gonna be upset.”
The rest of Grogu’s aunts and uncles included old Wyrran, who had been a staunch stickler for tradition since Din had been small. Included the  alor, who was angry with Din. Who was going to face Din on the ice in the morning, was going to fight him, maybe to the death, who had looked Din in the eye and pushed him away. 
And Grogu was Din’s son. 
 He’s a child,  Din reminded himself, trying to push down the sickly pulse of fear that made him want to snatch Grogu back from Strill’s hands and run for the mountains.  The  alor  wouldn’t hurt a child. Any child.  
And Paz had sworn that he’d look after Grogu too, and Annika would be with Paz. She’d never stoop to hurting a child, not even an  aruetii’s child.
Not my child, either. Grogu will be fine, Din told himself. He pushed his anxiety down. To the kid, he only said, “Behave, okay?” Din looked at Strill. “Keep an eye on him?” 
“I will,” Strill promised, serious again. 
There was nothing left to do but take Strill at her word. If Grogu wanted to see his cousins and meet the rest of Din’s tribe, he’d find a way to do it with or without Din’s permission. At least this way he’d have someone watching him. 
 And we won’t be gone for very long,  Din thought. Din turned his attention back to Boba. “We can use Clan Wren’s house,” he said. “Or we can go up the ridge to the  Fly.” He didn’t want to get too far from the gathering, but if some distance would make Boba more comfortable – 
 He came all this way, Din reminded himself, trying to set his own prickling anxiety aside. 
Din knew what Boba had done for him here. Boba hadn’t wanted anything to do with other Mandalorians before. He’d been reluctant to follow Din to Kryze for help in the first place. He’d left the light cruiser as soon as he could. He’d helped Din save Paz and the  verd’ike but he hadn’t really wanted to, and Boba hadn’t wanted to come to Krownest at all. 
 But he did come,  Din thought.  He came here for me.  
Din thought that he knew why Boba hadn’t wanted much to do with other Mandalorians, now. He’d heard what some of the others said about Boba. 
 He went to Mandalore after his father died, looking for somewhere to belong, Din thought. His heart twisted. 
Boba wasn’t that much older than Din. Only a handful of years. When Boba’d snuck into Keldabe as a teenager, Din had already been rescued by the tribe. He’d been bundled off with the rest of the foundlings. Taken in with no questions, no reservations, and kept safe.
Boba hadn’t found that welcome on Keldabe. 
 No one took him in, Din thought. He hadn’t been there himself, so Din didn’t know if Boba had asked to be taken in or if he’d just wandered around Keldabe looking for names or faces that he recognized, but Boba hadn’t stayed there. He hadn't been adopted in to another clan. He’d gone back out into the galaxy instead, and made his own name. No clan and no Creed had extended its protection to Boba, so Boba had learned to protect himself. 
It had taken all of the bravery Din had been able to muster inside of himself to look across that room at the  alor and tell her that Din thought that she was wrong. 
 It must’ve taken just as much for Boba to come here,  Din thought. His heart thumped painfully against his chest.  To face everyone. To face Kryze and her people. Everyone who told Boba that he’s just – a poor copy of his father. Barely even a person, let alone a Mandalorian.  

   He came here and faced all of that for me.  

The least Din could do was make Boba comfortable. If that meant leaving Grogu down here with his cousins for a while and trudging back up the ridge – 
“Morut’s fine,” said Boba gruffly, before Din could work himself up to any sweeping gestures. 
Boba didn’t sound  happy about the idea of disappearing up in Clan Wren’s stronghold, but he was willing, at least. 
“We’ll see you at the feast,” Strill promised, shifting so that Grogu could clamor up onto her shoulder too, which the kid did with enthusiasm. 
 He better hope he doesn’t outgrow that, Din thought, a flicker of amusement shining through his worry for a moment. In the recording on the holocron, Master Yoda had not been particularly tall, but he’d been big enough that only a Wookiee or an exceptionally-big Devaronian would’ve been able to carry him on their shoulders without noticing. 
“Ret’”  Din said, at a loss for what else he  could say. He didn’t want to voice his concern. Didn’t want to worry the kid or to offend Strill’s tribe by implying that they wouldn’t keep him safe. 
 We’ll only be gone for a little while,  he thought. He and Boba had a lot to talk about, but they didn’t need to go over  everything here. Just – what was important. That was all. 
 Just – how we left things,  Din thought, guilt prickling behind his ribs.  And where we stand. I want to say it. I want to hear what Boba had to say.  
Din had assumed a lot about Boba. That was partly what had gotten them into that argument in the first place. Din had assumed that Boba had been Mandalorian and hadn’t ever bothered to ask Boba if that were true. 
 I know – I know how I feel, now,  Din thought. He knew how he felt about himself – that he still  felt Mandalorian, and thought that he still wanted to be Mandalorian – and he knew that he loved Boba too. That he was still with Boba, if Boba’d have him. 
 I  think  Boba feels the same,  Din thought, remembering Boba stepping out between Din and Rearden Hokan. Despite his temper, Boba had always been very intentional; he usually knew what he was doing. He wouldn’t have stepped out between Din and the  mando’ade – wouldn’t have claimed Din as an ally – if he hadn’t meant it. 
 But still. We should get it out in the open, Din thought. He wanted to laugh. The last time Boba and Din had had a serious talk – after Din had gone to Mos Eisley without his armor on, without telling Boba – Boba’d practically had to corral Din up in his tower. 
Now it was Boba who was trailing behind Din, moving just slow enough that Din could notice. Boba was nervous. Strangely, Boba’s obvious apprehension set some of Din’s own tangled anxiety at ease. 
 He’s nervous too,  Din thought.  He – apologized too. This is going to be uncomfortable for both of us.  
Despite his apprehension, though, Boba didn’t hesitate. He followed Din back through the crowd at Din’s heels, and the two of them together apparently cut intimidating-enough figures that no one tried to get in Din’s way again. 

   We are being watched, though.  

They were being talked about, too. Whispers were trailing after Din and Boba both. Din heard his name and Boba’s name, heard Boba’s father’s name, heard Kryze’s. No one was speaking loud enough that Din could hear what they were talking about, but he could feel their attention anyway. Their curiosity. 
Some of them were sizing Din up, too. Looking him over with warriors’ eyes, studying his armor, the spear, the darksaber. Searching for weaknesses. 
Din lifted his chin. He wanted to tug his helmet back on and hide behind it, but knew that doing so would show more weakness than leaving his face bare. 
 It would show them that I regret what I did,  he thought.  That I made a mistake, breaking the Creed.  
His argument with the  alor burned hot in Din’s memory. 
 I didn’t make a mistake,  he thought.  And I’m not – I don’t regret it. And I don't want anyone to think that I regret it. 
Din held his head up. He let the  mando’ade  look. He’d take their challenges, if he had to. He was already fighting Aiken Anson in the morning, already fighting his own  alor. He could fight a few more of these warriors, if they wanted to try themselves against Din. 
Boba must’ve felt the sharp edges of the crowd’s attention too, because he picked up his pace a little and guarded Din’s back. 
Kryze’s order against fighting held, though, and no one was brave enough to take another stab at Din or Boba’s honor where they could hear, so they made it to the edges of the crowd and the slope of the lakeshore without being challenged or hit from behind. On this side of the crowd, Din and Boba weren’t quite such a spectacle.  
Several Mandalorians were watching them, but several others were busy, too; Wrens in black and yellow armor were dragging long tables down from the  morut and several children had been sent off into the forest, returning in twos and threes with their arms full of wood. The familiar smells of woodsmoke and tiingilar spice were starting to fill the air, rising warm over the cold smell of fresh snow.  
“There really is going to be a feast, huh?” Din murmured, slowing down a little so that Boba could walk at his side. Boba, still hesitant, matched Din's stride. Their boots crunched in the snow. “That’s… not what I expected.” 
“Honestly,” Boba admitted, “it’s not what I expected either.” 
“What did you expect?” Din asked, curious. “I thought… I don’t know. That it’d be more of a war meeting, maybe.” 
Din had expected maybe one or two hundred other Mandalorians. He’d expected Kryze to organize them all into battlegroups. To send them out into the stars after the Remnants.  This – her welcome to them all, what she’d said about Din, the challenges she was going to permit in the morning – all of it was different than what Din had expected.  
Boba was quiet for a minute as they walked up towards the house. Then he said, “I’m not sure. A war camp, maybe. Kryze was Death Watch – that was how they did things, back in the day.” 
“What’s a war camp?”
“I was never in one, was I?” Boba replied, sounding disgruntled. A week ago Din might have winced at his tone, wary of pushing Boba with everyone’s tempers frayed and Boba’s dislike of other Mandalorians well known, but Din thought that he’d seen and survived the worst of Boba’s temper, now, and wasn’t too worried about pushing at him. 
The welts and cuts on the backs of Din's thighs had faded almost entirely, only very faint yellow bruises left, but Din still remembered earning them. He still remembered the sting of the fresh bruises, remembering the red stripes, remembered scraping his fingers raw trying to hold still as Boba'd brought the cane down on him again and again. Thirty strokes.
Din had survived that, and he’d survived worse; the expression on Boba’s face in that little room off the throne room, the blank despair, had cut Din more deeply than the reed cane had. 
So Din didn’t flinch back. He just waited, patiently, for Boba to work through his thoughts. 
 This is – this isn’t easy for him either, Din reminded himself. Din and Boba were both outsiders here. Neither of them fit with the rest of the Mandalorians. 

   Though Fenn Rau might have something to say about that.  

Din’d bring up Rau later. Boba might have a better idea of what he wanted from them both. 
“...They were always described to me,” said Boba after a few seconds, when he didn’t manage to get a rise out of Din, “as something like a Tuskens’ spring camp. A place to run raids from, but not a  morut  or a  keldab. Death Watch’d stay in one war camp for a while, until they’d had their fill of raiding in that area, and then they’d pack up, move on and go somewhere else.” 
Din looked up at the stronghold. It certainly wasn’t built to pack up and move with the seasons, like a Tusken spring camp was. Everything in a spring camp could be broken down and loaded on bantha-back in just minutes; the ability to move from camp to camp was part of how Tuskens avoided reprisals for their raids. 
But Din understood what Boba was getting at. He’d expected to come to Krownest and find a field full of tents, starfighters and hunter-killers perched up on the ridges like birds of prey. Boba had expected to find his enemies. 
Din softened. 
 I know what I want now,  he thought.  I know what I am. But Boba...
Boba’d told Din that he was not Mandalorian. Kryze had told Din that Boba wasn’t Mandalorian. Koska. Some of the warriors in the crowd had shouted it. 
 But if no one ever offered him the choice,  Din thought.  If no one took him in, like the tribe took me in, then how was Boba to know what he could and couldn’t be? 
And if Boba had gone to Mandalore and run into Mandalorians who’d told him only that he  couldn’t be a Mandalorian – that only Boba’s blood mattered, his genetic code, not how Jango had raised him – 
 Boba calls  me  stubborn,  Din thought.  And I am. But he’s just as stubborn.  
Boba was the sort of man who wore all of his scars proudly. Who turned weakness into strength. He hadn’t smoothed the dents out of his armor. If he’d been hurt as a child or a young man, when other Mandalorians had thrown him out, turned away from him, then Boba would have forged that hurt into armor. 
 He would’ve started to hit first.  That, Din thought, was any Mandalorian’s instinct, and even if he’d never called himself Mandalorian – never been  allowed to call himself Mandalorian – Boba still acted like one. That had been the source of Din’s confusion in the first place. 
Boba was clearly fighting that instinct – that protective bluster, the urge to provoke an attack before one could be mounted by surprise – now. He was trying to keep hold of his temper. 
 He’s trying for me, Din thought. 
The rush of affection that flooded Din’s chest wasn’t a surprise. He was used to feeling it around Boba. But it was deeper, now, and Din thought that it was more genuine too. It wasn’t just simple  affection, the sort of feeling Din might have had for a fellow warrior or even a brother or sister of his tribe. It ran through him like the rivers of Tatooine. Deep and enduring, a wellspring in the desert. 
Boba saw it on Din’s face, too, because he paused, footsteps faltering. His eyebrows drew together. 
“What?” he asked, suspicion flickering through his dark eyes. 
“Nothing,” Din said, because he knew that he and Boba probably  should talk before Din dropped any emotional grenades on him, no matter how true and close Din held them. “I’m just – happy to see you, is all.” 
Boba searched Din’s face for a long moment, and then he softened too. “Me too,” he admitted, quietly. “I wasn’t sure if you would be. Happy to see me, I mean.” 
Din snorted, just as quiet. “I wasn’t sure you’d ever want to see me at all,” he said. “I – Boba, I’m  sorry.” 
Boba had apologized to Din already. He’d said it as soon as he and Din had caught up to each other on the lakeshore, their fingers tangled, their foreheads pressed together. 
 “Ni ceta,”  he’d said.  I kneel.  
“You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” Boba disagreed. “I was the one who – I let my temper run away with me. My surprise. I didn’t – ”
In the back of his mind, Din wondered if he and Boba should wait to lob apologies at each other until they were behind closed doors. There were plenty of rooms in Clan Wren’s stronghold they could duck into, after all, where they wouldn’t be overheard. 
But Din didn’t really care what the rest of Mandalore thought. 
“The fault was mine,” Din said, interrupting Boba as gently as he could. He hoped that he wasn’t being disrespectful – didn’t even really know if the rules he and Boba had agreed to so long ago in the cool evening air at the top of Boba’s tower still applied here, with the balance between them so upset – but the guilt on Boba’s face made Din’s stomach twist unhappily. 
“I’m the one who – who didn’t ask,” Din continued in a rush. “I never asked you if you were Mandalorian or not, not after Tython. I just – I assumed.” 
Boba huffed. “I assumed,” he said. “I didn’t realize that you’d – I thought that I’d been clear. On Tython, I mean. But you’ve – you told me what your Creed was. You told me what your people believed in. You were a foundling, right?” 
Din nodded. 
“And foundlings – children chosen by the tribe – are Mandalorian.” 
Din nodded again. “And children that choose the tribe,” he added. That was important too. 
Boba blew out a breath. “I told you that my armor had been my father’s,” he said. “Didn’t I?” 
They reached the stronghold’s door and ducked back into the cavernous great room together, skirting more clusters of Mandalorians. Some of the Nite Owls who’d disappeared from the lake were here now, one or two with each group, and the room was full of conversations. Most were quiet enough, a low hum that Din barely noticed, but a few conversations could only be described as  spirited.  
Din was pretty sure he knew what everyone was talking about. One of the Nite Owls – Tarron Eldar, whose clansman had tried to stand in Din’s way down on the lake – looked up and met Din’s eyes. 
Din ignored him and turned his attention back to Boba. 
“You did,” Din allowed, pitching his voice lower so that he wouldn’t be overheard. “But  I  was the one who – who decided that that meant you were Mandalorian too,” he said. “I thought you meant that your  father was Mandalorian, so you were too. But even after you started to tell me about your father, about his people and what they believed, I didn’t… I did  n’t even think to ask you if you were Mandalorian. I just thought that you had to be.” 
“Why?” Boba asked, matching his tone to Din’s. 
Din took a deep breath. “Because you act like one,” he said. “Or – like how I thought a Mandalorian should act. Like one of my people.” 
“I’ve met Vizsla,” Boba said, and his tone was light, halfway teasing, even though his expression was still pinched with guilt and concern. “Not sure that’s a compliment.” 
Din scowled. “You have honor,” he said. “You keep your word. You take care of the people under your protection. You’re not afraid to fight. That’s – ”
That was what a Mandalorian was supposed to do. 
Boba’s teasing faded. “Alright, Din,” he said. “I’m – sorry. It’s not a thing to joke about, is it?” 
“No,” Din said. “It’s not.” He sighed. “But now, I can – it’s different, for me,” he said. “I didn’t realize how much blood ties or clan names mattered to other Mandalorians until today,” he admitted. 
Almost every Mandalorian who’d talked to Din or who’d addressed the summit had introduced themselves by their clan name. But in the covert, none of that had mattered. Din had just been himself, one of many, and his surname hadn’t been important. There had only been one tribe and individual warriors had been ranked on their  skill, not by how many generations of them had lived on this planet or led that faction, fought in this war or allied with that House.  
 But if that’s the Mandalore that Boba knew,  Din thought,  or the Mandalore he tried to be a part of –  
Well. Din didn’t have to imagine the things Boba must have heard on the streets of Keldabe. He didn’t have to imagine the disdain Boba must have faced, trying to prove himself just as much a Mandalorian as anyone on the planet wearing only his father’s dented armor. Using only his father's disgraced name. 
Fennec told me that Boba was under Jango Fett's shadow, Din thought. I just didn't really understand what that meant, before. 
“And I didn’t realize how little they mattered to you until after you’d left,” Boba said. 
Din looked at Boba, surprised. They passed out of the great room and made their way down a hall. Din had looked at the mural here on his way out – it was the mural of the lone warrior facing down a dozen enemies, all cast in shades of bluish grey. 
Boba grimaced. “Pretty much as soon as you left, actually,” he said. 
“You told me to leave,” Din said, confused now. 
Boba dipped his head. “I did,” he said. “And I – I think I meant it, at the moment. But as soon as you were gone…” Boba shrugged. His expression had shifted. Some of the guilt and concern had faded, replaced by something that turned inward. 
“As soon as you were gone, I wanted to apologize,” Boba said. “I was – I was angry. Not  at you, but – I don’t know. At Reeves. At Mandalore.” 
“And I had just asked you to be part of Mandalore,” Din guessed, reviewing their argument in his head. He didn’t  want to – Boba and Din both had apologized, and Din knew that he at least wanted to put the argument behind them – but talking about it was important. Din and Boba both needed to understand each other. 
 So we don’t do anything this stupid again, Din thought ruefully.  
On Tatooine, Din had asked Boba to go to the summit with him. He had called Boba a Mandalorian to Boba’s face. He hadn’t meant to hurt Boba – hadn’t even thought that doing so would hurt Boba – but Din had hurt him. 
“...Yes,” Boba said. “And I was afraid, Din.” 
Din blinked. “Afraid?” he asked. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen Boba afraid before. He’d seen Boba calm and Boba angry, Boba careful and thoughtful and cruel, but  afraid?  
“Yes.” Boba stopped walking. 
He and Din were alone now, or close to it. While the number of Mandalorians in the great room had grown, the halls of the stronghold were still mostly empty. There was a Wren at the far end of the hall Din and Boba had walked into, wrestling with an enormous metal pot, but other than her they were alone. 
“Yes,” Boba repeated, looking Din in the eye. “I was afraid.” 
“Why?” Din asked, bewildered. He wracked his memory, replaying that argument even though he didn’t want to. “I – ” 
“Because I thought – because I was afraid that you’d only stuck around because you thought that I was Mandalorian too,” Boba said, all in a rush. He flexed his fingers and met Din's eyes for a moment, then looked away. Din stared at him in shock. He didn’t think he’d ever seen Boba this nervous before. 
Boba half-smiled, self-deprecating. “I know,” he said, gruffly. “It sounds foolish  now, but at the time…” he trailed off and shrugged, looking away. 
“At the time, it felt like the galaxy was ending,” Din admitted. His heart twisted. 
 I hurt him more deeply than I realized, Din thought. Fresh guilt bubbled up to dim some of the happiness behind his ribs. 
But Boba only snorted. “You too, huh?” he said. 
It was Din’s turn to grimace. “A bit,” he admitted. He hesitated, unwilling to describe just how badly Din had been wounded in turn, but Boba had been honest with him, and honesty was one of their rules anyway. “I felt – I felt like I didn’t – couldn’t – understand you. And that you couldn’t understand me either.” 
Din wanted to describe that moment of  loneliness he'd felt, out in the desert, but wasn't sure how to. He couldn't describe how it had felt sitting on the edge of the plateau above Mos Pelgo. Din could still feel the shadow of it. The chill. Mandalorians weren't built to be alone and when Din had thought that he was, his heart had broken. 
“Din,” Boba started, grief crossing his face, but Din just shook his head. 
“I was being an idiot,” he said. “It was – well.” Din tried to smile back at Boba. “It was an argument we were going to have eventually,” he said. “It all would’ve come out at one point or another.” 
He couldn't look Boba in the eye any more, so Din looked around for a refuge instead. There was a door at the end of the hallway. Din hadn’t poked his head into it earlier, but he hoped that it was another meeting room, some place Din and Boba could get a moment alone, truly alone, without having to worry about a Wren or a Nite Owl sticking their buckets in between them. 
Boba grunted. “True,” he allowed. He grimaced again and ran a hand over his head, skimming over his scars. “Din,” he began. “I am – I  am sorry.” 
“I know,” Din said. “I’m sorry too.” 
Boba studied Din for a second, and then his expression softened. They had reached the door at the end of the hall. “We make quite a pair, don’t we,” he said. 
Din gave him a genuine smile. “Dikut’la,”  he said. The first in his chest began to uncurl. “And –  nu entye. It’s alright.”
 There is no debt. There never had been a debt between Din and Boba. Din had realized that up in the mountains of Krownest with Paz. 
“Nu entye,” Boba agreed, after a moment’s pause. 
Din tried the door and found that it was unlocked. He pushed it open, inviting Boba inside, and grinned. “Good,” he said, light with relief. “That’s decided, then. We still need to talk about anything?” 
“We do,” said Boba, rolling his eyes. He sounded fond, though, and some of that guilt had finally faded from his face, so Din counted that as a small victory, even though he’d known that  Boba would probably want to talk more before he’d opened the door. 
“After you, then,” Din said. 
Boba nodded, slipping inside, and Din followed, pulling the door shut behind him. It had a mag-lock, which Din engaged before he turned around and surveyed the room. This one was smaller than the room he’d found to argue with the armorer in, but it was set up much the same way. High, geometric windows, a table in the middle, a lamp, a pair of paintings on the walls. Din set his helmet down on the table, tired of holding it, and turned to find Boba again. 
Boba was still holding his own helmet in his hands. He was watching Din, his eyes very warm and very dark, his fierce face softened by relief. By affection. He met Din’s own eyes, then set his helmet aside too, and Din knew what was about to happen before it did.
Boba took two steps to close the distance between them and reached up, catching Din by either side of his face, and pulled Din down into a kiss. 
Din met him eagerly. In his enthusiasm he bumped his nose against Boba’s forehead. Boba’s fingers fumbled against Din’s cheeks. Neither of them noticed or cared. Din made a desperate, hungry sound against Boba’s mouth and ducked his head to make kissing Boba easier. 
Boba’s mouth was warm and familiar. His hands were warm too, though the warmth was muted by his gloves, by his armor. Din thought distantly that he’d want Boba’s gloves and armor gone in a minute or two, but his immediate attention was entirely taken up by the warmth of Boba’s mouth. By the promise of teeth as Boba nipped his lower lip. 
Stubble scraped against Din’s jaw as Boba broke the kiss, pressing an apologetic one to the corner of Din’s mouth when Din sighed at the loss, swaying into Boba’s hands. Boba kissed the corner of his mouth again, and then the corner of Din’s jaw, and then Din’s throat. He had pulled Din in so closely that their armor clinked and rasped, jostled by their breathing. 
Boba’s hands dropped away from Din’s face. He set them on Din’s hips instead, fingers curling against the stiff fabric of Din’s kute. Nose tucked underneath Din’s jaw, Boba paused. 
Almost everything Boba did was done with intent. He was pausing for a reason. Giving Din an out, maybe, since the last time they’d seen each other they’d fought. 
 Kark that, Din thought. “Boba,” he said, his mouth already dry and hoarse, every nerve sparking with relief and frantic desire. “Please.” 
Boba  growled,  the sound buzzing hot against the thin skin of Din’s throat, and didn’t need any more encouragement. He pushed Din up against the nearest wall hard enough to rattle the paintings – hard enough to make  want pool in Din’s belly, the promise of bruises sparking more desire in his gut – and Din went easily, not bothering to fight against Boba. 
He didn’t  want to fight Boba. He wanted Boba to keep touching him. 
Boba was more than happy to oblige. He pinned Din to the wall, pushing him up against it and following close, crowding against Din’s body. Din let him, spreading his legs to make more room for Boba’s body against his own. 
Boba made a pleased sound just underneath the corner of Din’s jaw. His mouth had left Din’s skin hot and flushed. The smell of him was dizzying. 
They had only been apart for a few days, but Din’s whole body was lighting up like it had never been touched before. Din relaxed into Boba. He couldn’t help it. That probably wasn’t fair of Din, since relaxing into Boba’s grip put nearly all of Din’s weight, beskar and all, onto Boba, but Boba didn’t seem to mind. He made another deep, pleased sound and went back to mouthing kisses against the bottom of Din’s jaw, and pressed in as close as he could. 
Like this, with all of their armor between them, Din couldn’t feel Boba’s body properly. He couldn’t feel Boba’s heart hammering against his chest or the pads of Boba’s fingers against his skin. He couldn’t feel Boba’s cock pressing against his own. 
There was pressure, though, and warmth, and Din couldn’t help but rock into both. His breath came in harsh and fast and eager. He pressed his cheek into Boba’s and closed his eyes. He clung tightly to Boba’s hips. 
“Easy,  Djar’ika," Boba murmured, still pressing kisses against the soft skin underneath Din’s jaw. The collar of Din’s kute would probably hide any bruises that Boba left behind, but it still made Din shiver, thinking about the rest of the Mandalorians seeing Din after this. “It’s alright.” 
“It is alright,” Din agreed, his whole body singing. “You’re here.” 
Boba made another rough noise and pulled away a little. Din tried not to whine at the loss and barely managed it. He curled his fingers tighter into Boba’s robes. 
“I’m here,” said Boba, reassuringly. “I’m here, Din. And I’m sorry. I didn’t – ”
“No more apologies,” Din growled. He knew Boba. Once Boba started apologizing again – started talking – it’d be a while yet before Din could get Boba’s hands back on his body. Boba’s mouth back on his skin. 
They probably  should talk. Din knew that they should. He was distantly aware of it. But – 
But he just didn’t care. Not right now. 
Boba had fucked Din several times now, and each time had been its own experience, set apart in Din’s memory. Oil-slick fingers moving inside him. Boba’s sonic rattling over them. The texture of Boba’s sheets scraping against raw, sensitive skin. Boba’s mouth at the crease of Din’s thigh. 
This time wasn’t going to be like any of the others. 
Boba was everywhere, touching Din in a dozen places at once. His fingernails dug hard into Din’s kute, pricking faintly at Din’s hips. The angles and edges of his armor pressed into Din’s own. The texture of his robes was rough against Din’s fingertips. 
Din didn’t want to be touching armor or Tusken robes. Din wanted to be touching Boba. 
“No more,” Din repeated, insistently, even though Boba hadn’t argued with him, hadn’t taken away his hands or his mouth or the pressure of his body pinning Din’s hips, his belly. 
“No more,” Boba finally agreed, his voice a ragged rasp, and pressed closer. His jaw was rough with stubble and scraped over Din’s neck, warm and real, sending frissons of pleasure sparkling down Din’s chest to swirl in his belly. 
“What do you want me to do instead, then?” Boba asked, his fingernails still digging into Din’s hips. “If you don’t want me to apologize?” 
“Touch me,” Din replied. He felt wild. Desperate. Like he’d die if Boba stopped touching him, if Boba pulled away again. All of Din’s limbs were trembling like he’d run ten klicks or tried to lift a bantha on his own. 
Boba rumbled against Din’s jaw. “I can do that,  cyare,” he said. 
“Good,” Din growled, relieved, and then neither of them could spare enough attention to talk, for a little while. Boba tugged Din down into another bruising kiss and Din leaned into it with enthusiasm, every nerve on fire. 
Boba finally let go of Din’s hips long enough to fumble with the buttons of Din’s kute, hissing a little in impatient frustration when Din’s armor got in the way. 
Din helped where he could, releasing the seals of his cuirass, which Boba tore off and tossed aside with a clatter and a shower of sparks, kicking off his boots, stripping off his gloves, but Din hated to stop touching Boba, hated to break their kiss, and neither one of them was able to fully shrug out of their armor. 
After a series of fits and starts and half a dozen bruising kisses, Din ended up only half-dressed, boots discarded, belt tossed aside, bits of armor scattered all over the floor. His kute was open from throat to groin. Boba hadn’t fared much better, though he didn’t wear a full kute, just a smaller, modified version that supported his beskar but left room for his robes, so Din was able to get Boba out of his armor almost entirely. He got frustrated trying to unravel Boba’s robes and settled for getting his hands underneath them, his fingers hot against Boba’s sides. 
Boba’s kissing left Din dizzy. Breathless. He sank more of his weight against Boba, pleasure fizzling and sparking inside Din’s chest, at the base of his spine, and now without any armor in the way, Din could feel the warm, hard press of Boba’s cock against his own. Only their underclothes were between them, growing damp with shared body heat and sweat and precome. 
“Boba,” Din said raggedly, digging his own fingernails into Boba’s flanks. Boba hissed and rolled their hips together again, dragging his clothed cock over Din’s. The pleasure flared white around the edges with pain. 
“Boba, please,” Din said, his voice cracking. Din was teetering on the edge of orgasm almost embarrassingly quickly. He didn’t know if it was relief or leftover adrenaline or just the simple pleasure of having Boba’s hands on him again, Boba’s mouth, the drag of Boba’s cock, but heat was climbing higher and higher, feverish, in his blood. “I want – ”
“I know,” Boba rumbled. He sacrificed his grip on one of Din’s hips to fumble between them, pulling himself out of his underclothes and doing the same to Din, growling in frustration when he couldn’t quite manage it and just tugged Din’s underwear down lower on his hips instead. 
Din flushed, embarrassed, but Boba swept all of that aside within another second, fitting their hips flush together and wrapping his free hand around them both. When he started to move his hand, Din shouted. Pleasure half-blinded him. His hips jerked helplessly, almost of their own accord. 
The slide of his hand over Din’s cock was rougher than usual. Boba hadn’t had time to grab any oil to even spit into his palm to ease the way; all he had to soften the rough glide was sweat and precome, his grip verging on painful. 
But even that was good. Boba set a punishing rhythm, his calloused hand catching softer skin, and he had a long, low whine spilling from Din’s throat within just a few tugs of his hand. Boba’s cock was smoother, the texture of it almost silky compared to his rough hand, and the contrast, the heat of it, made Din’s head spin. He dug his fingers into Boba’s flanks until he could feel blood well up, Boba groaning his approval. 
Neither of them lasted very long after that. They didn’t have enough coordination between them to kiss and just shared their breath instead, Din whining, Boba gasping, his sides heaving underneath Din’s hands. 
Pleasure built until Din couldn’t stand it any more. He came with a hoarse cry, spilling over Boba’s hand, and Boba followed him half a stroke later. 
Din shivered all over. He’d thrown one leg over the back of Boba’s to pull him closer, and the leg he was still standing on was trembling from the effort. Boba had most of Din’s weight. Din’s back was slick with sweat. 
He dropped his other leg back to the floor and drooped, tucking his head against Boba’s. Boba chuckled, the sound of it tender and familiar against Din’s cheek. 
“Hey,” said Boba. 
Din closed his eyes. “Hey,” he murmured back. 
They should move. Should sit down, at least, and find a cloth to clean themselves up. But Din wasn’t sure that he would walk, just yet, and Boba was warm and alive against him. Din slid a little deeper into Boba’s grip. 
Boba took him without complaint. He made another deep, rumbling sound, half a croon, and let Din flop against him. 
It was nice. Din could feel Boba’s heartbeat strong and steady underneath his fingertips, settling back down from its runaway pace. For a little while they just stood there, coming down from the height of pleasure together. Reveling in each other’s company. 
 Well,  I’m  reveling, at least,  Din thought, once he’d managed to actually string some thoughts together.  I don’t know about Boba, but if he had a problem, he’d make me move. Probably.  
Finally, when Din’s legs started to cramp, he raised his head again and leaned it back against the wall, blinking to clear them. 
“I am glad to see you,” Din said, addressing the ceiling. 
Boba snorted. “I figured that out,  Djar’ika.”  
Din thought about pinching one of Boba’s flanks for a moment, but couldn’t muster up the energy. “I mean it,” Din said, still studying the ceiling. He’d half-expected to see another mural up there, but the ceiling was the same shade of cool, muted grey as the walls. “It’s – you didn’t have to leave Tatooine just to see me.” 
A thought occurred to Din and he looked down at Boba, startled. “You left Tatooine,” he said. 
Boba smiled at him. “You know,” he said, lightly, “I figured that out too.” 
Din  did pinch him, then. It did nothing to break Boba’s grin. 
“Mirsheb,” Din muttered. 
Boba just shrugged. “Fair enough,” he said. 
“I’m being serious,” Din said. It was hard to look serious with his armor tossed all over the room and his flightsuit pulled open from chin to cock, his stomach wet with come, but Din did his best. “Is it safe for you to be here? Is everyone else going to be alright? Are  you going to be alright?” 
Boba huffed a laugh, mostly amused. “You wanna talk about Tatooine  now? ” he asked, pointedly. He was still supporting most of Din’s weight. 
“I meant to ask earlier,” Din admitted. “But then I got distracted.” 
Boba huffed again. He couldn’t really argue that point, since he’d done a good bit of the distracting. “Tatooine’s alright,” he said. “Things are still holding, for now. I left Fennec in charge.” 
“Gorga won’t notice that you’re gone?” Din asked, concerned. Fennec was more than capable of running Boba’s outfit for a few days, of course – she’d probably have double the revenue by the time Boba got back – but if Gorga had been looking for an opportunity to try to take back the throne – 
“Fennec’s put the word out that I’m still on-planet,” Boba said. He tucked Din back into his underclothes and set him gently back on his feet. Din’s knees shook a little, still weak from the aftershocks of pleasure, but they held Din’s weight. 
“Everyone should think that I’m out with the Spotted Anooba,” Boba continued. He cast around for some of his own discarded clothes and made a noise of satisfaction when he found his belt, from which he pulled an old rag and wiped the cooling spend off of Din’s belly, off of Boba’s hands. “I left the palace on a speeder with A’Shek, and didn’t stop to pick up a ship off-planet until we hit Bestine.” 
Din blinked, surprised. Boba’s unhurried care soothed his nerves somewhat. If the situation with Gorga had gotten  worse while Din had been gone, Din doubted that Boba’d be so unbothered. 
“You didn’t bring your ship?” Din asked. 
Boba shook his head. “No,” he said. “I left it with Fennec. ‘S probably still in the landing bay at the palace – we hoped that anybody scanning the palace will be able to see it from atmo, think I’m still around in the sands somewhere.  
“Gorga’s been quiet, anyway,” Boba added, when he saw that Din’s face was still pinched with worry. “We’ve done some digging – he’s still in Hutt space trying to round up enough fighters to try for another attack. Your friend Gida got the  ahra  involved on our behalf – they’ve been asking discreet questions on Nar Shaddaa and Nal Hutta. Fennec’s got her eyes and ears open for any movement, too, and so does about half of the Quarter. Gorga’s mercs won’t be able to surprise us again.” 
Din let himself relax a little, at that. He knew that Fennec would have things well enough in hand, at least for a little while, and as long as they got Boba back to Tatooine before anyone noticed that he was gone, things would be alright. 
“I shouldn’t – I probably shouldn’t hang around here for more than a few days,” Boba added, apologetic. Din didn’t know why – Boba was here because of  Din. He was potentially jeopardizing his entire outfit for Din. He didn’t have to apologize for that, at least. 
“I’ve taken enough longer trips into the desert that a handful of days should go unnoticed,” Boba continued. “Everyone knows that I scout with A’Shek or the Shaking Mountain. But any longer than that – ”
Din chuckled. The sound was weak, to his ears, nervous, but he couldn’t do anything about that. His challenge to the armorer hung over Din’s head like a sharpened blade. 
“Don’t worry,” Din said, aiming for wry and light. “I don’t plan on being here for much longer either.” 
Boba pulled away, frowning a little. “Why not?” he asked. “You said that you wanted to stay.” 
“I wanted to – I do want to stay,” Din said. “But – well. After tomorrow, I think either Kryze will have to kick me out, or the tribe will.” 
Boba’s expression darkened immediately. “She has no right,” he said. 
“It’s  her gathering.” 
“She called it,” Boba disagreed. “But there’s no king or council. She’d have to get other clan heads to agree, and you’ve got more support here than you might think.” 
Din thought of Reardon Hokan, of Aiken Anson. Of the armorer, of Wyrran and Annika, of Paz. Paz had vouched for Boba, but the armorer had decreed Din  dar’manda. Paz wouldn’t go against her word. Not in this. 
“I don’t know about that,” Din said. 
“Trust me,” said Boba. “I don’t know Rau personally, but I’ve heard of him. His opinion carries weight, and he’s set himself in your corner. And you’ve got the  verd’ika, still.” 
Din did smile, at that. “I do,” he allowed. Strill’d put herself pretty firmly in Din’s corner too. He didn’t know how well her affection for him would hold up against her own  alor’s  orders, if her  alor  sided with Din’s and declared Din  dar’manda, but he could at least count on Strill to look after Grogu. Maybe to hold her own people out of any conflict, if it came to that. 
“I saw that your  alor let you go,” Boba added, carefully. His eyes were dark with worry again. 
Din’s smile went crooked. “For now,” he said. “We – we’re fighting tomorrow. She – ”
He closed his eyes and shook his head. 
Some day, Din might have the strength to tell Boba what had happened between him and his  alor. What they had said to each other. How Din had shouted. 
But today Din’s own feelings were still too tangled, the fight too raw, love and joy and furious grief writhing in his belly like a nest of spit vipers, hissing and spitting and wounding each other. 
“I challenged her,” Din clarified, when Boba’s expression turned thunderous. “I couldn’t – she said that I couldn’t be Mandalorian any more. That I’m – ” Din broke off, shook his head. “I told her that she was wrong.” 
“...She is,” Boba said, watching Din carefully. “Are you – are you sure you can fight her, though? These duels – they’re no spars, Din. They’re no playfights. Warriors have killed each other, over matters of honor.” 
Din’s stomach twisted. He knew that the armorer would certainly try and kill him, if she could. That was what one did with the dar'mande. “I know,” he said. 
“And you can do that? Because I will fight her if you can’t,” Boba said. “If you let me. You – she’s your tribe, right?” 
Din nodded. 
“You love her?” 
Din nodded again. 
“I don’t,” said Boba, bluntly. He set his jaw. “If you don’t want to fight her – ”
“I have to,” Din said. He softened the blow of the words with another faint smile. In his chest, somewhere past the writhing knot of how Din felt about the alor, love flickered, warm as a forge-coal. 
 He means it, too,  Din thought.  He’d risk his own life against her so that I don’t have to. A year ago, Din would bristle. He would’ve snarled that he didn’t need Boba to fight his battles for him. Even among the tribe, one warrior hadn’t fought the battles of another; to need someone to stand up for you was proof of your own weakness. 
 But that – that was  wrong, Din thought, the knowledge blazing through him.  I knew I could count on the tribe against an outsider, but against a brother, a sister –  
No one had ever stepped in to tell Paz to leave Din alone when Paz had pushed and pushed and pushed. No one had protected Din from the older trainees when he’d been younger, small and frightened and missing his home. Din had had to learn how to protect himself. 

   They should have. Someone – someone should have. 

Clan protected one another. 
 But this is something that I have to do, he thought. 
“If I don’t fight her,” Din said, “then I prove her right.” He proved that he was weak.  Laanduryc. That he had broken when he’d broken the Creed, and that Din could never be mended again. 
 But I can. I  am. I'm – whole. And I'm Mandalorian. And I have to prove it to her.  
Boba searched Din’s face, then sighed. “Fine,” he said. “Fine. But just – don’t die, alright?”
Din snorted. “I’ll try not to,” he said. 
“Good,” Boba returned. He looked Din up and down, then sighed. “Is there a ‘fresher here?” he asked. “Or a room we can use, with a bed? We need to talk some more,  Djar’ika.”
Boba’s eyes were serious again. Din resisted the urge to groan. 
“Do we – can we wait?” he asked. He knew that Boba was right. A few apologies and five minutes of frantic bumping beskar didn’t change the fact that they  had fought on Tatooine, and that they probably needed to talk about what they’d fought about. What they’d learned. 
 What we need, going forward, Din thought. 
But he grimaced. He really didn’t want to talk about that here, with his head already so full of Mandalore and everything he’d learned. With at least two fights hanging over him. With whatever Kryze was going to do. He'd meant what he said – even of Din did well against the armorer, he half-expected Krzye to pull the ice put from under him at some point. To drive Din away, to name him as an enemy and an outsider. She wanted Mandalore. Din was currently in her way. 
“Wait?” Boba asked, tone skeptical. "It's not something we should put off, Din. It's important. There's something – "
Din pounced on that skepticism. “We don't have to put it off forever. Just until we’re done here,” he said. “On – on the way back to Tatooine, maybe. Or – after I drop my kid back off.”
“Din,” Boba began. 
Din shook his head. “Consider it motivation for me not to die tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll talk after the summit’s over, okay? I swear it.” 
Boba’s eyes widened. 
He knew that Din didn’t break his word, once he gave it. 
“Gar atiin,” Boba grumbled, relenting. “But – fine. You’re right, this is probably not the best place to have a talk like that, anyway. After the summit, then.” 
Din’s shoulders dropped a little in relief. 
 Good,  he thought.  That gives me more time to think about what to say. More time to figure out how to put everything that Din had pieced together over the last few days into words. 
“So, what now?” Boba asked, looking at Din. “Back to the lake?”
Din hesitated. He hadn’t expected Boba to ask him what to do next. Boba was usually the one in charge, with Din trailing happily behind him. 
 But if he’s giving me the choice… Din thought. 
He looked back at Boba. Boba’s robes were still rumpled, his mouth still red from kissing Din. His robes were open halfway to his chest and Din could see the strong line of Boba’s collarbones, the warm brown skin of his belly. 
Din was only half-dressed too. He hadn’t even managed to pull his boots on yet. 
“Well,” Din said, reaching up to shrug all the way out of his kute. “Maybe not yet.” 
 
When Din and Boba finally tugged all of their clothes back on a s walked back down to the lakeshore they walked together, as they had walked down from Boba’s tower into the throne room many times before. They were close enough that their elbows and their gauntlets knocked together, and their steps were measured in time with each other. 
Din was dizzy with happiness. With  certainty. It was a warmer certainty than he’d found after confronting the armorer, but it was just as strong. Boba was with him. He’d face off against all of Mandalore if Din needed him to. They were clan. 
That warm certainty carried Din along like a junda bird carried by warm desert air. He felt untouchable. Not even the thought of having to face the armorer on the ice in the morning slowed Din down much. 
 I’ll have to face her,  he thought.  But I won’t have to do it alone. With no one behind me hoping that I'll win.   
He and Boba didn’t speak, as they made their way down to the lakeshore. They didn’t have to. The last hour or so had taken care of that. 
They probably shouldn’t have lingered so long, but Din couldn’t bring himself to regret it. He had wanted Boba to touch him properly and Boba had been pretty easy to convince, once Din had stepped all the way out of his kute. Had been happy to fuck Din against the wall hard enough that they’d knocked down one of Alrich Wren’s paintings. That Din had pressure marks on the backs of his shoulder blades, and bruises on his hips. That Din could still feel Boba moving between his legs, if he thought about it. Boba moving inside of him. 
 Honestly,  Din thought, trying not to limp too obviously or too proudly,  the  alor  could try and stick a knife in my back right now and I wouldn’t even mind that much.  
She wouldn’t – it would be dishonorable – but still. 
Din tried to tamp down his well-won happiness and focus on the gathering. He and Boba were close, now. Din knew that he should pay attention.
It was harder to drag his thoughts away from Boba than it should have been, but Din managed it.
In Din and Boba’s absence, the gathering had shifted again. The lakeshore now was studded with what looked like dozens of cook-fires, the flames orange and bright against the growing dark of evening. It looked like night came quickly to Krownest, much like it did on Tatooine; Krownest’s sun had already vanished behind the mountains, leaving a purpling sky in its wake, and outside of his armor Din felt the temperature dropping, cold gathering around the  morut like an embrace. Wind stung his bare face. 
The cook-fires were warm, though. Din could feel the heat of them thirty feet back, and as he and Boba got closer, he felt the warmth of other bodies too. 
As far as Din could tell, none of the  mando’ade who’d answered Kryze’s call for the initial gathering had taken the opportunity to slip away. Kryze had called an end to the official summit hours ago; anyone who had wanted to leave would’ve had plenty of chances. 
But the crowds around the lakeshore were just as large as they’d been when Din had come down the ridge the first time, five or six hundred Mandalorians, maybe even more, clustered together. The noise they made was tremendous. 
 But it’s not – I don’t hear any arguments,  he thought. He could hear plenty of shouting, but none of it seemed to be in anger. In fact, the noise was  joyful, as far as Din could tell, and that was almost as confusing as anything else that had happened here on Krownest. The air was fragrant with a dozen different spices and ringing with laughter. 
Din searched the crowd for the source of the noise, curiosity rising again, and found himself looking out over the ice. Sudden alarm gripped his heart – past the warm light of all of the fires, a mass of Mandalorians was fighting. Their armor flashed. The sound of beskar on beskar rose into the air. Arms and legs flailed and tangled. While Din watched, a dim orange shape – Kippan Awaud – slammed bodily into a Mandalorian in green, and they both went down with a tremendous crack. 
 No,  Din thought, looking closer. His hand dropped to the darksaber, ready to interfere if he had to.  They can’t be fighting. If they were, more people would be trying to help.  

   Right? 

The majority of the Mandalorians along the lakeshore weren’t paying attention to the tangle of limbs and beskar on the lake. Not even Fenn Rau was paying attention, and Kip was his  tal’vod – while Kip and the Mandalorian in green struggled, Rau was talking to another warrior, not bothered by Kip’s fight at all. 
“What are they doing?” Din asked Boba, watching the chaos, still alarmed. Kryze  had  forbidden fighting, but at first or even second glance it looked like the thirty or forty Mandalorians out on the ice, all of them in an array of colors and signets, had decided to ignore her. They were all running and scrapping and tackling each other all over the ice. Bodies collided, the  crack of beskar ringing out over the lake, and the warriors were all shouting and snarling at each other too, even as they fell. 
 But I don’t see any blasters or knives, Din thought, watching. No one that he could see was bleeding, or was even that badly-hurt; while he watched, Kip Awaud sprang back up to his feet and offered his hand down to the warrior he’d tackled. The warrior took it, Kip hauled him up, and they went right back to hurling themselves all over the ice. 
They weren’t the only pair acting that way, either. A big Devaronian warrior in red armor slammed into a much-smaller humanoid in yellow – a Wren, Din thought, and winced, thinking that the Mandalorian in yellow would stay down, but she sprang back up to her feet after just a moment and went after the Devaronian with gleeful bloodlust. 
“They’re – playing?” Din murmured. He stopped walking and Boba stopped with him, a few paces ahead. 
It was hard to get detail in the growing darkness. The Mandalorians on the ice were moving too fast, skidding and sliding everywhere. The field was a wild tangle of limbs and sparking armor.
 But there’s got to be a  reason  they’re out there,  Din thought.  A reason why no one else is concer – there!  
A small, dark shape went whistling past Kip, narrowly missing the side of his head. Din couldn’t see it very well – it was moving almost too fast for him to track without his visor on – but he was pretty sure that the small, dark shape was a ball. 
“It’s a game,” Din said, answering his own question. 
Boba finally craned his head up and looked out at what Din had been fascinated by. He had tensed, picking up on Din’s alarm, but once he had a second to look at what was happening out on the lake, he relaxed again. 
“Oh,” he said. “Yeah. ‘S called – something like  get’shuk, I think. The – they used to play it. On Kamino.” 
“What’s the point of it, aside from eating ice?” Din asked, watching as the big Devaronian pivoted and went for a warrior of similar size, only to be bowled over from behind by the little Wren. 
Boba snorted. “To score as many points as possible, I think,” he said. “Or to knock your friends on their  shebs.  Never made much sense to me, but then I never learned all the rules. You didn’t play anything like it, as a kid?  ”  
Din grinned. “No,” he said. “We played a game with paint grenades, though.” 
That startled a laugh out of Boba, as Din had hoped that it would. “Of course you did,” he said. “ Dinii.”  

   Lunatic.  

“Come on,” Din said, still carried along by happiness. “Let’s see what else we can find that doesn’t make sense.”
Boba sighed, but he followed Din into the mass of other Mandalorians easily enough. The mood here was lighter than it had been when these same warriors had been gathered out on the lake. Most of the hostility, the wariness, had faded, replaced by tentative calm. 
 Well, maybe not  calm, Din thought, as another terrific  crack  and an answering whoop went up from the Mandalorians playing  get’shuk, but… ease, maybe.  
Much of the tension from earlier in the day had faded. Din could still feel it coiled underneath the crowd – in the way that some Mandalorians looked at each other or looked at Din, calculating, across the fires, in the low rumble of whispers underneath the teasing shouts, in the defensive clusters of each clan around their cook-fires, their children – but the coil of it was looser, now. There was room at the feast to breathe. 
 And,  Din thought, catching sight of Kryze,  to play at politics without every word being overheard.  
She was by a cook-fire of her own, deep in conversation with a Mandalorian Din didn’t recognize. Kryze only had a few of her Nite Owls and sworn warriors with her too – the rest were scattered up and down the lakeshore, embedded in nearly every group. 
 Yeah,  Din thought.  She’s not letting the calm go to waste.  
Boba caught on to what Din was looking at and snorted, softly. “‘S not a bad idea she’s got,” he said. He had tensed a little as he and Din had waded into the crowd, weaving between firepit and firepit, but was managing well enough. It probably helped that there was so much to look at that no one was looking too hard at Din and Boba. “A big feast like this – it’ll put everyone in a good mood. 
“Or a better mood, anyway,” Boba corrected. “At least until the  tihaar starts flowing.” 
“I think it already is,” Din murmured, watching as a nearby group of bare-faced warriors, all younger than Din, lifted small cups with a roar and knocked them back with all the enthusiasm of dedicated cantina crawlers. One warrior choked at the taste and doubled over, spluttering, while his companions cheered and pounded on his back. The burn of strong alcohol singed Din’s nose. 
“They seem happy enough for now,” Din observed. All of the young warriors were grinning and jostling each other. 
Boba just snorted. “Until they start throwing their family names around,” he said. 
Din winced. There had been plenty of that at the summit already, despite Kryze’s insistence that the old feuds and grudges didn’t matter any more. Almost everyone Din had talked to had defined themselves by their clan and their House. 
He put it out of his mind. There was nothing Din could do about his own lack of clan and House now. He had Boba and Grogu, and that was more than enough. 

   Speaking of the kid…  

Din tore his eyes away from the  get’shuk game and the Mandalorians who were feasting and drinking. He was curious about what everyone was eating, but pushed that aside for now too. 
“Do you see the kid?” Din asked, knocking his elbow against Boba. “Or Strill, I suppose?” Grogu was small and there were children all over the place. Picking the kid out was going to be tough. But maybe looking for Strill – 
“There,” said Boba, indicating a far edge of the crowd. Din followed his gaze and relaxed. 
At the last cook-fire before the lakeshore gave way to the forest, Din found the Children of the Watch. 
Not all of them. The  alor was tending the fire, standing over a large, smoking pot. A Mandalorian in black armor – probably Tamsin – was speaking with her, as was another short, thin warrior in alternating plates of red and yellow. Strill was sitting on a rock, one of her kinsmen beside her, and a pack of children, including Grogu, were playing in the snow nearby, checking snowballs, building forts, diving for cover among the trees. 
Din didn’t see Paz, though. He didn’t see Annika. 
 They’re probably fine too, he thought, trying to set the reflexive spike of worry aside. He was too far away to hear Grogu and the other kids playing, but some of them, like Grogu, were young enough that they didn’t have helmets yet, and every face that Din could see was smiling. 
“Thanks,” he said, forcing himself to relax. “Looks like the kid’s fine.” 
“Still wanna go get him?” Boba asked. 
Din should probably go join Kryze at her fire. He should probably try and introduce himself to some of the other clans. 
 But I like the kid better, he thought. 
Din nodded. “Yeah,” he said. 
Boba inclined his head. “C’mon, then,” he said. “Be ready. I’m sure somebody’s gonna want to talk to you.” 
Din grimaced. “They can try,” he muttered, more to be contrary than anything else. He knew he didn’t need to be rude or dismissive. 
 I can’t  actually  fight everyone tomorrow,  he thought.  Best to keep the challenges to a minimum. I do need to be able to help Boba back at home.  
Boba snorted. He was probably just as, if not more nervous, than Din was. Din at least had come under Bo-Katan’s protection. Boba – 
 Boba’s the only son of Jango Fett,  Din thought.  His name – his reputation – carries weight. And not the good kind, I don’t think.  
The reaction to Boba’s arrival had been decidedly mixed. 
 The Skiratas were alright with him, Din thought, but he didn’t immediately see the three Skiratas, in their identical armor, in the crowd. 
There were plenty of warriors around that Din recognized, though. Kryze had introduced him to half a hundred Mandalorians this morning, before the gathering had started, and many of them were still friendly enough, even though Kryze had named Din the  mand’alor and therefore the target of any ambitious Mandalorian. He was flagged down and roped into visiting a dozen cook-fires as he tried to make his way towards Strill and Grogu. 
The party that had overtaken the lakeshore  was a feast. Din had never been to anything like it, not even one of the great harvest feasts the Tuskens put on at the end of every growing season. Each fire sported something different. 
Din did in fact meet Torryg Saxon and the rest of his brothers. There were seven Saxon boys in all, Din learned, all of them tall and all of them as different from each other as night and day, and they were all eager to press  hanshun  and  tihaar into Din’s hands. 
He accepted the  hanshun  and Boba sampled the  tihaar. Lysistra Saxon, Torryg’s mother, turned out to be an imposing human woman with near-yellow eyes who seemed to tolerate Din at best, but she was Kryze’s ally, however reluctantly, and she mostly left Din alone. 
Every fire Din visited was much the same. Young Cyri Ordo gave Din a piece of  uj  cake and introduced him to her tiny clan. Some of the milder Eldar branches convinced Din to try a drink they called  ne’tra gal,  black ale, which Din liked more than  tihaar.  Veshok Beroya dragged her much-smaller mother Vera over and they both plied Din with something they called  kou, a hand-sized creature that looked a bit like a Bespinian air shrimp, which Vera’d cooked in a spicy oil. 
Even some of the clans who weren’t allied with Kryze welcomed Din, though they did so warily. Clan Keldau had commandeered three cook-fires and was cooking a different batch of  tiingilar  over each flame, serving it to passersby with a sweet and sour bread. Din and Boba both tried all three, which one the approval of Clan Keldau’s patriarch, a withered old man who must’ve been at least a hundred standard years old and still wore a full  beskar’gam.  
“You’re gonna have to roll me and the kid back up the ridge,” Din muttered, using the last bit of bread to mop up what was left of his third bowl of  tiingilar. It was so spicy that his eyes watered. Din loved it. “There’s still four or five more fires to get past.” 
Boba rumbled a laugh. He’d liked the  tiingilar as much as Din, and had told Clan Keldau’s patriarch so. “I’d rather have bowls of stew pushed on me than challenges to duel at dawn,” Boba pointed out. 
Din snorted. That was fair. 
He had expected more hostility, honestly. More resistance from the Mandalorians. Plenty of them had seemed eager to challenge Din earlier in the day, or to at least size him up. 
 But that was before Kryze set her people to work, Din thought. He’d seen a Nite Owl or one of Kryze’s allies at almost every fire. He couldn’t be sure of what they were doing, since whenever he’d tried to find one to ask, they’d disappeared or someone else had shoved food into Din’s hands, but he could make a guess. 
 They’re talking about me,  Din thought.  Kryze is – she’s using them to convince other clans to – what? Support me? Or at least support her support of me?  
Thinking about it was making Din’s head hurt, though that might have been the third mug of  ne’tra gal he’d accepted from a Farr a few fires back. 
“I’m sure there’ll be more of that tomorrow,” Din muttered. 
“More of what tomorrow?” Fenn Rau asked, materializing out of the crowd, Kippan Awaud at his side again. Whatever game Kip had been playing with the other Mandalorians out on the ice must’ve ended, then. Kip had finally taken his helmet off. Underneath it he was flushed and cheerful, a round-faced young man with curly black hair and a nose that had clearly been broken once or twice. Both of his lips were split by a scar. 
Din blinked at them both. He’d last seen Rau behind him, talking to another Mandalorian in the crowd. He didn’t know where Rau had come from. 
The sky over Krownest was fully dark now, though. Din and Boba hadn’t managed to get very far or move very fast. 
“Rau,” Din greeted, warily. He looked at Boba, who had sobered. His expression wasn’t openly hostile, but Boba was wary too. 
Rau was old enough that Boba had known of him. That they might have known of each other, years and years ago, before the Empire had laid waste to Mandalore.   
“Djarin,” Rau returned. Then he looked at Boba and folded a fist over his chest in a proper greeting. “Boba Fett.” 
“I don’t know you,” said Boba, still wary. 
 That answers  that  question, Din thought. 
“No,” Rau agreed. “Though I know of you.” 
“What do you want?” Din asked, deciding to cut directly to the point before Boba’s wariness could transform into irritation. 
Rau smiled, but it was Kip who answered. “I want to speak with you,” Kip said, looking at Boba steadily. 
Boba looked back. “Why?” he asked. “I don’t know you either.” 
“No,” Kip said. “But your father saved my father’s life. I’d like to pay that debt.” 
Boba stiffened. “Nu entye,” he said, stiffly. 
Kip grinned. “Not to you, maybe,” he said. “But to us – yes. There is.” 
“I won’t take Djarin far,” Rau added, amused again. “Djarin, perhaps we can wait here? Debts are a private matter.” 
Din eyed Rau narrowly.  He planned this, he thought. Din didn’t doubt that Kip was telling the truth – there probably was a debt between his father and Boba’s. Jango was dead and couldn’t be repaid. What Kip was saying made sense. 
The timing was suspicious, though. 
But if Rau wanted to speak to Din without Boba – and if Kip and Boba had business – Din supposed that the gathering was crowded enough that no one would try anything stupid, and he could humor Rau again. 
“Alright,” Din said, taking a reluctant step away from Boba. “We can wait.” 
Boba shot Din an unreadable look, but finally dipped his head. “Fine,” he growled. “We can talk.” 
They separated. Kip drew Boba a little ways away from the crowd, far enough away that he wouldn’t be overheard but close enough that Din could still see him, could intervene if Boba needed him to. 
Rau gestured at an empty spot beside another cook-fire. This one hadn’t collected a clan around it yet. Din supposed it was good enough. 
Once they were alone, Din turned to Rau again. “So?” he asked. “What is it?” 
Rau spread his hands. “What makes you think I want anything more than to help Kip settle an old debt?” he asked. 
Din glared at him. “I’m not stupid,” he said. “You wanted to talk to me without Boba overhearing.” 
Rau shrugged. “Possibly,” he allowed. “Though the two of you are close, aren’t you? One might assume that whatever one says to you, Boba Fett eventually hears.” 
“He does,” Din said, still glowering. 
“Then I’d have no reason to get you by yourself.” Rau’s eyes were glittering, bright with mischief. Din’s scowl deepened. 
 I’ve had too much black ale for this, he thought. He should've stopped at the first mug.  
“Spit it out,” Din said, flatly. “What do you want?” 
Rau sighed. “I want to help,” he said. “Is that truly so hard to believe?” 
“Honestly? Yes,” said Din. “I don’t know why you’d want to. I don’t know what you’d get out of helping me, helping Boba. Boba’s not exactly popular with Kryze’s people. I’m – to most of the people here, I’m a stranger. What’s your reason for helping me?” 
Rau’s eyes turned up at the corners. “Must I have a reason?” he asked, lightly. 
Din resisted the urge to flash his teeth. “Yes,” he said. No one here on Krownest had done anything without a reason since the gathering had begun. Not Kryze, not the armorer, not even Boba or Din, and certainly not Rau. 
Din was grateful that Rau’d decided to side with Din, since he and Boba both needed allies here, but Din wanted to know what Rau expected to get out of such an alliance. He didn’t think that that was an unreasonable thing to ask. 
 I’ve already sworn to  two  Quests mostly by accident,  he thought, remembering the past few months at Boba’s side fighting off a Hutt boss or at Kryze’s, stumbling along into her vision of a new Mandalore.  If I swear on to a third Quest, I’d like to at least know about it beforehand.  
Rau just kept smiling. “Fair enough,” he allowed. Then he shrugged. “I’m an old man,” he said. “I’ve been many things. A warrior, a pilot, a Rebel, an exile. But mostly, I’ve just been a Protector.” 
Din narrowed his eyes. “What does that mean?” he asked. “What do you protect?” 
Rau studied Din thoughtfully. “In the old days,” he said, “you.”
Din stared at him. 
Rau chuckled. “The very first Protectors were formed as a personal guard for Mandalore the Great,” he explained. “He was a wise and cunning warrior, fresh from a terrible war with the Jedi, and wanted to keep his people united instead of watching them fracture back into their bickering, squabbling clans again. So he called for the finest warriors of each clan to be sent to his side, where they served as his guards and his battalion, fighting against Mandalore’s enemies instead of each other.” 
“And these warriors – they joined the  mand’alor without any argument?” Din asked, skeptical. He tried to imagine the finest warriors of some of the clans he’d met today – of Clan Kryze, even – flocking to Din’s side to fight for him, and couldn’t. “If they were the best, why didn’t they challenge him? Why didn’t they refuse?”
“I imagine that in reality, some did refuse,” Rau said. “The stories don’t say. But many did not refuse. Why would they?  Mando’a bal Mand’alor.” 
Din blinked. “Mando’a and the Mandalore?” he tried to translate. “‘Language and king?’”
“Close,” said Rau. “It’s been a while since I was in the schoolroom, but the translation is ‘our language and our leader,’ I believe. It’s part of the  Resol’nare.” 
 Our language and our leader. The words made the hairs on the back of Din’s neck stand up. The flames of the cook-fire snapped and crackled. 
“Do you know the  Resol’nare?” Rau asked, his tone still light. 
Din hesitated out of reflex. He still didn’t know what Rau wanted, and if Rau found out just how little Din actually knew about being Mandalorian – 
 What?  Din thought.  He’ll leave? Fine. I don’t – I don’t need his protection. And if he’s going to offer it anyway, he’ll eventually find out. There’s too much I don’t know yet.  
Rau had been born and raised Mandalorian. Din wouldn’t be able to hide the gaps in his own knowledge indefinitely. And if Rau truly did want to help – if he’d decided to side with Din, against whoever else might not – then maybe he’d be able to teach Din what the  Resol’nare actually was. He’d probably be nicer about it than Kryze, anyway. 
Din took a deep breath, and a gamble. 
“No,” he said. “Not really. I know – the idea of it. I know the Supercommando Codex, which is based on the  Resol’nare, right?” 
Rau, to his credit, didn’t show any surprise. He only nodded and said, “That makes sense, I suppose, with your Fett. I'm sure he taught you what he knew, and he would know the Supercommando Codex.
"Would you like to learn the  Resol’nare?” Rau asked. Again, he offered it to Din without judgement. Without disdain. 
Hesitant still, Din nodded. 
So Rau told him. “Ba’jur bal beskar’gam,” Rau said, his voice falling into a worn and warm cadence. “Ara’nov, aliit. Mando’a bal Mand’alor – an vencuyan mhi." He let the words hang in the air for a moment, fragrant as  tiingilar. Then he translated. “‘Education and armor. Self-defense and clan. Our language and our leader. All help us survive.’”

   All help us survive.  

The words echoed behind Din’s ribs. He  felt them. 
Boba had only known the line about protecting oneself and one’s clan. Kryze hadn’t said much about the  Resol’nare at all, except that many Mandalorians followed it as their way. Din hadn’t heard it in its entirety before. But now – 
 Education and armor,  Din thought.  The care of foundlings, honoring your beskar – my tribe did that.  
He could see the shape of the Creed there, in Rau’s words. Din’s people had believed in fighting to protect itself too, had believed in the strength of the tribe, but they hadn’t believed in learning  mando’a, and the only leader they’d followed had been their armorer. 
 The  Resol’nare  doesn’t say anything about how you break it, either,  Din thought, with some bitterness.  It’s offering – it’s offering  guidance,  not an ultimatum.  
The Creed told a warrior what they  had  to do, to be considered Mandalorian. If the  Resol’nare  was all Rau had said, it sounded like it only told a warrior what they  should do. 
 Is that why Kryze wants me to swear it?  Din wondered. She’d asked him to, on the  Gra’tua.  She’d told him that most Mandalorians would accept Din if he decided to follow the  Resol’nare.  
Din looked at Rau, who was still watching Din with the same mild interest he’d had from the beginning. Din wondered what Rau was thinking. If he regretted offering Di his help, now that he knew just how little Din knew about being Mandalorian. 
Din swallowed. The words of the  Resol’nare were still echoing and ringing inside of him, pure as struck beskar. 
“Thank you,” Din said, sincerely. 
Rau just inclined his head. “For one who did not know the words,” he said, “you do a very good job of acting them out, you know.” 
Din frowned. “What do you mean?” 
Rau flicked a hand. “I think,” he said, dryly, “that you’ve probably got more honor in your right hand than most warriors here have in their entire clan line.” 
Din thought about what he’d done with his right hand not even an hour ago – how he’d clutched Boba to him – and flushed, though he hoped that Rau thought that it was just the compliment that had embarrassed Din, not anything else. 
“I don’t – I don’t, really,” Din said. He looked Rau in the eye. “I broke my Creed. I’m – to all of the Children of the Watch, I’m  dar’manda.  There’s no honor in that.” 
Rau didn’t flinch or recoil. “Are you  dar’manda?” he asked. 
Boba had asked Din that question too. He’d asked if Din was still Mandalorian. If the armorer was wrong. 
“...No,” Din said. “I don’t think so.” 
“Then I don’t particularly care what the Children of the Watch think of you, because I am not a Child of the Watch,” said Rau. He smiled again, tiredly. “You’re not the only one who’s broken their Creed or their word, either. Most of us have, at some point. For many it was the difference between life and death. That’s why Lady Bo-Katan declared that whatever is decided here will be  cin vhetin. A new beginning.” 
“Did you?” Din asked, before he could stop himself. He knew that it was a dangerous question. If Rau took offense, he’d be within his rights to add himself to Din’s list of opponents in the ring tomorrow. “Break your Creed? Or – what you have instead of a Creed?” 
Rau was silent for a while, studying the cook-fire’s dancing flames. Din let him have his silence. He took the lull in their conversation as an opportunity to check and make sure that Boba was still okay – he was, though he was still talking with Kip Awaud, his expression skeptical – and then looked around for Grogu too. 
He found the kid a hundred yards away still playing with Paz’s kids, by the last fire at the end of the lakeshore. Strill was there too, her feet kicked out from where she sat against a rock, and so was another warrior in black armor. Paz and Annika still hadn’t reappeared. Din hoped that they were with each other. That they were catching up, recovering from all their time apart. 
Din let the noise of the gathering wash over him. He could still hear the words of the  Resol’nare in his head, like Rau had just spoken them again. He waited. 
Finally Rau said, “I broke my vow to my Protectors.” He was still gazing into the depths of the fire. An old memory shone in his eyes. “I swore to fight with them. To die with them, if I had to. But when their deaths came, I wasn’t there.” He lifted his head and looked at Din again. The grief in his eyes was a knife. “So yes, I think.” 
“The Protectors are gone?” Din asked, surprised. 
Rau nodded, his face creased with that grief. “My band of them, yes,” he said. “I’ve had a few new recruits recently, but we are now only four, when we were once thirty or more.” He sighed. “That was – oh, years ago now. Gar Saxon killed them.” 
Several comments from the morning suddenly made a lot more sense to Din. 
“Oh,” said Din. “I’m sorry.” 
Rau lifted one shoulder. Some of the mildness, the amusement, had left him. “That debt is paid,” he said. “Gar Saxon’s dead, and most of his marauders are dead with him. But you asked,  mand’alor, and that is my answer; yes, I broke my Creed, if you’d consider the vow I swore to my people my Creed.”  
“That’s what my Creed is,” Din said. “Or – what it was. A promise to the rest of the tribe.” 
“And now?” Rau asked. 
Din lifted a shoulder back. “Now, I’m… figuring it out,” he said. He scrubbed the back of his neck. “I like the Resol’nare,” he admitted. “But – I don’t know if that’s what I want to follow. Not yet.” 
“If you have questions, this is the place to ask them,” Rau pointed out, folding his arms across his chest. “There are representatives here from just about every creed and code I’ve ever heard of. I’m surprised that some of your people are here, actually – the  Kyr’ad are not fond of the rest of us.” 
“No,” Din muttered. “They’re not.” 
“But,” said Rau, “we’ve moved away from the original question. You asked me what reason I had, to ally myself and my people, few as they are, with you. So, your answer:
“I am a Mandalorian Protector,” Rau said. “You are the  mand’alor.  Defending the  mand’alor is my duty. My original duty, perhaps, and one I’ve not had the chance to meet in quite some time.” 
“I’m – I can’t really be the  mand’alor,” Din protested, staring into the fire. He didn’t want to look at Rau any more. He was afraid that he’d trust Rau too easily. 
He heard the smile in Rau’s voice anyway. “We’ve already had this argument once today,” Rau said. “But we can have it again, if you like. Why not?” 
“Because – I don’t know anything about Mandalore, not really,” Din said. He dragged a frustrated hand through his hair. “I know – stories. A little history. But the Children of the Watch – I didn’t learn anything about Mandalore from them. I only learned how to be a Child of the Watch.” 
“The Children of the Watch are Mandalorians,” Rau said, reasonably. “Just – not the  only Mandalorians, perhaps. Try again.”
Din scowled. “Kryze’s claim isn’t true,” he said. “She’s – she’s got her own angle. She wants to name me  mand’alor  so that everyone comes for  me tomorrow, not her. So that she can pick up what’s left after the dust settles.” 
“It might be true that her claim on your behalf isn’t… complete,” Rau said, carefully. “She named you  mand’alor,  but that doesn’t mean much until some of the other clans agree with her. A  mand’alor  without the  mando’ade isn’t much of a leader. 
“But,” he added, when Din opened his mouth to jump on the point, “you certainly have a  claim  to the title.” He ticked points off on his fingers. “You won the darksaber in fair combat. You  are a Mandalorian. Your sense of honor is, quite frankly, stronger than beskar. You have and wear beskar, too, and I’d bet a fair portion of my own that you earned your armor fairly. You have allies who’d support your claim. As long as you don’t get yourself killed tomorrow, Din Djarin, you are a strong contender.” 
“A contender that Kryze wants to put on the throne to rule through,” Din growled. 
Rau just lifted an eyebrow. “Will you let her?” he asked. 
That stopped Din in his tracks again. “...What?” 
“Will you let her?” Rau repeated, patiently. He was amused again, the corners of his eyes turning up in another smile. “You say she wants to rule through you. I’d agree that she at least has  something  to gain from all of this; she very rarely does anything that does not benefit her or her clan. Many of the Great Clans think that way. But even if she  does want to see you crowned as Mandalore so she can try her hand at puppetry, will you let her?” 
“...Probably not,” Din admitted, grimacing. He could take orders well enough, at least from Boba, but – 
 But Kryze isn’t Boba,  he thought.  And Boba’s earned my obedience. Kryze – she wouldn’t be treating me like a lieutenant in a syndicate or an outfit, either. She’d be ruling Mandalore in my name.  
He didn’t like that idea much. Din wasn’t the right person to rule an entire people – he could maybe manage a squadron’s worth, he thought, but not a planet – but Din wasn’t keen on the idea of letting Kryze tell him what to do or say, either. 
 If she wants to rule, she can do it under her own name,  he thought.  Not mine.  
“So what worries you?” Rau asked. "That you won't have what it takes to lead us? The mandokar?"
“All of it,” Din said. “All of it worries me.”
“Will you back down from your challenges tomorrow?” Rau’s gaze was steady. He was being so maddeningly reasonable that Din wanted to punch him. 
But he couldn’t lie. “No,” Din said. “I won’t.” He wasn’t particularly worried about scrapping with Aiken Anson, but fighting the armorer – that did worry him. Din still didn’t want to hurt her. He didn’t particularly want to run the risk of getting seriously hurt himself, either; Gorga the Hutt wasn’t going to hold off trying to take Tatooine forever, and Din wanted to be able to fight to protect Boba and the rest of his mismatched tribe. 
But he wasn’t going to run away. 
“Then you are as close to a  mand’alor as we’ve got, at least for tonight,” Rau said, sounding pleased. “And my duty’s clear. The Protectors are at your service. All four of us,” he added, and grinned. 
Rau meant that. He did. His conviction shone in his weathered face, just as Din’s conviction had kindled in his own chest facing down the armorer. 
Din smiled back. “Alright,” Din said, checking again to make sure that Boba and Kip hadn’t started to trade blows. The two of them were still talking together quietly. The rest of the summit was still mostly peaceful; another game of  get’shuk had started out on the ice. Grogu was trailing Mirda, Paz’s youngest foundling, around while Strill watched. “Then I have some questions for you, if that’s okay?” 
Rau inclined his head, and his expression this time was approving. “Ask them,” he said. 
So Din did. 
Rau answered as many of Din’s questions as he was able. He helped Din understand the clans that had come to the summit. The tangled history between some of the Houses – House Vizsla in particular had many enemies, though Rau had assumed until Paz has shouted his name earlier that all of the Vizslas were dead – and the various alliances and feuds that had stood for a thousand years before the Empire’d come and turned it all to ash. 
He even told Din about Kryze’s first two tries as Duchess of Mandalore, too. During the Clone Wars, Rau said, it had been Kryze who’d rallied a resistance against Darth Maul, a Sith Lord who’d tricked and slaughtered his way onto the throne of Sundari. 
Kryze had ruled for less than a year before the Empire’d swept in and declared Mandalore part of the Empire. Kryze had objected to their rule and Gar Saxon hadn’t, so Saxon had come into power and Kryze had been driven out, betrayed. She’d disappeared for years, Rau said, only to return with a formal resistance a few years before the Battle of Yavin. That resistance – which Rau had fought for – had thrown down Clan Saxon. 
But Kryze had only been left to rule for a few months, her second go; after the Mandalorian Resistance had taken the planet from Saxon, the Empire had decided that Mandalore was more trouble that it was worth and they had glassed the planet, glassed most of the system. Started the Purges, and the hunt for beskar. 
 Which leaves all of us,  Din thought, when Boba and Kip finally returned and Din stood, stretching, his mind whirling with everything that he’d learned.  The survivors.  

   And it leaves Bo-Katan.  

Rau’s information hadn’t really shed any light on what Kryze wanted with Din, but it did help him understand her fervor. Her determination. 
She had lost everything – her entire people – to the Empire. Twice. She was trying to get that back. Din couldn’t fault her for that, not with what he’d done to get  his family back from the Empire. 
 That’s – that’s strong motivation,  Din thought, as Kip and Boba finally separated and rejoined Din and Rau.  I understand what drives her.  

   But what she hopes to get out of that drive… 

Kryze’s expectations from the summit were still a mystery to Din. Honestly, at this point, he was ready to just let that mystery lie. He’d find out eventually. He was more concerned with the expression on Boba’s face as he came back. Kip looked cheerful again, but Boba’s eyebrows were drawn down together. His mouth was set into a quizzical frown. 
“Alright?” Din asked him, quietly. 
Boba looked up. “Yeah,” he said, slowly. He dipped his head at Kip and Rau. “Just got some things to think about.” 
Rau neatly took up the conversation again. “So do we all, I think,” he said. When Kip made it to Rau’s side, Rau stepped away from Din and the cook-fire. “We’ll leave you to enjoy the rest of the feast, then,” he said. He mirrored Kip’s gesture from earlier, closing his hand into a fist and pressing it over his  kar’ta beskar. “Djarin. Remember what I said. We are at your service.” 
Then he left, Kip trailing along behind him. Din and Boba both watched them go. 
“He really does think that you’re the  mand’alor, doesn’t he?” Boba said. 
Din blew out a breath. “I think he does,” he said. 
“What’s that mean for you tomorrow?” 
“Honestly, I’m trying not to think about it,” said Din. He cut Boba another glance. The ponderous expression on his face hadn’t eased. “What about you? What did Awaud want?” 
“I’d rather – I’d rather not talk about it, just yet,” Boba said. Din’s eyebrows went up in surprise. Boba grimaced. “I know,  Djar’ika. It’s just – I need to think about it, that’s all. I wasn’t expecting what he offered.” 

   So he did offer Boba something.  

Boba was allowed to keep his privacy, though. “We can add it to the list,” said Din, wryly. “You’re – you’re alright, though? Really?” 
Boba finally cleared some of his heavy expression away, shaking his head to scatter whatever thoughts were dragging him down. “Really,” he promised. He even managed a crooked smile. “It’s just – it’s been a long day.” 
“It has,” Din agreed. He looked over towards Strill and the kids again. There weren’t too many clans in between Din and Grogu now. “Wanna grab the kid and disappear for the night? There’s room for us on the  Fly.”  
“That,” Boba said, sincerely, “sounds good.” 
Of course they didn’t manage to just sneak in and make off with Grogu unscathed; all three of Paz’s kids knew Din and knew Boba through Din, and they’d mostly gotten over their wariness of them both. Grogu’s doing, Din was sure. Took, Paz’s son, saw Din and Boba coming and immediately declared that Din was on  his team, not Kieran’s, which meant that Kieran snatched up Boba, and both of them were dragged into a game of hide and explode, though the kids were using snowballs instead of paint grenades. 
It was another hour before Din and Boba could extricate themselves – and Din’s kid – from the mad pack of children. Paz’s foundlings had been joined by  Annika’s  kids. She’d managed to escape the fall of the Nevarro covert with four. And some of the kids from Strill’s tribe had joined in too, and the foundlings of a third; Din had seen the third  alor cooking with the armorer, and that tribe had brought seven of its foundlings. 
Playing with the kids soothed a hurt in Din’s chest that he’d been ignoring for months. Their laughter finally, finally started to pull some of the shrapnel out of Din’s chest. Started to balm that wound. 
 The tribe will survive, Din thought, later, after he’d managed to convince Grogu that it was time for bed. Boba had shooed away his gang of kids too and was speaking quietly with Strill while Din brushed snow out of Grogu’s clothes and tucked his cloak up around the kid to help him warm up. 
“Boo-ah,”  Grogu said sleepily, patting Din’s  kar’ta beskar.  
Din hummed wordlessly back at him. 

   The tribe will survive without me. I didn’t – I didn’t doom them. They’re going to be okay.  

Din couldn’t be a part of them, but they’d survive. That was – that was good. Din could live with that. 
“Wanted to make sure she’d be alright with all these karking kids running around,” Boba reported, finally disentangling himself from the foundlings and the snow and joining Din for the trudge back up to the ridge. “She said she would be. Vizsla’s due back soon, she said.”
“Where’d he go?” Din asked, curious. He wanted to talk to Paz. He wanted to talk to Annika too, though he didn’t know if she’d want to talk to him. Din had missed her, and he thought that, if they managed to get past the  dar’manda thing, Annika and Boba would get along well. 
“Strill said something about his wife?” Boba said. 
Din nodded.  So they are okay, then, he thought. “Annika,” Din said. “My sister. We all grew up together.” 
“She anything like Vizsla?” Boba asked. 
The path back up to the ridge was well-worn into the snow, now. The air around them had grown truly cold. Grogu made another sleepy sound and shivered against Din’s chest. 
Din smiled. “No,” he said. “She’s been the best of us since we were kids. You’ll like her, I think. She’s a bit like Fennec.” 
“The galaxy could use a few more people like Fennec in it,” Boba agreed. He rolled his shoulders. His armor was splattered with snow. One of the kids had put a snowball down the back of Boba’s robes and shrieked in surprise when he’d retaliated immediately by scooping that kid up and lobbing them – gently – into a snowbank. 
“You’ve got a comm on the  Fly, right?” Boba asked. “Should probably check in with her, make sure things are still going well. She’ll want to see you too.” 
Din sighed. “Of course she will,” he muttered. “Yeah, I’ve got a comm. Tatooine’s far, but we should be okay to reach her. Let me get the kid cleaned up first, yeah?” 
“Yeah,” Boba agreed. 
When they made it to the ridge, they found that some of the ships had departed for the night. A few were hanging up in the sky in orbit. Din was sure that a few more had scattered to the high mountains, to defensible positions. Nothing had been agreed to, after all. 
Din was too tired to bother moving the  Fly,  though, and if Paz had taken the  Huntress back to the mountaintop to be alone with Annika, Din didn’t need to barge in. He just dropped the plug door, ushered Boba inside, and followed him up. 
They separated once Din had the door closed and sealed behind them. Din took Boba into their bunkroom and cleaned the kid up in the cramped ‘fresher, swapping out Grogu’s wet clothes for much warmer ones. 
The kid tolerated that without too much fuss. He was so tired he could barely keep his eyes open; his ears were drooping, and his head nodded back and forth as he fought sleep. 
“Had fun today, you little womp rat?” Din asked, once he’d gotten Grogu warmed up enough. 
“Ahhh,” Grogu agreed. He cracked an eye open and reached up with a claw to pat Din’s cheek. Din hadn’t put his helmet on all evening. 
“Your cousins played nice?” 
“Ahh.”  
“You played nice?” Din asked, teasing. 
“Ahh-ahh! ” Grogu insisted, waving his hands. 
Din chuckled. “Alright, then,” he said. He set Grogu up into the makeshift hammock he’d strung across the ceiling when he’d picked the kid up from the temple on Yavin. “Go to sleep, then. You’ve earned it?” 
“Too-ah? ” Grogu asked, rolling into his hammock gracelessly. 
“I’ll be in soon,” Din promised. “Just go to sleep, kid.” 
Paz’s foundlings had worn Grogu out enough that the kid didn’t argue. He was asleep before Din had finished shedding his armor and had swapped out his wet, cold clothes for dry ones. Din piled his armor up neatly by the foot of the bunk. Hung his kute up in the ‘fresher to dry. Smoothed down the ruffled edges of his beard, his flyaway curls, and then went to find Boba. 
Boba was in the cockpit. He’d started to peel off his own armor, but had only gotten halfway. He had the comms up, and Fennec’s face flickered over top the holodisplay. They were talking quietly, Boba’s voice a low rumble that filled up the ship. 
When Fennec saw Din walk into the comms’ range, she lifted her eyebrows. She looked tired, but well enough; she hadn’t acquired any new scars, at least, and what Din could see of the palace behind her was in one piece. Nothing was on fire. 
“Djarin,” said Fennec, warmly. “Alright, then?” 
Din dipped his head. He was glad to see her. “Alright,” he said. “How’re you? How’re things on Tatooine?” 
“Fine,” Fennec assured him. “How’re  you? How’s this – what, summit? – going?” 
“We’re all still alive, at least,” Din reported. Fennec laughed. 
They spent another ten or fifteen minutes catching each other up. The situation on Tatooine was holding, for now, though the Spotted Anooba and the Shaking Mountain both had reported seeing strange ships in the skies above the desert. 
“You probably only have another day or two, boss” Fennec warned. “We’ve got the palace more or less on lockdown – no one’s coming in or out except our people, and I’m monitoring for outgoing transmissions too, since we still don’t know who’s been leaking information to Gorga – but Gorga will figure out that you’re not on-planet eventually.” 
Boba grimaced. “Noted,” he said. “We’ve got – we’ll be here another day, at least, but the day after – ”
He didn’t say, “ Djar’ika’s gone and challenged at least two other Mandalorians to an honor duel and he might die tomorrow, and if he does I’m going to start a war with the Children of the Watch,” but Fennec clearly heard him say something along those lines anyway, because she narrowed her eyes, fiercely. 
“What,” she asked, silkily, “do you have tomorrow that’s preventing you from coming home?” 
Din and Boba exchanged a glance. Boba cleared his throat. “Mandalorian business,” he said. “Sorry.” 
Din grinned, but Fennec only rolled her eyes. 
“I’m not coming out there to rescue you,” she warned. She looked at Din too. “Either of you. So try not to get killed, alright?” 
“We’ll try,” Din said, still grinning. He knew that it wasn’t  that funny, what he was going to face tomorrow. That it was nothing to laugh about. That it was only how tired he was – how happy he was to be back with Boba – that was making him grin. But he didn’t want to stop. Boba was looking at him with open affection too, and Din didn’t want to do or say anything that would pinch Boba’s eyebrows back together. That would make him frown.
Fennec muttered something derogatory under her breath in Rylish, but Din could tell she was mostly just relieved that Din and Boba were both okay. 
“See you in a few days, then,” she said. “And Djarin – be careful.” 
She cut the call, the blue light that had been filling the cockpit cutting out and leaving only the light from the stars shining through, a faint orange glow down the ridge marking the feast that must’ve been still going. 
Din blinked at her abruptness. “Why’d she just tell  me to be careful?” Din wondered. 
Boba snorted. “Maybe because the last time you were out of her sight, you almost got caught by a slaving gang?” Boba said. 
Din winced. “I had help,” he protested. 
“A Jedi’s help,” Boba agreed. He stretched, his shoulders creaking. “That Fennec didn’t know about until she got down there, she said.” 
Din scowled. “I was fine,” he said. He’d thought that this matter was settled, anyway.
“You were,” Boba agreed, soothing. He stood and started to shed the rest of his armor. “But still. It’s her job to be protective.” 
Din sighed. He supposed that that was true. “We’ll be – it’ll be fine,” he said. He had never fought with the armorer before. He didn’t know how fast she was, how strong. How good she was with her hammer. If Din even had a chance of winning their fight. 
But – 
“Hey,” said Boba. He reached out and touched Din’s shoulder, gently. Some of his amusement had faded, but the affection in his eyes was still easy to read. “It is gonna be fine. Yeah?” 
Din looked at him. Boba spoke with such conviction that Din couldn’t help but believe him, a little. Whatever was going to happen, Din was going to be alright. Boba wouldn't let the alor kill him.  
"Part of me," Din said, honestly, as Boba finally shed the last of his armor, "wants to just... pack up and hit the black. Go back to Tatooine tonight. Say 'kark it' to all of this, and leave." 
"We can, if you want to," said Boba. He sounded sincere. "Just say the word, Djar'ika. Kryze can't keep you here." 
Din shook his head. "It might be the smarter thing to do," he muttered. He looked out the viewport again. "But – "
 But Rau believes in me. Strill. I don't know about anyone else, but – but they welcomed me. They shared their food, their   tihaar, their stories. They – there is a place for me here. There is. A place for Boba too, he thought, thinking of Kip Awaud and his solemn expression. If we want it. 

  And I want it. I just – 

Din wasn't sure that he wanted to kill for it. That was all. 
 Well, that and I still don't know what Kryze wants,  he thought. If she wants me to defend my claim, or if she wants somebody to put a knife in my ribs. 
"Think about it," Boba advised. He stretched again, groaning like an old massif, then tilted his head in the direction of Din's bunk. He raised an eyebrow. 
Din rolled his eyes. "My son's in the room," he said. "And you've already made me come twice today, Boba." 
Boba grinned. "We can try for three some other time," he promised. "No need to traumatize your kid, eh? Just come to bed, Din. To sleep. Think about what you want to do in the morning. Nobody's gonna make you step out across that ice. If you want to leave, we can." 
Sleep sounded good. Sleep with Boba beside him, warm, his heartbeat steady against Din's cheek, sounded even better. 
"Alright," Din said, relenting. "Just to sleep." 
"On my honor," Boba said, solemn. 
Din eyed him. He meant that, Din thought. He sighed and straightened up too. "After you, then," he said. "Bunk's the first door on the left. Try not to wake the kid up. You can dry your clothes off in the sonic, if you've still got snow everywhere."
Boba made a pleased humming sound and left his armor where he'd piled it, padding off in the direction of the bunkroom.
Din cast one last look down at the orange and red lights below, then turned and followed Boba to bed. Boba was right. Din could worry about it in the morning. 
 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: More Mandalorian politics. Din and Boba have sex without renegotiating any of their rules; they don’t do anything they haven’t agreed to in previous chapters, but could be read as undernegotiated sex. Mentions of injury. Boba and Din have complicated feelings about being Mandalorian. 
Chapter notes:
-A sincere thank you to everyone who played “hey, is beskar magnetic?” with me on tumblr the other day. I’m not sure that a consensus was reached, but the comments were all hilarious, so a+, much appreciated.
-It’s chapters like this one that make me really wish I could draw, lmao. I love all 8,000 of my Mandalorian OCs very much. Kippan looks like a traffic cone and Strill’s covert is definitely the Goths of the Mandalorians, which is saying something.
-Strill: “Din saved my life, so you can’t kill him.”
Din: “You’re exaggerating.”
Tamsin: “God damn, could you PLEASEhave less of a moral backbone for ten seconds, you’re making the rest of us look bad.”
-Lol wow has it been a hot minute since we’ve bumped beskar or what?
-Ba'vo is an abbreviation of "ba'vodu," (aunt/uncle), so think of it along the lines of "Auntie" or "Nuncle." 
-I didn’t ever stop to think about whether or not standard Mandalorian kutes are one- or two-piece suits until this chapter, lol, and my small army of LEGO Din minifigures surprisingly provided no clarity on that score. 
Based on a standard military flightsuit, though, I’d imagine that kutes are probably all one piece, though you can see that Din’s got a zipper or something in the front of his, so I don’t think it’s that much of a stretch to be able to assume he could get his cock out, if he so desired.
-Some more Mandalorian foods:
Ne'tra gal, "black ale," a beer probably similar to a stout or a porter.
Kou, cooked prawns or shellfish, from Māori kōura, freshwater crayfish.
A sweet and sour bread that isn't named, based on rēwena paraoa, also Māori.
-The history of the Mandalorian Protectors ‘ere Jaster Mereel’s time is a bit hazy, but having them exist from the time of Mandalore the Great (one of the great (get it) figures of Mandalorian history) isn’t too much of a stretch, I think. 
Think of them as analogous to an honor guard or, like, the Kingsguard of ASOIAF, with the original intention being that the Protectors… protect the current Mandalore, with the role expanding to encompass kind of a Dai Li cultural protector vibe as time goes on. 
(“The Dai Li aren’t that much like Mandalorians!” You might say! 
“You mean the small army of highly-skilled, uniformed warriors charged with protecting a culture by an arcane set of rules that isn’t well-understood by outsiders, who have a penchant for both absolute loyalty and following megolomaniacs around?” I might reply.)
-According to this wiki about Mandalorian armor colors and meanings, silver represents redemption. 
Oddly fitting, that.
-The Resol’nare is pretty sweet, actually, in like. The cyaryc sense. Teaching your kids and defending your family and honoring your ancestors through your armor and protecting your leader when they call for you? Kind of wholesome, actually. 
 
Your song of the week is  “Which Witch,” Florence + the Machine, (WHO’S A HERETIC NOW, et cetera) ”Drifting,” NF (underneath this strong persona I put on a kid that’s screaming)  “Erode,” TENDER, and honestly at this point you should just assume that TENDER’s entire discography is just echoing around corners and down long, dim hallways in the ast ‘verse. 
(For real, though; “If you want me like that, that’s who I’ll be // If you love me right back, I could be anything??” IT’S JUST GOOD.)
Three left, folks!
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    Chapter Summary

    In which there are multiple confrontations, and beskar weapons really do pack a punch.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello, good morning, welcome to the single longest chapter of anything I have ever written! Please fasten your seatbeats and keep your hands and feet inside the browser, because we're getting into it today! 
Thank y'all for the patience lately!! I don't know what it is about revision that is slowing me down, but I swear, the fic went by way faster when I was splitting my time between writing and revising. 
Also, my final round of revision (lol) before the end of the fic has started! I have been slowly combing back through previous chapters and making minor tweaks here and there. I swear to god, the formatting issues? Never-ending. I’m gonna be turning up italic errors for years and picking stray commas out of this fic’s teeth like bits of lettuce. It’s fine. 
Please check the content warnings if you feel at all unsure about this chapter, y’all. This is a pretty heavy one. To cut some of the heaviness, I have also sprinkled in a selection of pretty terrible jokes. 
Happy Monday (and Happy Labor Day for my US folks, may your day be full of rest, etc).


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
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  If Din had any dreams during his second night on Krownest, he didn’t remember them. He woke twice in the middle of the night, once because he heard Grogu shift above him and then again in the small hours just before dawn, reaching for something that Din couldn’t remember and couldn’t see, but the dark and disordered dreams that had plagued Din for weeks were quiet. 


  Both times that he woke, Din was lulled back to sleep within seconds by the steady warmth of Boba’s body. Boba’d thrown an arm over Din’s chest some time during the night and whenever Din had stirred, Boba’d just rumbled sleepily and tugged Din closer to his side. 


  Getting a good night’s sleep was an unexpected indulgence. Cold mountain wind scoured the sides of the 
  
    Fly, 
  
  whistling against the ship’s metal flanks, and outside the 
  
    Fly 
  
  Din was sure that the other Mandalorians, Kryze and Rau and his 
  
    alor, 
  
  were scheming, making plans, moving Din and everyone else around like pieces on a dejarik table, but here on the 
  
    Fly 
  
  Din was with his clan, and he was safe. The ship was warm. The bunk hadn’t been built to accommodate two grown men – especially not two solidly-built warriors – and Din and Boba had had to fold in themselves awkwardly to fit together, but Din didn’t care about that either. 


  He slept. 


  The 
  
    Fly 
  
  was still unfamiliar enough that the sounds of the ship kept Din from sleeping deeply. The ship groaned and murmured to itself. The cyclers clicked and whirred. Din slept shallowly, one ear always listening for the rhythms of the ship, but it was still a more restful sleep than any of the half-panicked nexu naps that Din had managed to catch since leaving the palace on Tatooine. It was even more restful than the night he’d spent on Yavin-4. 


  Two nights on Krownest wasn’t enough time for Din’s body to learn the rhythms of the planet, though, not like he knew the pattern of the day on Tatooine or Nevarro, so Din was still dozing, warm and content, against Boba’s side when someone rose with Krownest’s sun and knocked loudly against the belly of the 
  
    Kirik-Fly, 
  
  startling all three of the ship’s inhabitants up and out of sleep. 


  Boba had arranged himself between Din and the door leading out into the hall, his back to the rest of the ship, but he rolled over as fast as a striking rawl and had a blaster leveled at the door before the knocking’s echoes had even started to fade. 


  Din bolted upright too, fingers curling around a 
  
    verd 
  
  knife that he kept shoved between the frame of his bunk and the wall. Even Grogu stirred; the hammock swayed as the kid startled awake and made a faint sound, his big eyes peering over the edge of the hammock down at Din. He chirped softly.


  There was a pause in the knocking, Din and Boba both still and silent, braced for trouble, and then the knocking picked back up again. It was loud and insistent, five or six strong, clanging thumps that reverberated through the 
  
    Fly’s 
  
  hull.  


  Din recognized the sound. Beskar, knocking against another metal. Not as pure and clear a sound as beskar against beskar, but still a ringing note that Din could feel in his back teeth. 


  
    Another Mandalorian. 
  


  The sound was coming from outside the 
  
    Fly. 
  
  Din had sealed the ship before he’d gone to sleep. None of the ship’s proximity or security alarms were going off, so whoever was outside wasn’t trying to break in. 


  
    Someone wants to talk, 
  
  Din thought. 


  He dropped the 
  
    verd 
  
  knife and ran a hand down his face, the initial rush of a rude awakening beginning to drain away. Din’s eyes were gritty. His heart pounded. 


  
    It’s karking early, 
  
  he thought, but clearly the hour didn’t bother whoever was outside trying to get Din’s attention. 


  “It’s alright,” Din said, his voice hoarse with sleep. He didn’t know if he was talking to Boba, who still had a blaster aimed at the doorway, or if he was addressing the kid. 


  “It’s karking 
  
    early, 
  
  is what it is,” Boba growled, echoing Din’s thoughts, and Din couldn’t help but snort in agreement. Boba dropped his blaster, though, and shook his head a little to clear away sleep. Whoever was outside knocking paused again, then made a sharp, impatient 
  
    clang 
  
  as they started up again. 


  Din sighed. “Hold on,” he said, heaving himself past Boba and out of the bunk. The floor was cold against his bare feet. Din paused to check on Grogu. The kid yawned at him, disgruntled, but he wasn’t afraid; he sank back into his hammock and put his head down, closing his eyes deliberately. 


  
    Probably not gonna die, then, 
  
  Din thought. The kid had a sense for danger. Granted, Grogu usually ignored that sense, but even before he’d started training at Skywalker’s Academy, he’d been able to feel a trap. 


  “Need backup?” Boba asked, putting both feet on the floor. 


  Din scooped the darksaber up from where it had spent the night – on top of the heap of Din’s armor, the hilt glinting in the 
  
    Fly’s 
  
  dim light – and shook his head. “Watch the kid?” he asked, quietly. “Just in case?” 


  An enemy wouldn’t knock on Din’s door. He supposed that it could be Aiken Anson out there, unwilling to wait for a formal duel, or that it could be the armorer determined to dispense her own justice without any prying eyes, but Din doubted it. Anson had been shamed; he’d want to answer Din’s challenge publicly, where everyone could see. 


  
    And the armorer has her own honor. 
  


  Din still curled his fingers over the darksaber’s hilt, ready to ignite the weapon if he had to. The 
  
    Fly 
  
  wasn’t a big ship, so Din reached the sealed plug door before the echoes of the last series of sharp knocks faded and disengaged the seal, letting the door open with a hiss, the ramp stretching down towards the ground. 


  Din cautiously stuck his head out of the plug door and peered down across a brilliantly white morning to find Bo-Katan Kryze waiting for him, her fist raised to knock again against the 
  
    Fly’s 
  
  belly. 


  Din squinted down at her. “What?” he asked. 


  Bo-Katan scowled up at him. She wasn’t wearing her helmet and the wind whipped her red hair. It had snowed overnight, the ridge blanketed in white, and Kryze stood out against the ground like a pillar of fire. 


  “We need to talk,” she said. 


  Din shifted. The wind bit at his bare face, his hands. The 
  
    Fly’s 
  
  metal ramp was cold. Another gust of wind raised chillbumps down his arms. He wanted to shiver. 


  All of Din’s armor was back in the bunkroom with Boba and Grogu. 


  “...Now?” Din asked. 


  Kryze snorted, deeply unimpressed. “You can put your boots on,” she told him. “I’ll wait.” 


  
    Generous of you, 
  
  Din thought. But he felt strangely sheepish, caught without his armor or even his kute on, so he only nodded and ducked back inside. All of his armor and gear was still back in the bunkroom where he’d left it after getting Grogu to bed. Kryze had seen Din without his armor before, of course. He’d been tossed into a bacta tank on the light cruiser in nothing but his underclothes. 


  But somehow, letting her see him like this – rumpled with sleep, languid, when she must know who Din had been sleeping beside – was different. Din couldn’t figure out why. He and Boba hadn’t done anything. They’d just collapsed into the bunk together. But – 


  “Well?” Boba rumbled as soon as Din stepped back into the bunkroom, giving Din the chance to push aside his sheepishness. Boba was standing, halfway armored, and Grogu was watching him from the shelter of his hammock. Boba raised an eyebrow, his expression echoing his question. 


  “It’s just Kryze,” Din said, casting around for his boots. He could get his kute on in under a minute, but armoring up was never quick. Usually when Din was in hyperspace or staying aboard his ship, he slept in full or partial armor exactly for that reason, but he hadn’t even considered sleeping in his armor last night. 


  “She wants to talk to me,” Din added, finding his flightsuit and yanking it on. 


  Boba’s expression darkened. “Need help?” he asked. 


  Din shook his head. “No, it’ll be fine,” he said. He didn’t want to risk Boba and Bo-Katan sparking against each other’s tempers, not today. 


  
    Last thing I need is for them to taunt each other into a duel, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    They’re allowed to spill each other’s blood today. 
  


  “Just – keep an eye on the kid for me?” Din asked. “There should be some ration packs in the hold if you’re hungry. I’ve got an instant caf maker in the cockpit too.” 


  Boba huffed. “I’m not a drill instructor, 
  
    Djar’ika,” 
  
  he said. 


  Din rolled his eyes. He had left Grogu with Boba twice now, but still. “No,” Din agreed. He didn’t want Grogu outside in the cold, though, so he decided to roll a weighted die and take a gamble. “But I trust you.” 


  Boba softened, shoulders dropping, just like Din had thought that he would. Boba seemed to realize what Din had done, too, because he rolled his own eyes and said, “That’s not gonna work on me forever, Din.”


  “No,” Din allowed, a smile tugging one corner of his mouth. “But it’ll work this time, right?” 


  “Right,” Boba agreed, sighing. He looked up at Grogu, who blinked sleepily back down. “We’ll stay here. Right, kid?” 


  Grogu made a noise of agreement, though he was eyeing Din now, probably trying to see if Din was worried. Din smoothed his own expression out and just lifted an eyebrow at the kid. He didn’t want to worry Grogu if he didn’t have to. 


  “It shouldn’t take long,” Din promised. He didn’t have that much left to say to Kryze. He ducked back out of the bunkroom and then the 
  
    Fly, 
  
  tugging his boots up and fastening his kute as he went. 


  When he stepped back out into the bitter wind of a Krownest morning, Din was at least dressed enough that he could ignore the chill. 


  Kryze was still waiting where Din had left her, standing at the bottom of the 
  
    Fly’s 
  
  plug door with her arms folded across her chest. She’d put her helmet on while Din had been dressing, maybe to blunt the worst of the cold or maybe just to try to intimidate Din, and she was standing fully-armored in the snow. Her helmet’s owlish face studied Din as he padded down the ramp. 


  “Well?” Din said when he reached her. He didn’t bother to try and keep a calm or neutral expression on his face. He didn’t know what it was that Kryze wanted, that had her knocking his door down before the sun had even fully cleared the mountains, but Din knew that he probably wasn’t going to like it. 


  
    It’s not like I slept in, 
  
  he thought, surly. The sun 
  
    was 
  
  rising, but the sky was still pale with early morning light and there was no movement among the other ships that were still perched on the ridge. Din could distantly hear noise down in the valley, but the forest around Clan Wren’s crouching 
  
    morut 
  
  was quiet. 


  “What do we need to talk about?” Din asked, tone sharp. 


  Kryze didn’t rise to the bait. She tilted her head, considering – no doubt drawing her own conclusions as to what Din and Boba had been doing, given that Din was entirely unarmored and had first opened the door in his sleeping clothes – and then she snorted again. 


  Din tried not to bristle, feeling raw and exposed. 


  
    She was going to find out about Boba and me sooner or later, 
  
  Din told himself, curling his fingers into loose fists. The darksaber was a comforting weight in his hand. Flexing his thumb made his right arm ache sharply, the pins and plates screwed into the bones already complaining from the cold. 
  
    We’re – it’s fine. 
  


  Din and Boba hadn’t even done anything particularly scandalous; Grogu’d been in the room, so all they’d done was 
  
    rest, 
  
  legs tangled, Boba’s arm thrown over Din’s belly, Din tucked into Boba’s side. 


  Din shifted from foot to foot, discomfort rising. 


  He and Boba had agreed, months ago now, to keep their arrangement private. Din had mostly wanted to keep it away from the palace gossips, but now that he thought about it, Din didn’t really care for Bo-Katan to know about them – about what Din and Boba were to each other – either. She would use that information for her own ends, and Din had learned the hard way that what 
  
    she 
  
  wanted and what Din wanted weren’t necessarily the same thing. 


  Her words at the summit echoed in his head. 


  
    I’m not the 
  
  mand’alor. 
  
    He is. 
  


  
    I don’t – I’m not ashamed, 
  
  Din thought, examining his discomfort more closely. 
  
    Not of Boba. Never of Boba. But I don’t want her to use me against Boba, or him against me. Us, together, it’s – it’s not a game. 
  


  The way that Din felt about Boba wasn’t a piece on a dejarik board. It wasn’t for Kryze to use and twist for her own purposes. 


  Finally, Kryze took pity on Din and said, “We need to talk about how you’re going to conduct yourself today.” 


  Din’s spine stiffened. “I can conduct myself fine,” he growled, annoyance filtering in to replace his unease, his wariness. Irritation was a good cover for discomfort.


  
    What does Kryze think that I’m going to do? 
  
  he wondered. 
  
    Throw a duel and hit the black? Leave Mandalore behind? 
  


  “I know how to fight,” Din added. 


  Kryze just studied him, her expression hidden behind her helmet. “Do you?” she asked. “Do you know the rules of an 
  
    ijaa’kaan?”
  


  
    An honor-battle. 
  


  “'Don’t lose?'” Din shot back. 


  Kryze made a sound like a canyon krayt that had been tricked out of its cave. A low, irritated sound, one that brimmed with the threat of future violence. “I’m being serious,” she said. 


  Din set his jaw. “So am I,” he returned. 


  “You’re an idiot, then,” said Kryze flatly. “Listen to me. 
  
    Ibac jaon’yc. 
  
  This isn’t a game. Warriors die in these duels. 
  
    Especially 
  
  warriors who have a claim to the influence that you have. Anyone looking to challenge that claim will be looking to kill you.” 


  “I’m not an idiot,” Din snapped. He thought of the armorer. Of how flat her voice had been when she’d accepted Din’s challenge, of her anger, her firm dismissal of everything Din had learned since he’d taken his helmet off on Morak, of Din’s own anger. 


  She would kill him, if Din gave her the opportunity. He knew that she would. 


  “And I’m not afraid either,” he added. “I can handle myself in a fight.” 


  “I know you can 
  
    fight,” 
  
  Kryze said. “I’m no idiot either, Djarin. I’ve fought at your side, remember? You handled yourself well against the Empire. 


  “But,” she added, cutting Din off before he could retaliate, “this isn’t the Empire. These are your people.” 


  “I know that,” Din said, frowning. He 
  
    wasn’t 
  
  stupid, and he didn’t know what he’d done to give Bo-Katan the impression that he was. 


  “Do you?” Kryze asked, softly. Something in her tone made Din go still. The wind buffeted him. Sliced through his kute, cold as a 
  
    verd 
  
  knife. “They will kill you, if they get the chance,” she said. “And some of them won’t stop unless 
  
    you 
  
  kill 
  
    them.
  
  ”


  Din stared at her. Something very cold crept down his spine. He hadn’t considered that. Boba had pointed out yesterday that the 
  
    alor 
  
  would try to kill Din, and Din had 
  
    known 
  
  that, but the idea of killing her – 


  “I don’t – I can just fight them to a surrender,” Din said. “No one wants to die here. It’s – we fight until one of us is disarmed, right? Or pushed out of the sparring ring.” 


  That was how Tuskens settled their duels, after all. They fought in the 
  
    aza’gad 
  
  circle until one warrior lost his weapon or was pushed from the circle, and then the fight was over. There 
  
    were 
  
  fights to the death, of course, but there were so few Tuskens left that death-battles only really happened when – 


  
    When one warrior, 
  
  Din thought, the horror crawling down his back sprouting legs, talons, clawing its way into his chest, 
  
    challenges another for the right to be the chief. 
  


  Kryze had put Din forward as the 
  
    mand’alor. 
  
  Anyone who wanted to be the 
  
    mand’alor 
  
  instead would have to challenge Din for their claim to be recognized. It didn’t matter that Din knew that he couldn’t really 
  
    be 
  
  the 
  
    mand’alor, 
  
  that he’d tried to get Kryze to take the darksaber from him half a hundred times on the light cruiser, that each time she had refused.


  In naming Din 
  
    mand’alor 
  
  – in telling the gathered Mandalorians how Din had earned the darksaber, how he’d fought Gideon, how he’d 
  
    won
  
   – she had painted a target on his back. 


  Din had made his peace with the idea of the 
  
    alor 
  
  attempting to kill him, but the idea of being forced to kill her was one he’d deliberately skirted around. 


  “Djarin,” said Bo-Katan, “there is no sparring ring. This isn’t a spar. An 
  
    ijaa’kaan 
  
  – it’s not always to the death, but it can be, if one warrior refuses to back down. And for a shot at leading us all…” 


  
    Many won’t back down. 
  


  Anxiety turned over in Din’s stomach. He looked at Kryze. 


  
    If one warrior refuses to back down, she said. 
  


  Din swallowed. 


  He couldn’t see Bo-Katan’s face. Her eyes, the look in them, the set of her jaw. She hadn’t challenged Din yet, but if she wanted to be 
  
    mand’alor 
  
  – 


  
    Would she make me kill her, if we fought? 
  
  Din wondered. 
  
    If we fought and she disarmed me, would she keep fighting until I was dead anyway? 
  
  If that was what it took for Kryze to anchor her claim, would she kill Din, who she’d considered her ally? 


  Kryze cocked her head a little, armor glinting, and Din knew without having to ask her that she was thinking the same thing. If she was wondering if Din would kill her, if they fought. 


  
    Would I? 
  


  Din didn’t want to die. He had no intention of laying down for the 
  
    alor 
  
  and letting her bash his head in, put a blaster bolt between his eyes or the darksaber in his chest, and he loved her. He didn’t love Kryze. 


  He admired her, a little. Din couldn’t help but admire her. Respect her. There was a reason that Kryze had managed to gather so many warriors to her cause. Din could feel the pull of her personality, her conviction, just like he knew that Koska Reeves felt it, like he knew that Axe Woves felt it. There was something about Bo-Katan that Din 
  
    wanted 
  
  to follow. 


  Boba was like that too. The depth of loyalty he’d inspired on Tatooine – a place where loyalty was usually just as changeable as the desert itself, allegiances walking like sand dunes, shifting with the changes in the wind – was impressive. 


  
    And it’s not just my loyalty that Boba’s won, 
  
  Din thought. Din himself gave loyalty easier than most of Tatooine’s people did. He couldn’t help it. He’d been raised that way. An 
  
    alor 
  
  led the tribe and protected it, and in turn the warriors of the tribe gave the 
  
    alor 
  
  their loyalty whole-heartedly. Din had thought of Boba as an 
  
    alor 
  
  for weeks. Months. 


  
    But Fennec – she’s not Mandalorian. 
  
  Fennec had been an assassin. Her loyalty had belonged only to herself. 


  But she adored Boba. Ushib loved him. Noora loved him. Kasyyk and the rest of the hunters, all of the palace guards; they respected Boba, fought for him, died for him if they had to. 


  
    Kark, he’s even got half the Quarter on his side now, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    And Kryze – I think she could probably do something like that here, with all of the Mandalorians. 
  


  When she’d opened the summit yesterday, some of the clans had questioned her. Argued with her. Disagreed.


  But none of them had walked away. Everyone had listened to her when she’d started to speak. 


  
    I respect her, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Could I kill her, if I had to? Over the darksaber?
  


  He looked back at Kryze as steadily as he could. Din couldn’t answer his own question. He didn’t 
  
    want 
  
  to kill Kryze, but if she came at him – 


  Then Bo-Katan dipped her head a little, breaking the stare, and some of the tension bled out of the air around them. Din took a breath, cold wind crackling in his chest, and dropped his shoulders. He uncurled his hands. 


  “For a chance to lead us all,” Kryze continued, quietly, “many warriors would ignore good sense and fight past when they should stop.” 


  She sounded almost – regretful. There was a hollow note in her voice. Like she’d been one of those warriors, once, and had fought far past the point when she should’ve put down her blasters, her knife. 


  “Are you prepared for that?” she asked. 


  “No,” said Din, honestly. He dragged a hand down his face. “I haven’t – I didn’t think about it.” 


  A fight to the death – 


  
    I think – I think that I 
  
  knew 
  
    it could happen, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    But I just didn’t consider it. 
  
  Aiken Anson had been irritating, had insulted Din’s son, but he didn’t deserve to die for it. And the armorer was doing what she thought was right. She wasn’t right and Din was determined to prove that to her, but fighting to the death wasn’t proving a point. Fighting to the death was just – an ending. 


  
    A waste, 
  
  Din thought. 


  Kryze only nodded. “So what will you do?”


  Din shrugged. “Figure it out on the ice,” he said, tiredly. 


  To Din’s surprise, Bo-Katan huffed a chuckle. “Fair enough,” she said. “But still. It’s not just your own name you’re representing on the ice today, Djarin. It’s mine. It’s Fett’s, too,” she added, when Din’s expression darkened. “And Rau’s, and your brother Vizsla’s name; it’s everyone who has decided to stand with you. Behind you.” 


  Her phrasing made Din startle again. “To stand behind – ? 
  
    Your 
  
  name?” He didn’t understand. “But – you don’t want 
  
    me 
  
  to lead Mandalore. 
  
    You 
  
  want to lead Mandalore.” 


  “Oh, do I?” Kryze asked, mock-surprised. “I didn’t realize. Of course I want to lead Mandalore,” she snapped. “But what I want and what Mandalore needs – well. I’m open to alternate possibilities, Djarin. I tried my hand at leading Mandalore. Twice, actually. And I will lead it again if that will help our people, bit if that’s not what Mandalore needs – ”


  “And I am what Mandalore needs?” Din snapped back, his temper rising. “I don’t know anything about Mandalore!” 


  “You’re learning, though,” Bo-Katan replied, calmly. “And you don’t stand alone. Fenn Rau is a good ally to have. I should know.”


  There was a story there, but Din was too angry to chase after it. “So, what?” he growled. “You’ve – you’ve decided that you’re going to rule through me?” 


  “Would you let me?” Kryze asked, her question an echo of Rau’s from last night by the fire. 


  Din glared at her. “I’m not a puppet,” he said. 


  She shrugged. “There’s your answer, then,” she said. “Mandalore doesn’t need a weak king. It needs someone strong. Someone new. You’re both. As long as you can prove that strength in an 
  
    ijaa’kaan 
  
  today then I don’t see what the problem is, rallying Mandalore under 
  
    your alli’gai 
  
  instead of mine.” 


  The edges of Din’s vision went black. He clutched the darksaber so tightly that the ache in his arm intensified into a spear of red pain. 


  “What if I don’t want to be the 
  
    mand’alor?” 
  
  Din asked. 


  Bo-Katan just looked at him. “Then you’ll probably die today,” she said. “Which would be a waste. I don’t know who all you’ve challenged. Some might be content to just disarm you, to fight you to surrender, but others…” she shrugged again. “Others will want a stronger claim.” 


  “That’s – ” Din started, his stomach lurching, anxiety clawing at the bottom of his ribs. 


  “The way that it’s done,” Kryze interrupted. 


  Din closed his mouth. 
  
    Stupid, 
  
  he’d wanted to say. 
  
    And pointless. Why bother fighting to the death when there are so few of us left? 
  


  “I think you’re a fighter,” Kryze continued. Her voice was quiet now. Din blinked at her. His ears were ringing. “I think you’re a survivor, too. I’m counting on it, actually – I wouldn’t have thrown my name and the names of all my 
  
    tal’vode 
  
  behind you otherwise.” 


  “When did you throw your name behind mine?” Din asked. He wasn’t sure how to respond to Bo-Katan’s declaration – that she thought that Din was a fighter, that he wouldn’t just lie down and die – so he ignored that part of her statement. Too many thoughts and feelings were whirling around his head. He couldn’t pick just one to focus on, though he tried. 


  Din frowned harder, searching his memory. “You just – you just told everyone that I was the 
  
    mand’alor,” 
  
  he said. “You didn’t say anything about – about allying with me. None of your people did.” 


  Bo-Katan sighed. “What did you think that we were doing all day yesterday, while you were busy whispering behind closed doors and playing in the snow with children?” she asked. 


  Din bristled at her tone. “I was – ”


  “That wasn’t an insult,” she said, interrupting Din for a third time. He bristled harder. “In fact, it was probably the best thing you could’ve done. If you’d spent any time at all trying your hand at 
  
    joha’kaan, 
  
  you’d have more than just a few challenges to face today. You're too straightforward. And your akk dog up there – ” she jerked her chin in the direction of the 
  
    Fly, 
  
  no doubt meaning Boba – “would probably be up to his shoulders in blood.” 


  “Don’t talk about him like that.” 


  Kryze ignored him. “My people and I,” she continued, “spent the rest of 
  
    our 
  
  day answering questions about you. Gathering support, and gathering a few challenges of our own. We told your story. We supported you.” 


  Din thought about all of the Nite Owls, all of Kryze’s allies, that he’d seen around other cook-fires last night. He tried to swallow and found that he couldn’t; a knot of fear had worked its way up from his stomach and lodged itself underneath Din’s jaw. 


  
    Is that what they were doing? 
  


  Din had assumed that they’d been rallying support for 
  
    Bo-Katan. 
  
  They were her 
  
    tal’vode, 
  
  after all. Blood-sworn. They hadn’t sworn anything to Din. They didn’t owe him anything. 


  
    Challenges – did some of her people accept a challenge on my behalf? 
  
  he wondered. The darkness at the edges of his vision grew. His chest was tight. 


  “I didn’t – I didn’t ask you to do that,” Din said hoarsely, forcing the words out. “I didn’t ask 
  
    them 
  
  to do that. I didn’t – I don’t want any of this!” 


  “What do you want?” Kryze asked. 


  Din paused. 


  She had never asked Din that before. Not directly, at least. In all of his interactions with her, Din had just assumed that what he wanted didn’t matter to Kryze. To be fair, he didn’t think that what 
  
    she 
  
  wanted mattered much to Kryze either; what mattered to her was Mandalore. Din’s thoughts and feelings, what he wanted, just – didn’t matter. Not compared to an entire planet. An entire people. 

“Me’copaani?” Kryze asked. The words rolled over Din. “Copaani oya’karir? Copaani oyacyir? Copaani be’slanar, draar haat tug’yc? Copaani ramaanar solus?” 

  Din closed his eyes. Weeks ago, Boba had warned Din not to let Kryze know just how little Din actually knew about Mandalore. He’d told Din not to tell her that Din was 
  
    dar’manda. 
  
  An outsider. Din had pretended to understand most of what Bo-Katan said to him. 


  
    But she knew that I was 
  
  dar’manda. 
  
    Or – that I thought that I was 
  
  dar’manda. 
  
    And she knows where I came from. What else do I have to hide from her? She even knows about me and Boba now. 
  
  And maybe letting Kryze realize how little Din actually knew would change her mind. Convince her to back someone else. Someone who knew what they were doing, who understood Mandalore like she did. 


  “I don’t speak 
  
    mando’a,” 
  
  Din said. He opened his eyes.  


  He had kept that secret from Bo-Katan and her 
  
    tal’vode 
  
  as best as he could. He hadn’t wanted them to know. But none of the words Kryze had just tossed at him were ones that Din knew, and he was tired of pretending to understand. 


  To Din’s surprise, Kryze’s answer was gentle enough. “I am asking you,” Kryze said, “what you want, Din Djarin. Is it to be a bounty hunter? A king?” she pressed. Din didn’t open his eyes. “To be an exile? A moisture farmer on Tatooine?”


  “There’s nothing wrong with being a moisture farmer on Tatooine,” Din got out, screwing his eyes shut tightly again. The white light of Krownest pressed at him, glowed against his eyelids, but he wasn’t ready to look at Kryze just yet. “It’s not a bad life.” 


  Din himself would get bored moisture farming quickly, but – 


  
    But there are other things to do on Tatooine, 
  
  he thought. He could farm moisture during the rainy seasons and hunt with the Spotted Anooba or the White Bantha during the day. He could grow polta beans with Cobb Vanth. Stand with Boba in the throne room. Help him run the outfit, play sabacc with Noora and Fennec, make a freedom run or two when Cobb and his people needed Din’s ship. 


  
    I could visit the Jedi more often, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Play with the younglings. Spend more time with Grogu. I could practice Form Two with K’Kruhk and the other Knights. 
  


  That didn’t sound like such a bad life at all. 


  
    But – but if I’m the 
  
  mand’alor, 
  
    will I have time to do any of that? And if I 
  
  don’t 
  
    fight today – if I walk away – I’ll – I’ll lose my people. Again. Permanently. 
  


  That was what Kryze was hinting at, Din thought. If Din wanted to leave, he could leave. No one was holding him here. 


  But if he ran, he’d never be welcomed back in. It wouldn’t matter that Din had chosen a new Creed. He’d be known as a coward. His 
  
    alor 
  
  would be right and the Children of the Watch would shun Din at best. Kryze would drop all of her support, would pull her people away, and even Fenn Rau, who’d proven himself to be reasonable, to be honorable, might turn away. 


  Din could call himself Mandalorian, but if he didn’t fight for it, no one would believe him. 


  
    Do I want that? 
  
   


  He opened his eyes. Kryze was looking at him patiently, still as a shriek-hawk watching its prey from the top of the trees. Ready to dive. 


  That was the trap that she had set for Din. The harpoon she’d driven into his belly. This choice. 


  
    Fight and die today, maybe, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Fight and run the risk of having to kill another Mandalorian. Or – 
  


  Or leave, and never call himself Mandalorian again. Din had been the one to challenge the armorer. He’d challenged Anson, too. “Honorable warriors fight. Cowardly ones talk,” Din had said. 
  
    He’d 
  
  decided to fight. If Din ran from that challenge today – 


  
    I won’t just be a coward, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    I 
  
  will 
  
    be 
  
  dar’manda. 


  He understood the word a little better now. It wasn’t just “not Mandalorian,” it was “no 
  
    longer 
  
  Mandalorian.” It was an active choice. It was turning his back on his promises.  


  Faint anger, the ashes of Din’s argument with the 
  
    alor, 
  
  stirred in his chest. 


  “You –  you arranged this,” he said, the words hot in his mouth. Kryze had been cruel. This – she’d phrased it like she and her people were doing Din a 
  
    favor, 
  
  like he should be grateful for their support, but what she’d really done was put the lives of other people into Din’s hands. He hadn’t asked her to. He didn’t want her to. 


  Kryze just shrugged. “I did,” she agreed. 


  “
  
    Why?” 
  


  Kryze studied him. Her visor was black, the crisp lines of her armor stark and straight. 


  “Because I took the darksaber from you?” Din pressed. “Because you didn’t get what you wanted on the light cruiser? I offered you the darksaber! You could have taken it. No one would’ve known except for us.” 


  Kryze’s calm demeanor finally cracked. She twitched, an angry, aborted motion, fingers curling like they wanted to punch Din in the face. 


  He almost wanted her to. That, at least, would be honest. Din would know what to do with that. 


  But she didn’t hit him. 


  “Do not ever,” she said, her voice low and dangerous, “suggest that I have no honor again, Din Djarin.” 


  Din set his jaw, prickling with anger and confusion. 


  Kryze let out a controlled breath. “I can’t make you fight,” she said. “I can’t make you stand up for yourself, for your people, for mine. If you want to step out onto the ice and throw away the darksaber and your claim to Mandalore along with it, that’s your choice. But if you choose to fight, you 
  
    will 
  
  fight. Do you understand? You will not dishonor any of the warriors who have staked their own honor on yours. You will not diminish the sacrifice of my people. You 
  
    will 
  
  act with honor, or I swear on the stars, I’ll kill you myself. Understand?” 


  Oddly, some of the angry tension in Din’s chest began to loosen. Eased, like a fist relaxing into his open hand. 


  For the first time since they’d met on Trask, Din thought that he and Bo-Katan understood each other. 


  “I won’t – I’m not just going to lay down and let someone kill me,” Din said. “I’ll fight.” 


  He 
  
    would 
  
  fight. Din was not a coward. He didn’t see why everyone else had to fight for him, but Din at least knew he would fight. 


  Kryze looked Din in the eye. “See that you do,” she said, simply. “Do you need the rules?” 


  Din hesitated, but nodded. In the space of five minutes he’d confessed to knowing almost nothing about Mandalore and 
  
    mando’a 
  
  both. He’d thought that he had understood the rules of an 
  
    ijaa’kaan, 
  
  but he’d been surprised so many times over the last rotation that he wasn’t sure anymore. 


  Some of the tension in Kryze’s shoulders relaxed too. “Good,” she said. “The rules of an 
  
    ijaa’kaan 
  
  are fairly straightforward. You fight until you win.” 


  Din blinked and resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “That’s… illustrative,” he said. 


  Kryze huffed and raised a hand. “You can win three ways,” she said, and held up three fingers. “Before an 
  
    ijaa’kaan, 
  
  both warriors get the chance to set the limits of the duel. The warrior with the grievance usually speaks first. Aiken Anson insulted your son, so you’ll get to offer him a choice. You can duel to first blood,” and she dropped a finger, “to surrender, or to victory.” She dropped her other two fingers.


  “Victory?” Din asked. 


  Kryze inclined her head. 


  “What does that mean?” Din asked. “What’s 
  
    victory? 
  
  Is it different for different clans?” 


  “See?” Kryze said. “You are learning.” Din bristled at her tone, but she continued. “Yes. And you were right, earlier – many will 
  
    not 
  
  want to die here. Many will define 
  
    victory 
  
  – 
  
    parjai 
  
  – as disarming your opponent, or knocking them down, or drawing first blood. 


  “But some,” she said, “only define the victor as the one who walks away alive.”


  Din swallowed. “First blood,” Din repeated. “Surrender. Or death.” 


  Bo-Katan nodded. “If you can’t accept that,” she said, “you need to leave now. Before the duels start. Because if you can’t accept that you 
  
    will 
  
  be killed, Din, and I don’t know what Fett will do if you are. What your kid will do. I’ve seen angry Jedi before, and it wasn’t pretty.” 


  Luke Skywalker had told Din that Grogu had killed. Grogu’d killed the bounty hunter who’d come to Yavin-4 looking for Luke, and he’d killed on Gideon’s light cruiser too. If Din was badly hurt, if Din was killed – 


  
    What will Grogu do? 
  


  Din knew what Boba’d do. He’d already told Din that he’d kill anyone who managed to kill Din. That he’d kill the 
  
    alor 
  
  if he had to. 


  Din’s stomach twisted tighter, unease rising. 


  
    So much death, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    Can we afford that? 
  


  He tried to take a step back from his immediate feelings – anger, that Kryze thought that Din was a coward who’d run from a fight, fear for the 
  
    alor, 
  
  fear for himself – and think carefully. 


  His instinct was to puff up like a spit viper and flash his teeth at Kryze. 


  Of course Din could fight to kill. He wasn’t an unblooded warrior just a few weeks past his Foundling’s Trial – he had fought and killed before. With a blaster, with a knife, with his spear, with the darksaber. With his hands, when he’d had to. Din was no stranger to death. 


  
    But those were my enemies, 
  
  he thought. He had killed bounties that had fought back. Pirates who’d tried to take over the 
  
    Crest. 
  
  He had killed rival bounty hunters – the Trandoshan crew that had had Grogu in the first place – and Imperial Remnants too. He’d killed some of Gorga’s mercs. 


  
    But everyone here – they’re not my enemies, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    They’re my people. Even the 
  
  alor – 
  
    she’s not my enemy. 
  


  How could she be his enemy? She couldn’t be his enemy any more than Paz could be his enemy. Any more than Annika could be Din’s enemy, or Boba. Din didn't want her to die. He just – wanted her to apologize. 


  Din let out a slow breath. “I don’t want to kill anyone,” he said, slowly. 


  Kryze tilted her head back, hands curling into fists, but Din held one of his own hands up to stop her before she put more words in his mouth or a blaster bolt between his eyes. 


  “But 
  
    victory – 
  
  I can win,” he said. 


  “You’re not listening,” growled Bo-Katan, but Din just shook his head. 


  “
  
    You’re 
  
  not listening,” he said. “You said that there were three ways to settle a challenge, right? To first blood, to surrender, to victory.” 


  “And I told you that for some, a victor must kill their opponent.” 


  “Kark them,” said Din. 


  “Djarin – ”


  “I’m serious,” Din snapped, slashing his hand through the air like a stroke of the darksaber. “I can win. I can knock someone out, or fight them until they can’t any more. What honor is there in killing someone who’s already beaten? Is there anyone who’d argue for that?” 


  Kryze paused. “Not with any success,” she said slowly. “You’re – Djarin, there are no loopholes in an honor duel.” 


  Din snorted. “Of course there are,” he said. He was reminded, oddly, of the first time he’d faced off against Boba. The first spar they’d had in the old training room in Jabba’s palace. The memory rose so strongly that Din could smell the dust, could taste the air. Could hear Boba’s boots scraping over the old 
  
    aza’gad 
  
  ring, the 
  
    clack 
  
  and clatter of Boba’s 
  
    gaderffii 
  
  against Din’s spear. 


  “You win a lot of spars?” Boba had asked. 


  “Not at first,” Din had replied. “But once I figured out that I could cheat…” 


  Boba had laughed, then. Kryze wasn’t laughing now. 


  
    And it wouldn’t be cheating, really, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Just – pushing the rules. 
  


  “You’d handicap yourself,” Kryze said. Her tone was hard to read for the first time since she’d knocked on the belly of the 
  
    Fly. 
  
  “No one else will bother trying to 
  
    incapacitate, 
  
  not when a kill is faster.” 


  “That’s their business,” Din said. He set his jaw. He was decided. 


  Kryze stared at him. “You’re insane,” she said, flatly. 


  Din shrugged. “Maybe,” he said. “But 
  
    you’re 
  
  the one who named me the 
  
    mand’alor. 
  
  You put this on me. I didn’t. I would have backed you, if you’d asked. But you didn’t, and if you want me to fight – to honor your support, your people’s support – then you’re going to have to let me fight my way. And I don’t want to kill anyone.” 


  “Why not?” Kryze asked. For once, the question wasn’t combative. 


  “Because there’s no reason to,” Din said. “And there’s – there’s so few of us left.” He had never expected to see five or six hundred Mandalorians all in one place, but Din knew that there’d been thousands more, once. Hundreds of thousands. Millions, maybe. 


  Kryze kept staring at him. Then she said, in half-disbelieving tones, “Of all the 
  
    mando’ade 
  
  still fighting out in the galaxy, why did it have to be 
  
    you 
  
  on the light cruiser?” 


  Din blinked. “What?” 


  Kryze just shook her head and waved a hand, irritated. “Fine,” she said. “Fine. Handicap yourself. Fight your way. As long as you 
  
    fight, 
  
  I suppose that’s all I can ask for. 
  
    Jare’la bal dini’la, al ibac haar mand’alor.
  
  ” 


  “I don’t know what that means,” Din said. 


  Kryze snorted. “Don’t worry about it, then,” she said. “Just – try not to die, I guess.” 


  “Thank you,” said Din slowly, “I think.” 


  “I’m being serious,” Kryze growled. 


  “So am I,” Din replied. He sighed, dragged a hand through his hair. Kryze was probably right. Din was taking a big risk, fighting only to wound or incapacitate when someone else would be fighting to kill, but the risk felt right too. Felt just. 


  
    Ni serim, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    I’m right. 
  


  He sighed again and looked up at the sun, which was clearing the ridge. He didn’t have much time left before he’d need to be on the ice. 


  “Why did – why did you decide to back me in the first place?” Din asked, addressing the sky. He still didn’t understand that, not really. Why Kryze had chosen him, out of everyone left among the Mandalorians, to put forward as the 
  
    mand’alor. 
  
  “You didn’t tell me,” Din said. “On the light cruiser. We had time to talk about it.” 


  “You didn’t ask,” Kryze said. “And keeping you in the dark served my purposes.” 


  “
  
    How?
  
  ” He looked back at her, disbelief twitching across his face. 


  She lifted one shoulder. “Honestly? Because your ignorance gave me more time to plan everything,” she said. “Fett was a surprise, but the rest of it – the rest of it’s gone pretty well.” 


  “You – ”


  “Had my chance to rule,” Kryze said, spreading her hands. She sounded wistful again. Rueful again. “Twice. Convincing the 
  
    mando’ade 
  
  to back me a third time – well. Some might follow me, but more than the most loyal clans already sworn to my house – probably not. Too many remember the Night of a Thousand Tears. 


  “I was Duchess then,” Kryze added, when she saw understanding flicker across Din’s face. “Too many still remember that 
  
    I 
  
  was the one who gave the order to abandon the planet. To run.”


  Din blinked, surprised. He hadn’t known that. Rau hadn’t said anything about that last night, when he’d helped Din fill in the gaps in his knowledge. 


  “But you,” Kryze continued, “you’re new. The Children of the Watch have always been on the fringes of things. It’s a risk, I think, backing a cultist, but so far you’ve carried yourself well. You’ve won Rau’s support and he can rally the 
  
    Haat Mando’ade. 
  
  I carry some weight with the Great Clans. As long as you don’t prove yourself a coward today – and you don’t get yourself killed being a 
  
    jare’la 
  
  idiot - you’re someone that all of Mandalore can follow.” 


  “I don’t want all of Mandalore to follow me,” Din said. “I have enough to do as it is.” 


  Kryze snorted. “Tough,” she retorted. “You should’ve been less honorable, then.” 


  Din’s temper flared, but Kryze held up a hand to stop him. 


  “I do have a few other stops to make, before we all meet on the ice,” she said. “I don’t have time to stand here and argue with you. You’ve got the basic rules of an 
  
    ijaa’kaan, 
  
  and please, do try not to die. For Fett’s sake, if not for your own.” 


  “You don’t care about Boba,” Din snapped back, bristling. Kryze 
  
    hated 
  
  Boba. She didn’t care what happened to him. 


  “No,” she agreed easily. “But he 
  
    will 
  
  die for you, and he doesn’t have half the allies that you have. Letting him get into fights on your behalf would be… dangerous.” 


  There was a threat there, somewhere in Kryze’s voice. But before Din could address it, she was already turning away from him. There were still a few other ships left on the ridge and Kryze started to walk towards one of them, a hawkish Mandalorian fighter that had come down planetside from the 
  
    Gra’tua. 
  


  “You don’t have to threaten Boba to get me to do what you want,” Din called after her retreating back. 


  Kryze didn’t slow down or turn back around. “When I threaten Boba Fett,” she replied, “you’ll know. You should armor up, Djarin. It’s going to be a long day.” 


  Din stared after her, confused and annoyed in equal measure. He didn’t know why Kryze couldn’t just say what she meant. She claimed that she wasn’t threatening Boba, but Din couldn’t see how what she’d said 
  
    wasn’t 
  
  a threat. She’d said that Boba would die for Din. That he wouldn't have any allies to protect him. 


  
    That’s not true, 
  
  Din thought, remembering how Kippan Awaud had pulled Boba aside last night. 
  
    Rau would stand with him. But Boba doesn’t 
  
  have 
  
    to fight anyone. If something happens to me, he can just – leave. He can go back to Tatooine. 
  


  
    I can just leave, 
  
  Din thought. 


  He wasn’t going to, of course. He wasn’t going to run. Whenever he thought about confronting the armorer, anxiety still spiked in his belly, but there was determination inside of Din too. Conviction. 


  He was going to prove all of them wrong. The armorer. Kryze. The Mandalorians who’d rejected Boba and the ones who’d only accept Din if he killed his kinsman. Paz, too, and the Children of the Watch who thought that there was only one Way of the Mandalore. 


  
    Ni serim. 
  
  I’m 
  
    right. And I’m – I’m going to prove it. 
  


  Din watched Kryze for a moment, then turned and climbed back up the ramp into the belly of the 
  
    Kirik-Fly. 
  


  He thought of Grogu. 


  
    The kid – he deserves to grow up knowing that he can 
  
  choose 
  
    how to be Mandalorian, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    If he even wants to be Mandalorian at all, I guess. He should get the chance to – to look at it all, the Creed, the 
  
  Resol’nare, 
  
    the Supercommando Codex. All of it. 
  
  Grogu deserved the chance to hear all of the words that all of the Mandalorians said to themselves as they put their armor on to face the galaxy, and he deserved to pick the words that he said to himself. Grogu deserved the chance to be better. 


  
    They all do, 
  
  Din thought, thinking of Kieran, Took and Mirda. Of the kids of Strill’s tribe. The young Mandalorians who’d played in the snow with Din and Boba last night. They all deserved the same chance. The certainty of that thought burned in Din. 


  Boba saw it, too. He’d kept the kid in the bunkroom, though Grogu’d climbed out of his hammock and Boba had armored up for the day. Both of them looked up when Din made it back onto the ship, and Boba saw the fire in Din’s face. 


  “Productive talk, then?” Boba asked, his tone light. He’d been in Din’s cramped little ‘fresher shaving, the door propped open so that he could see Grogu, and somehow Grogu had acquired a hydrospanner that he was waving around like a sword. 


  Din narrowed his eyes. 


  Boba was unrepentant. “What?” he asked, catching the direction of Din’s gaze. “You wanted me to give him a real knife? Kid wants to play 
  
    verd’ika, 
  
  a hydrospanner’s safer than something with an edge, right?” 


  “
  
    Naaf!” 
  
  Grogu agreed happily. Din winced. If the kid’s first proper word was “knife,” Din was pretty sure that Skywalker’d have more to say about the way that Din was raising the kid. 


  “Be careful,” Din instructed. Grogu flicked an ear at him. Din sighed. He turned his attention back to Boba. 


  “It was fine,” he said, referring to his conversation with Bo-Katan. 


  Boba snorted and went back to shaving. He’d borrowed Din’s kit and the woody smell of depil cream had filled the bunkroom. “‘Fine,’ was it?” he rumbled, in a tone that reminded Din that Boba very much did not like that word. 


  Din winced. “It was informative?” 


  “Better,” Boba said. “What’d she want?” 


  “Mostly to make sure that I wouldn’t shame her out on the ice today,” Din said, honestly. “She wanted to make sure that I knew the rules of an 
  
    ijaa’kaan. 
  
  And she – she wanted to make sure that I was ready.” 


  “For what?” Boba asked, frowning into the ‘fresher’s chipped mirror. 


  Din took a breath. Let it out slowly. “For some of the challengers on the ice to try to kill me,” he said. “To – to kill them, if I had to.” 


  “Ah,” said Boba. He set Din’s kit down and wiped the last of the depil cream off his face. He turned to face Din. “And?” 


  Din took another breath. “And,” he murmured, watching Grogu play with the hydrospanner, his mythosaur pendant half-tucked inside his clothes. Boba’d gotten the kid dressed for the day, sticking him back in the clothes Din had left out overnight to dry, and that made love stir in Din’s chest again, warm and warding. 


  “And – I told her that fighting to the death over 
  
    this,” 
  
  Din gestured with the darksaber, still in his hand, “is stupid. I told her that I’d find another way to win. I don’t want to kill anyone over this.” 


  Boba’s expression darkened. “You may not have a choice,” he said. 


  “There’s always a choice,” said Din. “I told her that I wouldn’t just let someone kill me, but – there’s more ways to win a fight than just killing your enemy.” 


  
    And none of these people are my enemy. 
  


  “Din,” Boba started, but Din shook his head. 


  “
  
    No,” 
  
  he said. “The darksaber – it’s not worth killing for. Not to me. I told Kryze that too.” 


  “How’d she take it?” 


  “About as well as you,” Din said. 


  Being compared to Bo-Katan made Boba pull an irritated face. But he could see that Din wasn’t about to back off of this. “Alright,” he said. He held up both hands. “Alright, 
  
    Djar’ika. 
  
  You wanna fight your way, I… I guess I get that. As long as you meant what you said. That you’re not gonna just let your armorer stick a knife in your chest.” 


  “
  
    Naaf?” 
  
  Grogu repeated, setting down his hydrospanner to look between Din and Boba. This time his eyes were big with concern. Din winced. The kid understood a lot more than he let on. Din had forgotten that, in all of this time without Grogu at his side. 


  
    Don’t upset the kid, 
  
  Din said, switching over to Tusken sigh, the motions clumsy with the darksaber still in his hands. 
  
    It will be fine. I will be fine. 
  


  
    You better be, 
  
  Boba signed back, the motions tight and quick. 


  “I’ve only got two challenges so far,” Din pointed out, tossing the darksaber over onto the bunk so he could start to armor up. “And Anson didn’t look like he’d put up much of a fight, so. It’ll be okay, Boba.” 


  Boba snorted. “Fine,” he said. “But I’ll jump in if I have to, Djar'ika, and if Kryze doesn't like it, she can kark right off." 


  “Language,” Din said, tilting his head at Grogu, who just giggled. Din was sure that the kid had heard worse. 


  Boba sighed. 


  He helped Din armor up, though, so even though Boba was clearly worried, he wasn’t worried enough to leave or to tie Din down to the bunk and take all three of them up into the stars. Din wouldn't have minded Boba tying him up, honestly. He would have liked something to fight against, something to burn some his tension against, before wading down into Mandalorian politics again. 


  There wasn't time, though, and Grogu was here. Din had enjoyed the wyyyschokk silk in Boba's bed, but he doubted that he'd enjoy it half as much in a cramped bunk with Grogu in the next room over. 


  If Boba could tell what Din was thinking, he didn't show it. He just slotted each piece of Din’s armor into his kute with care. He checked every connection, tested every seal. Din let him. He understood what Boba was trying to say with his hands, with his attention to detail. He was trying to keep Din safe. 


  
    But we’re Mandalorian, 
  
  Din thought, as Boba’s gloved fingers brushed against the underside of Din’s jaw, pulling the collar of Din’s kute high to guard his neck. 
  
    We’re never safe. 
  


  Grogu picked up on some of the tension. He set the hydrospanner aside for good and started chewing on his mythosaur pendant, toddling over to Din’s boots to lean against one of Din’s shins. 


  “Hey,” Din said, as Boba secured Din’s signeted pauldron over his shoulder, the mudhorn’s snarling face gleaming. “C’mere, kid.” He bent and held out his hands. Grogu climbed into them willingly, reaching out to pat insistently against Din’s cheeks when Din scooped the kid up and brought him to eye level. 


  “You can sense it, huh?” Din said. “All this nervousness. Probably doesn’t feel very good, does it?” 


  He thought of Yavin-4. The peace that surrounded the Jedi temples. The calm. 


  
    Skywalker called the Force there a river, 
  
  Din thought. He tipped his head down to press his forehead against Grogu’s. 
  
    The Force here probably feels like an ocean in a storm. Everyone’s afraid. Everyone’s angry. Everyone believes that they’re right. 
  


  Din wasn’t a Jedi, so he didn’t know how to make Grogu feel better in the Force. How to soothe it, to settle it, so that Grogu didn’t pick up on the anxiety that had knotted itself around Din’s ribs. 


  
    I don’t need to be a Jedi, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    I know Grogu, and he knows me. We’ve – we’re gonna be fine. It’s gonna be fine. 
  


  Din closed his eyes and took a few slow, steady breaths, encouraging the kid to follow along. They probably didn’t have time to meditate properly, not like the Jedi meditated on Yavin-4, but Din didn’t really need to be in a hurry to rush back to the like and cross beskar with Anson and the armorer either. 


  He could take a moment to just – breathe. 


  Boba, finished fussing with Din’s armor, stepped back and let them have their space. Grogu’s skin was warm against Din’s, still baby-soft, and his claws were gentle on either side of Din’s face. In his hands, Din felt Grogu breathe too, matching Din. The kid settled. Some of the anxiety in Din’s chest loosened. 


  “There,” Din said, pulling back. “Good, see?” 


  “
  
    Booor,” 
  
  Grogu chirped. His mythosaur pendant gleamed. 


  “Good,” Din repeated, holding the kid out a little. He looked at Boba and raised an eyebrow. “Ready to go, then?” he asked. 


  “Sure,” said Boba, his own feelings tucked away, his face once again arranged in the distant expression of the King of Tatooine. Then Boba smiled, quick and a little mischievous. “
  
    After 
  
  you’ve had something to eat,” he said. “”D be embarrassing if the 
  
    mand’alor 
  
  fainted before he even got onto the ice.” 


  Din didn’t feel much like eating, but Boba didn’t care and made him bolt down a few ration bars anyway. 


  By the time the three of them had made a decent dent in the cubby where Din kept his rations, Krownest’s sun had fully cleared the mountains and was shining though thick grey clouds as they left the 
  
    Fly 
  
  and trudged back down the ridge through the snow. 


  Other Mandalorians had woken and gone down to the lake too. Fresh snow had fallen overnight, thick on the trees, on the backs of the spaceships that had stayed on-planet through the night, but several lines of fresh boot prints were pressed into the snow too, tracks leading down through the trees. 


  More ships were dropping out of orbit. Several blue- and white-painted starfighters dropped out of the sky and made straight for the 
  
    morut. 
  
  A battered grey freighter came down and landed on the ridge. Noise floated up through the trees. 


  Din raised an eyebrow, turning to look at Boba. They’d both put their helmets on before they’d left the 
  
    Fly. 
  
  Din carried Grogu on his shoulder. 


  “Sounds like we might be a little late,” Din said. He couldn’t make out any specific sounds riding the wind as it whipped through the snowy forest. Clan Wren’s 
  
    morut 
  
  reared up out of the trees. 


  Boba shrugged. “Anson will wait,” he said. 


  Din grimaced. That, he thought, was true. 


  When they came out of the trees and rounded the stronghold’s grey walls, Din’s other eyebrow went up. The noise spiked from a hum in his ears to a roar that made his auditory sensors crackle. 


  Din and Boba 
  
    were 
  
  late. Almost everyone else from the summit was already here. The ice was packed with Mandalorians again, except this time they weren’t eating and drinking and playing 
  
    get’shuk; 
  
  they were fighting.  


  Several duels had started already. Din and Boba hadn’t lingered on the 
  
    Fly 
  
  for very long, but apparently they’d delayed it enough that others had come down at first light and started to settle their challenges. Din counted at least ten duels raging fiercely, though it was hard to tell what was a duel and what was just the raucous, seething crowd. Handfuls of clear patches had bloomed across the ice, each bare patch hosting a pair of warriors, each ringed with dozens of Mandalorians. The noise of them buffeted Din like gusts of dry desert wind. 


  “
  
    Ehh?”
  
   Grogu asked, leaning out on Din’s shoulder. He’d found the nearest duel – a contest between two warriors that Din didn’t recognize, one in blue armor and one in red – and was watching with concern. 


  Din followed his eyes and frowned to himself. 


  The two fighters had a ring of maybe fifty other Mandalorians around them. There was no formal ring or set field, and when the blue-armored warrior was pushed against the crowd, the crowd just pushed her back towards her opponent. 


  
    They’re fighting with knives, 
  
  Din thought. 


  He scanned as much of the lake as he could see, trying to make sense of it all. 


  Three other pairs were fighting with knives. One duel was being fought with metal staves and four more with blasters, streaks of red light hissing in the snow. 


  
    Nobody’s dead yet, though. 
  


  Blood 
  
    had 
  
  been spilled. Din caught sight of one of Bo-Katan’s people, Mira Antilles, trading blows with a Keldau warrior. Mira’s armor was flecked with blood. 


  There was blood in the snow, too, white churned to red. A Devaronian Mandalorian fighting another Nite Owl was bleeding green. The snow around him was the color of fresh Nabboian grass. He was fading, too. Din saw him stumble.  


  Din swallowed. 


  “This is – this is a lot,” he muttered to Boba, angling his body so that Grogu couldn’t see any of the bloodier contests playing out. 


  Boba snorted. “This is Mandalore,” he said. 


  Din frowned. “Was – was Keldabe like this?” he asked. “When you went there?” 


  Boba didn’t answer Din for a long time. The sounds of battle rose up against the sky. Someone – Mira Antilles’ opponent – cried out, then stopped. The crowd in that direction let out a great roar. 


  Then Boba said, “Sort of. It wasn’t – I dunno. I didn’t stick around long enough to see any honor-duels, like these. But – yeah. There was always somebody fighting in some alley or cantina or even out in the streets, where everyone could see. Did a fair bit of back-alley brawling myself.” 


  “What’s the point?” Din murmured, speaking more to himself than to Boba. He studied the nearest dueling pair again. Din had no idea who either warrior was. He didn’t know why they were fighting. But the edges of their knives were sharp. Dangerous. 


  “Everybody’s got something to prove,” said Boba. He nudged Din’s arm, careful not to jostle his shoulder and send Grogu toppling into the snow. “Look sharp, Din. That’s an Anson coming at you.” 


  Boba was right. Moving down the middle of the crowd, sidestepping cheering and jeering warriors, was a tall, thin human woman in dark grey armor. She was carrying her helmet and she had the same pattern of lines carved into one pauldron that Aiken Anson had, her signet also lined with gold. Her face was thin, her cheekbones high, chin pointed, her eyes a shade of near-violet. Her hair was white-blonde. A sister of Aiken’s, Din thought, or a daughter. 


  When she was close enough to speak, she called out, “We’re waiting for you. Are you ready?” 


  Din exchanged a glance with Boba. Boba inclined his head. Din turned back to the woman and said, simply, “Yes.” 


  The woman nodded and turned around, clearly expecting Din to follow her, and started to wade back through the crowd. 


  Din and Boa shared another glance. 


  “Last chance,” Boba said. 


  “Too late,” Din said back, and followed after the woman. 


  Stepping off the lakeshore and onto the ice shouldn’t have made the noise around Din change any, since he’d been close to the crowd to start with, but it did. Stepping into the crowd turned the ringing shouts, the cheers and battle-cries and screams of pain, into a bone-rattling 
  
    roar. 
  
  Din could feel it throbbing in his chest like a second heartbeat, a steady press of noise that made his shoulders pull tight, maybe all of his instincts twitch and startle. 


  It didn’t help that the 
  
    mando’ade 
  
  were more boisterous than they’d been during Kryze’s summit yesterday. Then they’d been quieter, more self-contained; clans had stuck with their own and there’d been space enough to move between them without being jostled in a hundred directions. 


  Even the feast last night hadn’t been this loud, this overwhelming. It had been chaotic, a little, between everyone trying to outdo each other’s 
  
    tiingilar 
  
  recipes and the games of 
  
    get’shuk 
  
  that had broken out over the ice, but there hadn’t been any 
  
    malice 
  
  in the air. There hadn’t been a sense of danger blaring in Din’s chest like an alarm klaxon.  


  His ears were ringing with that warning now. 


  “
  
    Eeeeh,” 
  
  Grogu whined, pressing up hard against the side of Din’s helmet. His tiny claws clutched the collar of Din’s kute. 


  “I know, kid,” Din murmured, taking a deep breath, forcing himself to keep after the Anson woman and to stop flinching away from stray elbows and shoulders. Heads were turning as Din and Boba passed. Attention skated over the surface of Din’s nerves like a knife scraping down freshly-forged beskar. 


  “It’s alright,” Din continued. He didn’t want Grogu to panic. “It’s just loud. It’s okay.” 


  
    I was right on the 
  
  Fly, 
  
    when I thought that this probably felt like an ocean to Grogu, 
  
  Din thought. If the Jedi Academy was a peaceful river, the Wrens’ training grounds had become a raging, storm-tossed sea. The sun was gone, hidden by glowering grey clouds, and the Mandalorians’ bloodlust battered Din in waves. He could taste it in the air. 


  He didn’t shy away from it, though. In fact, as he waded into the crowd after the Anson woman, aimed straight at a duel, Din’s heartbeat picked up. His blood began to warm. His body knew what was about to happen. He was ready for a fight. The size and noise of the crowd had startled him, but Din was used to being startled. He could work through it. 


  “That’s one of the Nite Owls, isn’t it?” Boba said, half-shouting to be heard over the ceaseless roar of the crowd. He pointed, and Din followed the line of his hand; to the right a clear space had bloomed in the ice, and Axe Woves was in the middle of it trading punches with a big warrior in red and black. 


  Din’s stomach lurched. 


  
    Is he – is he fighting for me? 
  
  he wondered. Kryze hadn’t named any of the people who’d accepted or issued challenges on her behalf or Din’s, but Axe was – friendly, at least, if not Din’s friend. He was an ally. 


  The red-and-black Mandalorian had a crown of oversized, fearsome spikes to his helmet, and he had both of his gauntleted arms up to block Axe’s blows, but Axe was relentless. He’d be through the other Mandalorian’s guard within the next minute or so. 


  Mira Antilles’ fight had finished. 


  
    Was she fighting in my name too? 
  
  Din wondered. 


  Now that he was looking for Nite Owls, he saw more of them; they weren’t fighting in every duel that raged across the snow, but there were more Nite Owls fighting than not. Koska shot a Farr warrior in the hand while Din watched. One of the Saxon brothers was struggling against an Ordo. 


  There had already been victories today, and defeats. As Din and Boba passed, a dead or unconscious warrior was dragged away, towards the edge of the ice. He left a smear of blood in the snow as he went.


  Din’s stomach lurched again. 


  
    That could be me next, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    Or Anson. 
  


  His heart beat quickly, but evenly. It was hard to be afraid. Din had been a fighter for most of his life. Walking towards another fight was nothing new. His mind knew that the stakes were higher – higher than anything Din could ever have imagined, or wanted to imagine – than most of his fights, but his body saw no difference. A fight was a fight. 


  Boba, though, was getting tenser and tenser as they waded into the crowd and came out on the other side, where a loose ring of warriors, most of them with Anson signets on their pauldrons too, had started to gather, forming another dueling ring. 


  Din nudged Boba’s ankle with his boot. 


  “It’s going to be fine,” Din muttered. 


  Boba blew out a crackly breath. “Just don’t die,” he said, tone clipped. 


  
    He’s worried, 
  
  Din thought. “I won’t,” Din promised. 


  The Anson woman crossed the still-forming circle and joined her kin. Aiken Anson himself was waiting for Din, as were, Din saw, Strill and her younger brother Rawl. They stood apart from the Ansons, but Strill lifted her chin when she saw Din. Din nodded back, chest warming. She'd come to support Din. 


  She and Rawl had come alone, though. Din didn’t see any others from her covert and he didn’t see any of his own people, either; Paz was usually easy to find in a crowd, but he was nowhere in sight. Annika wasn’t here. The 
  
    alor 
  
  wasn’t here. 


  
    Maybe they decided that this wasn’t worth it, 
  
  Din thought, though he doubted it. He pressed his mouth into a thin line underneath his helmet. 
  
    Maybe they just left. 
  


  The armorer wouldn’t run from a fight, though, and Din hadn’t just broken the Creed. He’d told her to his face that he thought that the Creed was wrong in the first place. That 
  
    she 
  
  was wrong, for keeping the truth of Mandalore from her people. 


  She couldn’t let that go unanswered. 


  
    She’ll be here, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Which means that I need to save my strength. I can’t spend it all against Anson. 
  


  Despite the fact that he’d never fought a formal Mandalorian honor-duel before, Din had a pretty good idea of what to do. He levered Grogu off of his shoulder again, carefully prising the kid free – Grogu clung on, making another high, whining sound, upset and afraid – and handed him over to Boba. 


  “
  
    Boor,” 
  
  Grogu cried, his ears pinned back. He reached for Din again. 


  “It’s okay,” Din promised him. He looked at Boba. “It’s gonna be fine. You’ve seen me fight before.” 


  Din was addressing both of them. Boba just twitched, like an eopie bitten by a kirik-fly, and tucked Grogu into the crook of one arm. Grogu quieted, at least, though Din could tell that he was still unhappy. 


  Din took another breath and turned to face Aiken Anson. The news that Din had made it down to the ice was spreading across the crowd. Some of the roaring was dropping off, replaced by low, insistent murmurs, and the ring of warriors around Din and Anson both was filling in. 


  
    Spectators, 
  
  Din thought, disgruntled. 


  This wasn’t a Haxion Brood pit fight. This wasn’t 
  
    entertainment. 
  
  This was – 


  Din pushed that thought – that noise – away. It didn’t matter what this was or wasn’t. Philosophy had no place here. Din deliberately tried to empty his mind. To focus on his enemy. 


  
    No, 
  
  Din told himself. 
  
    Not my enemy. My opponent. Anson’s not my enemy. Not yet. 
  


  Din studied him. Aiken Anson had polished his armor to a keen shine. Almost all of his 
  
    beskar’gam 
  
  was a single, uniform dark grey color, with gold inlaid into the pattern around Anson’s signet and against his helmet’s sharp cheeks, hammered into shape around his 
  
    kar’ta beskar. 
  


  
    Pretty, 
  
  Din thought, studying Anson from across the ice. 
  
    But not used much, I don’t think. 
  


  Anson’s armor was free of dents and chips and scrapes. That could be a testament to Anson’s skill or the quality of its forging, Din supposed. His own armor was also in excellent shape, bright and gleaming. 


  But Anson’s kute was just as untouched as his armor. Din’s kute – Boba’s robes, Bo-Katan’s flightsuit, Paz’s hydraulic system – was cut and torn in a dozen places, mended with thick thread and mismatched patches of fabric. Din’s cloak was frayed and full of holes. His boots were scuffed. His gloves worn at the fingertips, across the palms. 


  None of Anson’s gear had a mark on it. 


  
    Doesn’t mean that he 
  
  can’t 
  
    fight, 
  
  Din reasoned. 
  
    But it does mean that he probably doesn't fight often. 
  


  Din settled, corralling his breathing, his heartbeat, the rising battle-fever heating his blood. He set himself back into a ready stance, his weight on his heels. He breathed. 


  
    He’s armed, though. 
  
  Anson carried a pair of WESTAR pistols, like Bo-Katan, and he had a big vibroknife tucked into a holster at his belt. His armor was light, a hunter-type cuirass like Din’s, but his gauntlets were bulky enough to have some kind of weapons capability. 


  
    A hook, I’d bet, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    And maybe a small wrist-mounted blaster for backup, if he loses the WESTARs. I don’t see any whistling birds. 
  


  Din hadn’t been able to find anyone to forge him new whistling birds. He had the raw beskar for them now, the crate underneath his bed back at the palace, stacked high with clean beskar ingots, but Boba didn’t forge at all and the 
  
    alor 
  
  wouldn’t forge anything for Din ever again. 


  
    Doesn’t matter now, anyway, 
  
  Din thought. He didn’t need whistling birds. They weren’t terribly useful against just one enemy – he’d learned that trying to bring down the darktrooper. 


  Din had his spear. He had his blaster. He had the darksaber. 


  
    And I know how to use it, 
  
  he thought. 


  The space around Din and Anson was widening, a circle of ice opening up as warriors shifted to get out of the way. Now that he was here, ready to fight, Din was almost glad that there were other duels raging. It meant that he and Anson only had an audience of forty or fifty Mandalorians, instead of an audience of five or six hundred. 


  Expectation crackled around the circle of warriors like power pouring through a live circuit, sparking and leaping from Mandalorian to Mandalorian. Their excitement was rising. They all wanted to see Din fight. 


  Din took another steadying breath. Anson shifted. 


  
    Do we just – go? 
  
  Din wondered. Bo-Katan hadn’t explained that to him. She’d given him the terms of an 
  
    ijaa’kaan, 
  
  how one was won, but she hadn’t said anything about how one 
  
    started. 
  


  Perhaps sensing Din’s confusion, one of Kryze’s people – Lysistra Saxon, Torryg’s fierce mother – stepped out of the crowd. She looked first at Din, then at Anson. From the way Anson’s clanmates looked at Lysistra, they’d expected someone to step out onto the ice. 


  
    Is she the mediator, then? 
  
  Din wondered. 
  
    The judge? 
  


  Lysistra looked between them both again. “Are you ready?” she asked them. 


  Din gave her a short, quick nod and fixed his eyes on Anson. He didn’t want Anson to surprise Din. To try and rush him. 


  Anson nodded too. He slid into a ready stance, mirroring Din, feet spread, weight balanced. 


  
    The ice could be a problem, 
  
  Din thought. The fresh snow that had fallen overnight had already been packed down close to the surface of the ice. A wrong step could send Din or Anson skidding. 


  
    Or, 
  
  Din thought, remembering the fight on the New Republic prison barge, where staying low and close to the ground had helped Din bring down a small battalion of guard droids, 
  
    I could use it to my advantage, if Anson’s not expecting me to fight like that. 
  


  “Very well,” said Lysistra, her voice ringing out over the ice loud and clear. Almost all of the noise around Din and Anson had dropped off, now. The nearest duels had either stopped or been settled. The attention – the focus on Din – was growing. 


  Lysistra looked at Din. “Din Djarin, of Clan Djarin,” she said. “Aiken Anson offered you an insult against your honor.” 


  Din set his jaw. 


  
    He called my son a 
  
  creature, 
  
    like Grogu’s just some animal, 
  
  Din remembered. That anger was easy to find again, a flush of cold clarity paring down Din’s thoughts, lending him focus. 


  “As the offended party, you may decide how your honor will be satisfied,” Lysistra told him. 


  
    First blood, surrender or victory. 
  


  
    And victory, 
  
  Din thought, Bo-Katan’s words echoing around in his head, 
  
    could be death. 
  


  Din clamped down on the impulse to shout his answer. He needed to do this carefully. He needed to mean it. 


  Despite the insult, there really was no reason to kill Aiken Anson. Din had killed people who’d threatened Grogu, but there was a difference between a threat from someone like Gideon, a threat like some of the hunters from the Guild, and Anson throwing insults. 


  
    Anson’s a 
  
  shabuir, Din thought. 
  
    But that shouldn’t be a death sentence. 
  


  Still, fighting only to first blood was risky. Din didn’t want to give Anson the opportunity to get a lucky slash in with a 
  
    verd 
  
  knife and win by default. 


  Mind made up, Din cleared his throat. “Surrender,” he said. His voice carried. 


  Surprised murmurs rippled through the watching Mandalorians, undercut by the furious sounds of other duels raging across the lake. The music of struck beskar ringing, shouts of anger and triumph and pain, the clans cheering and jeering. 


  Lysistra inclined her head. “Aiken Anson, of Clan Anson?” she asked. 


  Anson lifted his chin. “Surrender,” he agreed. Din couldn’t tell if Anson was relieved by Din’s choice or disappointed. 


  “Alright, then,” Lysistra said, stepping back to rejoin the crowd. More of Kryze’s people had come. Kryze herself was shouldering her way up to the front of the crowd. Din risked one last glance at Boba, who had gone to join Strill, Grogu in his arms. Boba met Din’s eyes and inclined his head. 


  “Begin,” said Lysistra. 


  
    That’s it? 
  
  Din thought, tearing his attention away from Boba and fixing it back on Anson. Cold focus spread through his limbs, his chest. 
  
    No speeches? 
  


  Based on everything that Din had learned about Mandalore over the last two days – and how much Bo-Katan, Rau and others had 
  
    talked 
  
  – Din had been half-expecting more speeches. More formality. 


  But Lysistra faded back among the Mandalorians who’d gathered to watch Din and Anson fight, and no one, not even any of Anson’s clansmen, stepped up to say anything else.


  Anson shifted. Din unhooked his spear from his back and brought it down in a loose, open guard, the metal glinting. Thirty feet separated Din from Anson. 


  
    No point in going for a blaster, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    We’re both in full beskar. 
  


  The spear would give Din reach. He’d fought a few successful bouts with it already – Din had finally brought down a darktrooper with the spear, had brought down Gideon, had fought A’Shek to surrender and Boba to a draw with it – and the weight of the spear was familiar and comfortable in his hand. 


  Another murmur went up, sweeping through the crowd. Din had surprised his spectators. He ignored them. 


  They wanted him to use the darksaber. Din could feel their expectation in the air. 


  
    To surrender, we said, 
  
  he thought. He’d fought Gideon to surrender, but he’d done that with the spear. The darksaber wasn’t a weapon that had been designed for mercy; it’d be too easy to hack off one of Anson’s limbs with it, to slip through a gap in Anson’s armor and put the darksaber into his heart. 


  
    I don’t want to kill him, 
  
  Din reminded himself, even as shards of anger spread through his chest. 
  
    Just – teach him a lesson, that’s all. 
  


  
    I want to teach all of them a lesson. 
  


  Din had only a second or two to examine that thought before Anson, tired of waiting, moved. 


  Din wanted to prove a point. That realization skimmed across the surface of Din’s thoughts. 


  
    What point do I want to prove? 
  


  Din didn’t have time to figure it out. Anson’s patience broke first. He surged forward, drawing both of his WESTARs, and laid down a buzzing cloud of cover fire as he rushed Din to try and take Din down and off of his feet. 


  WESTARs packed a punch, but Din had been letting Fennec use him as target practice for weeks now; blaster bolts singing and stinging against his beskar didn’t bother him. He let his armor take the brunt of the bolts – ignored the shouts and cries of surprise behind him as a few bolts went wide and sizzled into the crowd instead – and settled his weight forward. His cloak, snapping in the wind, gained a handful of new holes. 


  Anson was 
  
    fast. 
  
  He emptied both of his blasters’ cartridges and sprang at Din like a vine tiger, swinging one of the now-empty WESTARs for Din’s throat. 


  But Din was ready for him. He flicked his spear out and caught Anson on the inside of one calf with the haft of his spear, making the other man stumble, and then Din switched his grip so that he had the shaft of his spear in both of his hands, braced across his chest like a stave. When Anson stumbled his pounce and brought his blaster down on the edge of Din’s cuirass instead of his neck, Din caught him and shoved him easily away. 


  
    I’m stronger than he is, 
  
  Din realized, adjusting his stance again. He hadn’t managed to pitch Anson off of his feet altogether, but Anson was off-balance as he stumbled back. He was lighter than Din, thinner, maybe faster too, but Din was stronger. 


  There was no point in letting a good opening go to waste. As Anson tried to recover, Din swept out with the spear, testing Anson’s reflexes. Beskar met beskar with a high, ringing note and sparks flew. The sharp edge of the spear skated against Anson’s cuirass, gouging the paint and causing Anson to stumble even further back. Din let him lurch out of reach and reset his own stance, grinning fiercely to himself underneath his helmet. 


  
    Not so unmarked now, 
  
  he thought. Din hadn’t damaged Anson’s armor, of course, but he had managed to score a bright silver line through the paint. 


  Someone in the crowd – Strill, Din thought – let out a whoop. Din didn’t take his attention off of Anson to confirm that it had been her, but a curl of excitement flickered through his blood, adrenaline beginning to pick up in earnest. 


  Anson growled, the sound crackling from beneath his helmet, and dropped the empty plasma cartridges from his blasters. Din struck again before Anson could reload them, lunging forward and stabbing in with the spear. Anson managed to dodge, light on his feet, but Din didn’t give him any time to recover. 


  Din pressed forward, boots scraping in the snow, and slashed at Anson again and again He kept each slash quick and controlled, precise; the point of his spear was a needle, scraping against Anson’s armor, throwing sparks, keeping Anson on the back foot. 


  Anson had clearly never trained in 
  
    par’bevii. 
  
  He was fast enough, dodging what he could and using his big gauntlets to deflect what he couldn’t, but he didn’t know how to move to counter Din’s strikes or to turn the fight around in his favor. 


  Din pushed him for another handful of seconds, testing for the weaknesses in Anson’s guard, in his form, then dropped away to wait and see what Anson did next. 


  Anson had some proper fighting instinct in him, at least. As soon as Din let up, Anson lunged again, trying to get inside Din’s guard. 


  Din let him. Anson brought a blaster up and tried to shoot Din in the throat at close range, but he hadn’t had time to reload his blaster and there was no plasma inside of it to burn. Anson snarled again and swung at Din’s head, trying to catch him with the heavy grip of his WESTAR. 


  Din ducked, heart thundering – Anson had skipped straight past trying to fight Din to surrender and had gone for a killing shot instead – and retaliated, reversing his grip on his spear and jamming the blunt end of it underneath the edge of Anson’s cuirass with all of the strength Din could muster. 


  Din had done something similar against Boba, the first time they’d sparred together. Had done it twice, actually, trying to get Boba on the ground, out of the ring. But Boba was built like a gundark and had only staggered, losing his breath for a moment. Anson was leaner, lighter; when Din made contact, driving the butt of his spear forward as hard as he could, Anson yelped and went down. He dropped both of his blasters and instinctively grabbed for the shaft of Din’s spear. 


  Din had only hit him with the blunt end, not the spearhead itself, but Din knew that if he 
  
    had 
  
  used the spearhead, he would’ve won the fight then and there. Anson toppled backwards, hitting the ice with a 
  
    crack, 
  
  and scrabbled for the haft of Din’s spear. 


  Din let him grab on, pushing in and down. He heard Anson’s breath wheeze, high with pain. 


  “Do you surrender?” Din asked, his voice a low growl. Behind him and around him, he could hear the crowd roaring, boots stamping in excitement or approval. Some of the Ansons were calling out encouragement to Aiken. Others were cursing. Din thought that he even heard Grogu shrieking, adding his voice to the 
  
    mando’ade. 
  


  But the crowd didn’t matter. The sound of them had mostly fallen away, pushed back to the edges of Din’s awareness. All of his focus was on Anson. 


  Anson snarled at Din, clutching the spear as it dug hard into his belly. 


  “Do you 
  
    surrender?” 
  
  Din repeated, forcefully. He had Anson on his back, pinned down. 


  “Get karked,” Anson growled back, and swept one of his boots at Din’s ankle. He tugged on the spear at the same time, trying to pull Din within range, but Din 
  
    was 
  
  stronger than Anson and tore the spear free. 


  Anson managed to kick him, though, his boot grazing Din’s shin, and kicked again, this time hooking his foot around Din’s ankle and 
  
    yanking. 
  


  Din lost his stance and wobbled. He had a split second to decide what to do – try to regain his footing and leave himself open to an attack, or fall and roll away – and chose to fall, tucking his elbows in and hitting the snow and the ice. 


  A blaster bolt whizzed past the space where Din had been a split second ago. Anson 
  
    did 
  
  have a wrist-mounted blaster in one of his gauntlets. 


  Din felt the ice shudder underneath him and tucked his spear close too, to keep it from catching on the ice and tearing out of Din’s hands. Operating on instinct, Din rolled, clearing space between him and Anson. The crowd roared again. 


  Cold snow pressed against Din’s kute. Cold wind bit at his back. He kept rolling and sprang up to first his knees, then to his feet, lashing out with the spear again to keep Anson back while Din regained his balance. 


  Anson rolled too. He left his spent blasters in the ice and pulled out his vibroblade instead. The blade crackled when Anson ignited it, purple energy flaring. 


  
    Gotta keep him at arm’s length, 
  
  Din thought. His armor could take a crack or two from an empty blaster, but a vibroknife would go through Din’s kute without any trouble. 


  Din had given Anson a chance to surrender without taking an injury, too. He’d had Anson pinned to the ice. 


  
    Anson didn’t want to take the easy way out. 
  


  That was fine. Din, in a calm, watchful corner of his mind, could even understand. No Mandalorian wanted to give up without putting up a good fight. 


  Din shifted his grip again, bringing his spear around so that the cutting edge faced Anson. 


  Adrenaline narrowed Din’s vision. He couldn’t see the edges of the crowd any more, couldn’t see Boba or Grogu. Couldn’t hear them over the thunder of his blood in his ears. 


  Din blew out another breath, reining in the instinct to surge forward and go for Anson’s throat. 


  
    I need him to surrender, 
  
  Din reminded himself. 
  
    I need him to yield. 
  
  Bo-Katan hadn’t explained what would happen if a warrior stepped outside of the terms agreed to before an 
  
    ijaa’kaan. 
  
  If there was punishment, dishonor, if Din would have to fight Anson’s remaining relatives. 


  
    But I don’t want to be the one to break the rules. 
  
  I 
  
    set the terms. I need to follow through on them. 
  


  Again Anson moved first, patience failing. He darted forward, his vibroknife spitting sparks, and cut straight for a gap between Din’s chest and his belly. 


  Anson knew how to handle a knife. His footwork was better, his stance more balanced. Din resolved not to let him get close. As Anson charged forward, Din twisted, using momentum to sweep his spear up and then 
  
    down, 
  
  the blade hissing through the air; the blow caught Anson in the shoulder, in the gap between his pauldron and the collar of his kute. 


  Din had been carrying his spear around for months now, but beskar didn’t dull. The edge was still sharp as a razor and it cut first into Anson’s kute and then into his shoulder. Anson shouted. Blood sprayed. Din took a step back, tugging the spear free, then swept in again, this time aiming the cutting edge of his spear at an unarmored portion of Anson’s thigh. 


  He didn’t miss. Din tried not to slash Anson too deeply – leg wounds could be fatal – and followed his slash with an aggressive step forward, dropping his shoulder to ram Anson, hard, in the chest. 


  Din didn’t miss with that either. His shoulder caught Anson in the chest and Anson went down again, though he flailed with his knife and managed to score a hit down the side of Din’s cuirass. 


  The vibroknife buzzed, sawing into Din’s kute, but Anson was down and on the ice again before the electrified blade made it through Din’s kute to his skin. 


  Anson hit the ice on his back and tried to scramble away. Blood steamed in the snow. Din followed. 


  Anson was panicking. He seemed to have forgotten that he had another blaster in his gauntlets, that he still had a knife in his hand. He didn’t roll or tuck his injured leg up to further protect it, and he didn’t try to leap back to his feet, to stand on more even ground. 


  All Anson tried to do was get away. 


  The fight was over. Din felt it. He’d won. There were ways that Anson could recover, but he was too panicked to see any. All Anson was doing now was flailing blindly, lashing out like an animal caught in a trap. 


  Din crushed any pity he might have felt – really, a warrior panicking at the sight of their own blood had no business stepping up to fight – and made sure that Anson understood that he’d lost. 


  Din stepped forward neatly, both hands on his spear, and swept the point of it down to hover a bare inch from Anson’s throat. Anson’s kute had a high collar, the stiff fabric nearly touching Anson’s chin, but he and Din both knew that it wouldn’t matter. Din had proved that his spear would go through Anson’s kute like a Tusken knife through bantha fat. Anson froze. 


  “Well?” Din said, looking down at Anson. “Are you finished?” 


  Anson stared up at him. For a second, Din thought that Anson would spit at him. Would go for his wrist-blaster, for his knife. 


  But he didn’t. Anson stared up at Din for a long moment, the snow turning red all around him, and then he flopped back onto the ice and said, “
  
    Luubid.” 
  
  Enough. “I yield. You win, 
  
    mand’alor.” 
  


  “Djarin,” Din corrected him. He pulled his spear back and switched it to a one-handed grip, bracing it against the ground. He offered his free hand down to Anson. 


  The crowd, which had roared when Din put Anson on his back again, quieted some. Din ignored them. 


  Anson stared at his hand for a moment, then dropped his still-crackling vibroknife into the snow and took Din’s hand, letting Din haul him up to his feet. He wobbled and pushed all of his weight off his wounded leg, but Anson managed to stand. 


  His armor wasn’t so pristine and unmarked any more. Din had scored half a dozen silver lines into the paint of Anson’s cuirass. He’d cut across Anson’s signet, too, some of the gold inlay torn, and blood had spilled down Anson’s kute, his chestplate. 


  Din wasn’t sure how to formally end a Mandalorian honor duel, but Anson had surrendered. He looked around, catching Lysistra Saxon’s eye. She inclined her head. The challenge was settled, then. 


  
    That wasn’t so bad, 
  
  Din thought. He could feel cold air working its way into the gash in his flightsuit, but Anson hadn’t managed to break skin. Din was fine. 


  “C’mon,” Din said, letting go of Anson. “You should get someone to look at your shoulder.” 


  Anson, to Din’s surprise, huffed. It almost sounded like a laugh. “I’ll manage,” he said. He left his knife where it had fallen, letting it burn itself out in the snow, and looked Din up and down. “That was well-fought,” he added, gruffly. 


  Din blinked. 


  “You won,” Anson continued. “So – I apologize for the insult, 
  
    mand’alor.
  
  ” 


  Din tilted his head in the direction of Grogu, who was still in Boba’s arms, watching Din with wide, intent eyes. He had both hands braced on Boba’s gauntlet. Din wondered if he’d tried to wriggle out of Boba’s grip during the fight, or if he’d understood enough to know that he’d need to stay put. Boba himself was impassive, impossible to read except for the relieved slump of his shoulders. 


  “Apologize to the kid,” Din said. “You insulted him, not me.” 


  Anson hesitated for a moment, giving Din a split second to wonder if he’d have to lay Anson out on the ice again, but then he nodded and limped over to Boba and Grogu. 


  Boba’s hands tightened. 


  Anson saw and stopped, clearly wary of Boba too, and looked down at Grogu. 


  The kid just blinked up at him, calm now that the fight was over and Din wasn’t in danger any more. 


  
    He doesn’t see Mandalorians – any Mandalorians – as a threat, 
  
  Din realized. 
  
    He probably doesn’t even realize that Anson insulted him. 
  


  Still, Anson 
  
    had 
  
  been a 
  
    shabuir, 
  
  so Din wanted him to apologize for it. It seemed like the least that Anson could do. 


  And Anson, good-natured enough now that his 
  
    shebs 
  
  had been kicked, inclined his head at Grogu and said, very seriously, “
  
    Ni ceta, 
  
  child.” 


  “
  
    Bah!” 
  
  said Grogu. 


  “Thank you,” said Din. 


  Anson eyed him, but nodded and backed away. His clanmates were coming for him now, inching across the ice with sideways looks at Din like they weren’t quite sure what to make of him. 


  The matter settled, Din turned his attention towards his own clan. He grinned, even though no one could see it, and said, “See, kid? Told you it’d be fine.” 


  “
  
    Ah-pah,” 
  
  Grogu agreed, like he’d never been worried at all. 


  Din chuckled. 


  “Handy fight,” Boba remarked. His expression was hidden behind his bucket, but his voice was warm with pride. “I’ve been on the receiving end of that spear – ‘s not fun. Anson’ll be feeling that one for a few days even with bacta.” 


  “Might make him think twice about insulting other people’s children,” Din said, lightly. He made to step into the circle with the others, ready to watch the next duel, but as he took a step forward, Boba shook his head. 


  “Behind you,” Boba said. The warm pride had bled out of his tone. 


  Confused, Din turned around. Then his heart sank. 


  
    Oh, 
  
  he said. 
  
    Looks like the next challenge is mine again. 
  


  The armorer was coming down the lakeshore, her golden armor gleaming even though the sky was thick with clouds, and she wasn’t coming alone.  


  She had Paz, Annika and the rest of the tribe with her. Din’s heart twisted. 


  
    There’s Wyrran, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    And the kids – Annika managed to save quite a few. And Tosho, too. He must've made it off Nevarro. But – but that’s it. 
  


  He didn’t see Denn or Ryna or any of the warriors who’d been a cohort or two behind Din, Paz and Annika – Keb wasn’t walking across the lake with Evo tagging along behind and the Kotep twins weren’t jostling to be at the front of the band. The warriors of Din’s rank, Whish and Ti Vaa and Kranak and Kurshi, Memma and Juutan, Hanadak, were still missing. 


  
    Dead, 
  
  Din thought. He’d seen Whish’s helmet in the heap of armor underneath Nevarro City. Ti Vaa’s and Juutan’s too, Irah Kotep’s helmet stacked atop her sister Torru’s. 


  Seeing what was left of his tribe come down the ice to confront Din made his heart wrench inside of his chest. They came down the ridge and crossed the ice close together, stepping in each other’s footprints, standing so close that they could throw their arms out to cover each other. All of the foundlings were tucked safely behind them. 


  
    Why’d she bring the kids? 
  
  Din wondered, watching the armorer approach. He shifted almost unconsciously towards Boba, taking refuge in his own clan. 
  
    They don’t need to be here for this. It’s dangerous. 
  


  All of the Children of the Watch were, of course, fully-armored. Din couldn’t see any of their faces. Their visors gleamed. The armorer’s steps were strong but unhurried, her pace steady. Her tribe matched her step for step. 


  “You okay, Din?” Boba murmured, leaning in so that he wouldn’t be overheard. 


  Din couldn’t lie to Boba. “No,” he admitted, roughly. His earlier adrenaline – the flush of victory that had come with defeating Anson – melted away like snow in the sun, leaving behind a damp chill. 


  This was a much more serious fight. 


  The crowd could sense it, too. Even the most boisterous spectators, the ones that had been happy to cheer their approval when Din had scored a good hit, fell quiet. The circle shifted without the armorer even needing to pause. The Mandalorians parted for her, standing aside, and let her step out onto the open ice. 


  She looked at Din.  


  Everything Din had thought and felt in that room inside Clan Wren’s 
  
    morut – 
  
  relief at seeing her alive, fear at the idea of telling her that he’d broken the Creed, his mounting anger as she’d revealed that she’d lied to him, grief, pride, love – hit Din all at once. His knees weakened. 


  
    I don’t want to do this, 
  
  he realized. When Din had issued his challenge, he’d 
  
    meant 
  
  it. He’d wanted the chance to prove himself using a language that his 
  
    alor 
  
  understood. She was Mandalorian. Victory, defeat – those were things that she understood. 


  But here and now, facing her across the ice – 


  
    We could die, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Over – over this. Over what? My pride? She lied to me and it hurt, but – 
  


  But it was too late. Din couldn't leave now. He couldn't take back his challenge, and this time it wasn’t Lysistra Saxon who stepped out onto the ice to mediate the duel. It was Bo-Katan. 


  She was grim in all of her armor, blue and black and stark as the moth owl she’d taken as her signet. She looked at Din first, then at his armorer. 


  “Which of you,” she asked, her voice loud and carrying over the silence that had fallen over the crowd. “Is the challenger?” 


  Almost every eye was fixed on Din now. The noise from the other duels had dropped off. Din didn’t know if those duels had been fought and won or if they had just – 
  
    stopped, 
  
  all of what was left of Mandalore slowing to watch Din and the armorer fight. 


  Boba nudged Din’s elbow. It was all he could do with everyone watching them. Din blinked at the contact, then shook his head to clear it. He pushed down his tangle of feelings with some effort. 


  It was too late to regret challenging the armorer. It was too late. Din had done it, and now he had to follow through. He curled his hands into loose fists and stepped back into the circle of bodies. The ice groaned underneath his feet. 


  He still wanted her to apologize. 


  “I am,” Din said, clearly. 


  The armorer didn’t contest him. He 
  
    had 
  
  been the one to spit the challenge, snarling at her from the other side of the table while Din’s fury had made his vision shake. 


  “And are you the one with the grievance?” Kryze continued. 


  “I – ” Din started, but the armorer beat him to it. 


  “No,” she said, her voice cool. “I am.” 


  Bo-Katan turned towards her, then looked back at Din. “Is this true?” she asked. 


  Din’s words stuck in his throat. 


  The armorer 
  
    did 
  
  have a grievance. By her Creed, she’d been insulted – Din continuing to live after breaking the Creed, after becoming 
  
    dar’manda, 
  
  Din continuing to wear his armor and insist that he 
  
    was 
  
  Mandalorian, was an insult. 


  But she’d insulted Din too. 


  
    She lied to me, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    All my life, she lied to me. She told me that there was only one Way of the Mandalore, because she was afraid of what would happen if I knew there were others. If I 
  
  chose 
  
    one of the others. 
  


  But he didn’t want to say that to Bo-Katan. Didn’t know 
  
    how 
  
  to say it, really. So he nodded, even though he knew what it meant. 


  If she was surprised, Kryze didn’t show it. She just looked back at the armorer and said, simply, “Then the terms are yours to set. How will your honor be satisfied? First blood, surrender or victory?”


  The armorer didn’t take her eyes off of Din. 


  “Victory,” she said. 


  Din closed his eyes. 


  “Din Djarin?” Kryze prompted. “Do you accept these terms?” 


  Din hadn’t asked Kryze what would happen if he 
  
    didn’t 
  
  accept the terms. What it would mean if he refused and insisted on fighting to first blood, if he just – stopped, refused to fight, walked away. 


  
    She thinks that she was right, 
  
  Din thought. He met the armorer’s gaze. He felt her eyes on him even through both of their visors. 
  
    She thinks – she thinks that it was 
  
  right 
  
    to lie to me, to lie to all of us. That the Creed is right to be merciless. 
  


  Din knew the difference, now, between cruelty and mercy. Boba had taught it to him. And the Creed was cruel. To demand 
  
    everything 
  
  – to take away even Din’s right to show his son his face, to let a lover see his eyes, touch his mouth, press their forehead to his, skin to skin – with no give, no ability to atone, was cruel. 


  It was wrong. But the armorer would only accept that if she was 
  
    made 
  
  to accept it. 


  Din set his hand on the haft of his spear again. He drew in a deep breath and prepared himself to fight. 


  “Yes,” he said. “I accept.” 


  
    To victory, she said. 
  
  He knew what the 
  
    alor 
  
  meant. She would kill him, if she could. That was the Way; a dead enemy was a defeated enemy. Leaving an 
  
    aru’e 
  
  alive was only asking for that enemy to come back later. To sack the covert. 


  But Din had told Bo-Katan that there was more than one way to achieve victory, and he’d meant it just as much as the 
  
    alor 
  
  probably meant to kill him. He didn’t have to kill her to win. Killing her would be a hollow victory. Din would survive another day, would survive to make it to the next fight, but the armorer wouldn’t learn anything from death. 


  
    If she’s dead, 
  
  Din thought, half-hysterically, 
  
    then she can’t apologize. 
  


  He freed his spear and settled into a ready stance. He knew that he wasn’t going to be able to fight the armorer like he’d fought Anson, but he didn’t want to give away his strategy before he had to. 


  “Very well,” Kryze said. There was an odd note in her voice that Din couldn’t decipher, one he didn’t have 
  
    time 
  
  to decipher. He set it aside. If he survived, he could ask Kryze about it. 


  “Begin,” said Kryze, and Din 
  
    moved. 
  


  There was no point in waiting for the armorer to come to Din. Din had more patience in a fight than Boba. Than Anson. He’d had more patience than A’Shek, than Paz. 


  But the armorer was the forge-master of their covert for a reason. She had the patience to heat a piece of beskar from cold to pliable. To study a raw piece of iron and see the shape of the armor inside of it. She had the patience to listen to all of her warriors’ problems, their doubts and fears, and the patience to give them advice. She could outlast Din without even trying. 


  So Din didn’t try to wait. Combining 
  
    par’bevii 
  
  and the Way of the Rising Phoenix was probably not the best idea, but Din knew that it would be unexpected, and using his jetpack would give him a height advantage over the 
  
    alor. 
  


  He set his jetpack off with a roar, fire spitting and bearing Din up into the sky. He jumped into it, gaining twenty, thirty feet of height in half a second, and bore down on the armorer with a double-handed slash of his spear, killing the jetpack so that he fell on her with his full weight. 





  






  She caught his downward slash with her hammer. Din felt her stagger a little under the force of the blow, the ice groaning as he landed, the impact rattling up his knees, the base of his spine. 


  There hadn’t been time to clear away the bloody snow Anson had left behind. Anson’s vibroknife had finally spluttered out, leaving a slick patch of melted snow behind it. The ice was treacherous underneath Din’s feet. 


  He and the armorer locked eyes over their crossed weapons. Din pushed at her, leaning his weight against his spear. It was beskar – he knew that it wouldn’t break. 


  Din and the armorer jostled each other for a moment, testing each other, straining, and then the armorer reminded Din that she had two weapons by swinging a set of beskar forging tongs at his head. 


  Din saw them coming with enough time to skip back out of range, pulling his spear away. The armorer followed through, tongs whistling through the air, and then she immediately went on the offensive. 


  She was karking 
  
    strong. 
  
  Din was able to dodge most of her strikes – she moved in a strange, graceful combination of 
  
    par’kad 
  
  and 
  
    par’bevii, 
  
  though her hammer and tongs were shorter than both weapons – but he had to catch a few with the shaft of his spear and the impact of each and every blow that connected vibrated through his spear and up both of his arms. 


  He quickly found out that a two-handed grip, using the spear like a stave, did nothing to slow the armorer down. She followed through with her whole body, with all of her strength; trying to catch her blows or block her body, to push her around or turn her aside like Din had Anson, was only going to get Din’s spear ripped out of his hands. 


  Once again the noises of the crowd – even Grogu’s high shouts, Boba’s rough, deep 
  
    whoop 
  
  when Din scored a good hit, his spear sparking against the armorer’s cuirass – fell away. 


  Din’s clans – his old clan and his new – were both watching. Din didn’t care. He couldn’t see them. All that mattered was the armorer in front of him, pressing him relentlessly across the ice, pushing and pushing while Din did all he could to deflect her. 


  
    So, 
  
  Din thought to himself, as he managed to catch another bone-breaking blow that made his spear sing out in his hands and had his bad arm twinging, 
  
    I need to stop deflecting her. 
  


  
    Par’bevii 
  
  wasn’t a defensive form. It was an offensive one. Din had let the armorer surprise him into defense by letting her swing at him with her tongs, but that didn’t mean he needed to let her keep him defensive forever. 


  The armorer fought with more grace than Paz, with more strength than Annika, with more cunning than Wyrran, but she still fought like a Mandalorian of the covert. She fought in the same form, the same style, that Din had grown up learning because he was a Mandalorian of the covert too. 


  
    But I’m not 
  
  just 
  
    a Mandalorian of the covert, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    I’m 
  
  tuskra. 


  Din decided to surprise her. He switched to a one-handed grip and slid the spear through his hand until the broad base of the arrowhead was wedged against his fist, and then Din lashed out with the blunt end of his spear like it was the club end of a 
  
    gaderffii, 
  
  swinging it at the 
  
    alor’s 
  
  head with all his strength. 


  Din made contact. His spear crashed against the side of the armorer’s helmet with a tremendous 
  
    clang, 
  
  snapping her head to the side. She staggered. 


  Din let out a fierce whoop of his own, blood surging, and copied the move he’d used against Gideon; he swung the spear up over his head, letting it fall through his fist until he was gripping it near the end, then used the back of his boot to kick it back forward, using the momentum to bring it down in an overhand slash like the one that had cut into Anson’s shoulder.


  Despite taking a beskar spear to the side of the head, the armorer didn’t falter. She ducked out of the way, avoiding the blow that had wounded Anson; Din’s spear cut into her fur half-cloak, slicing it free of her shoulders, but missed the armorer’s cute. 


  Her cloak slid down to the ice. She stared at him. 


  In that pause, Din saw everything that the armorer wanted to say to him. He saw her anger, her bewilderment, her grief at losing another son of her tribe; he saw her fury that he would spit in her face like he had, denying her Creed; he saw her pride, however grudging it had become, that Din could still stand. Still fight. 


  He saw her intent, too. 


  It wasn’t bloodlust. The armorer took no joy in this, not like some of the other dueling warriors had taken joy in settling scores, in defeating their opponents, in painting the snow red. She didn’t want to kill him. 


  But she would. 


  Din stared back at her, surprised despite himself. He’d 
  
    known 
  
  that she’d try to kill him. But to look at her and see it – to try and line up that image of her, her weapons drawn, with all the other images Din had of her, forging his armor, teaching the foundlings, comforting him when he’d been small and sick and frightened – made Din blink, confused. Thrown. 


  She smelled that confusion like a colo claw fish smelling blood in the water. She rushed him. 


  Din had had the upper hand for a handful of seconds. Two strikes. He lost it the second she charged. Her first swing with her hammer was vicious. Din caught it, turning it aside with some effort – his bad arm screamed at the sudden force rattling through it, the pressure – but didn’t manage to catch the following blow with her tongs. 


  The tongs were smaller than her hammer, lighter, but they were still made of beskar, and she smashed them into Din’s elbow with considerable force. He shouted and lost his grip on his spear. It went spinning away into the snow. 


  Din swore and used his jetpack again, boosting himself up and 
  
    back, 
  
  this time, towards the middle of the circle. He needed space. He landed and kept his feet, though his knees complained at the impact, and he felt the ice groan beneath him again. 


  His spear was too far away and to dive for it would mean exposing vulnerable parts of his armor – his ribs, his hips, his knees – to the armorer’s hammer. Her tongs alone had made his entire right arm go numb from the elbow down. Din didn’t want to find out what her hammer would do. 


   Despite the numbness, Din could still move his fingers. Adrenaline had stepped in, blocking his pain. He could move his wrist, his elbow, his shoulder. 


  
    And I have more than just the spear on me, 
  
  Din thought. 


  He didn’t bother with his blaster. It wouldn’t do him any good against the armorer. 


  But the darksaber – 


  The darksaber was something else. 


  Din unclipped the darksaber from his hip and ignited it. He’d put enough space between himself and the armorer that he had the time. The blade sang in his hand. It felt lighter than it ever had, a thing of living light, just waiting for Din to swing it. 


  He ran quickly through his list of half-learned Jedi forms. 


  
    Makashi, 
  
  he thought. That was the form that he’d used against K’Kruhk. A graceful form, designed for single combat. K'Kruhk had said that Din was pretty good with it. Din slid into the opening stance automatically. As the armorer came for him, he flicked the blade up across his face, tapered end aimed at the sky, and then back down. 


  When she reached him, Din was ready. 


  Makashi 
  
    was 
  
  graceful. Din had watched Dooku’s hologram glide through kata after kata so many times he had the man’s speech memorized. The armorer came at Din with her hammer raised, aimed for his shoulder, probably looking to disarm him again, render him helpless, but Makashi was just as much about footwork as it was about bladework, and Din eeled away before she’d finished her stroke. He flicked his wrist out and the blade spat sparks where it grazed her beskar. 


  The armorer hesitated. 


  Din seized the advantage. He darted forward, darksaber burning, and got close inside her guard. He ducked a swing of her tongs and slashed down, the blade sizzling as it bit through the armorer’s kute and into her elbow. 


  It was her turn to shout and drop a weapon. Her tongs clattered to the ice. Din ducked back out of her reach as she recovered, swinging her hammer for his ribs with a backhanded blow that would have broken a few if she’d made contact, beskar or no beskar, and flicked the darksaber again, this time trying to singe one of her legs. 


  The armorer leaned back. Din heard her breathing harshly. She tucked her injured arm closer to her body and raised her hammer to catch Din’s next blow. 


  Her hammer was beskar, so the darksaber didn’t bite through it. Din watched as the metal glowed, brightening from orange to red before he had to break away to avoid a kick as the armorer figured out the pattern of Din’s movements. 


  
    Well, 
  
  he thought, darting in again and cutting a neat slash that the armorer shifted from, taking the hit across her cuirass, 
  
    she’s the 
  
  alor 
  
    for a reason. 
  


  He thought that he knew what the armorer was doing. Din had fought one challenge already today. The armorer was trying to wear him down. Outlast him. If she could stay on her feet, stay armed, long enough for Din to get tired, she’d have an easier time of getting him down onto the ice. 


  
    I can’t let her, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    I have to – 
  
  ! 


  He didn’t get to finish his thought. He stepped towards her, darksaber singing, intent on trying to separate the armorer from her hammer, and the armorer surprised him; instead of stepping back or leaning away to deflect the darksaber like she had before, she ducked her head, taking another blow to her helmet, and lunged 
  
    in. 
  


  She caught Din in the chest. Not with her hammer, fortunately, but with her body, and she lifted him up and off his feet. Din managed to hold onto the darksaber, catching a shout behind his teeth, but that was about all he managed to hold onto. The armorer bore him up off the ice and then slammed him 
  
    down, 
  
  the rules of a weapons spar devolving immediately into a grappling match that Din hadn’t been prepared for. 


  She slammed him hard enough against the ice that it knocked all the breath out of Din’s body. His backplate took the worst of the force, but his head still clattered off the ice hard enough that it bounced inside his helmet. He felt one of the ridges of his visor cut him above his eyebrows. 


  
    Kark! 
  


  Fortunately for Din, he and Boba had grappled recently. Din’s body knew what to do. The armorer was on top of him, but the darksaber was still useful in close quarters. Din grabbed the back of the armorer’s armor with one hand and used the other to score the darksaber down her side. 


  He tried not to cut too deeply. He had seen what kind of damage a lightsaber could do. But the sharp smell of burnt flesh rose anyway, acrid, and the armorer muffled a shout into her helmet. Din used her pain to make an opening between their bodies, kicking a knee between them, and then once he had an opening he had the space to roll away. 


  The armorer had no intention of letting Din go. Even though her kute was scored and smoking – red flesh seared inside of it, raw and stinking – she got up to her knees, brought her hammer up over her head, and brought it back down. 


  Din had rolled enough that he took the blow directly to the cuirass. His beskar took the force. 


  He 
  
    still 
  
  screamed, his breastplate shoved into his ribs, his belly, with tremendous force. He lashed out with the darksaber blindly and kept rolling. Her next blow had been aimed for Din’s head and hit the ice instead. 


  Something – the ice or Din’s ribs – cracked. Din’s vision swam. He tasted blood and couldn’t tell if it was from the cut running down his face or if the 
  
    alor 
  
  had broken something. He kept moving, determined to put some space between himself and the armorer, but everything had slowed down. Gone sluggish. Din’s body didn’t want to do what he was asking it to. 


  The armorer regained her feet first. She took a step and then was looming over Din again, her hammer dripping snow and ice. 


  She looked down at him. 


  “Din Djarin,” she said. Her voice, usually calm and even, melodic, had torn. “I am sorry,” she said.


  They were the only words she had said to him since their fight had started.  


  
    Sorry? 
  
  he thought, distantly. 
  
    Sorry for what? 
  


  She brought her hammer up to kill him. 


  All of the noise in Din’s head – the roar of the crowd, the thunder of his own heart, the high whine of an injury – cut out. The argument he’d had with Bo-Katan, with himself; the choice to fight only to victory, not to death. All of it was gone.


  Din brought the darksaber up. 


  The armorer brought her hammer down and it made hard contact with the side of Din’s helmet, but the blow was only a glancing one. 


  It still knocked his helmet from its seals. It still cracked one of Din’s visor plates and took out the auditory sensors on the right side of his helmet. It still 
  
    hurt. 
  


  But it didn’t kill Din, and it didn’t stop him from rolling up to his knees, aiming the darksaber, and triggering his jetpack again. 


  He tackled the 
  
    alor 
  
  with far less grace than she’d tackled him and slammed her back into the ice. He punched the darksaber through her kute just under the edge of her breastplate. The blade slid in up to the hilt. This time, she didn’t even scream. 


  They both hit the ice with terrific force. Din didn’t know, and wouldn’t ever know, what the blow was that had weakened it to the point that it broke. If it had been that first overhand strike he’d made against the 
  
    alor, 
  
  using his jetpack to bear down on her. If it had been her hammer cracking against the ice. If it had been a leftover flaw from Din and Anson’s duel, or if it had already been there, the ice weakened, the water cold and dark below. 


  But the ice 
  
    was 
  
  weakened, and Din bearing the armorer down in a desperate tackle was enough to crack it all the way through; Din brought the armorer down on her back, and the ice gave way for both of them. 


  They fell. 


  The water was so cold that it 
  
    burned. 
  
  The pain of it went beyond a shock, cutting Din deeper than any knife ever had, than Boba’s cane had, than anything Din had ever felt. The cold was 
  
    alive 
  
  and it tore the breath out of his body. It squeezed his lungs like a fist. 


  All of his other hurts and pains vanished. The cold drove them away. Overrode them. It was all Din could think about. All he could react to. He thrashed instinctively, trying to get away from it, but the cold was everywhere. It was all over. While he tried to fight it, Din felt the armorer slip from his fingers. He felt her start to sink away. 


  Her body slid from the darksaber. Din had stabbed her. He'd wounded her. She might be dead already. She might – 


  
    No, 
  
  Din
   thought, trying to get control over himself. Trying to make his arms and legs obey him, even as the shock of the water set in. Din was sinking too and sinking fast; the patch of light above his head, the hole he'd punched through the ice, was rapidly getting smaller. 


  If Din didn't do something, he and the armorer both were going to drown. 


  No, he thought again. He could do this. He could do this. Din had survived the icy caves of Maldo Kreis. The snowfields of Padogan. He’d hunted on Hoth and had lived through the bitter nights of Tatooine. 


  He could survive this. 


  Din’s helmet had a small rebreather, but the armorer’s blow had compromised the seals of his helmet; icy water tore at his face, sharp as claws, and his visor was guttering out. His lungs burned.  
  On instinct, Din kicked out, trying to orient himself. He forced his eyes to stay open and saw the armorer sinking away out of sight. Bubbles streamed from her helmet, from the puncture in her kute.  


  All around Din was cold darkness. He didn’t know how deep the lake was but he couldn’t see the bottom, only a darkness blacker than the spaces between the stars, and while he kicked and flailed, he watched the armorer sink away, swallowed up. 


  
    No! 
  


  Din tried to swim after her. The darksaber was – somehow – still lit. The black-white blade burned so hot that water was turning to steam around it, streaming up towards the dwindling hole Din and the armorer had made in the ice. It gave him a little more light. 


  The cold sapped his strength. Tore at his limbs. Dragged him down. 


  But Din fought. He fought. He reached for the 
  
    alor 
  
  and tried to swim after her, pushing through the darkness. His heart pounded so hard against his burning ribcage that he thought that it would burst. 


  
    No, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    Not like this. I didn’t want this. I didn’t – 
  


  But beskar was heavy. Swimming in it was nearly impossible. Din had tried on Trask and despite his best efforts had been sinking anyway, panting against his rebreather, convinced that he’d been about to die, his vision going dark like someone had drawn a shadow over his eyes.


  He felt that same shadow here. A hand between his shoulder blades. A warmth. 


  The edges of his vision went dark. 


  
    No! 
  


  Din refused to die. He refused to let the armorer die. Not like this. The water all around him was impossibly cold and impossibly dark, but Din had done the impossible before. 


  With the last of his remaining strength, Din slashed the darksaber, slowly, clumsily, through the water, hoping it cast just enough light for him to see – 


  
    There! 
  


  The armorer wasn't dead yet. She was fighting too, struggling to swim, but she had just as much armor and weight dragging her down as Din did. She wasn’t getting any farther. Din kicked out towards her, pushing himself through the water, and stretched out a hand. 


  His body was too numb to feel much of anything. No pain, anymore, no sensation – he could barely feel the pressure of the water. The pressure of the armorer’s fingers, as she wrapped them around Din’s wrist. 


  But she grabbed his hand as he offered it to her, and Din did the only thing he could think of; he ignited his jetpack, hoping that it would burn long enough to get him out of the water, ducked his head so that he wouldn’t break his neck against more ice, and prayed to any stars or dead Mandalorian kings that would hear him that he knew which way was up. 


  Din’s jetpack roared to life. Steam erupted all around him. He clung to the darksaber and the 
  
    alor 
  
  both as his jetpack pushed him through the water, propelling him through the darkness. Din tried to help it along, tried to swim, to kick, but his legs were made of beskar too, cold and heavy, and he couldn’t – 


  He couldn’t – 


  Din’s jetpack failed. He felt it sputter and die. It was made for carrying Din through the air, not water, and it couldn’t handle how far Din and the armorer had sunk. Din’s grip on the armorer was failing too. 


  
    Come on, Djarin, 
  
  he told himself viciously, grabbing his will to live. He couldn't see anymore. He didn't know where he was. But he fought. 
  
    Come on, just a little further – 
  


  And then Din didn’t have to fight on his own any more, because there were hands on him, on his shoulders, on his cloak, his jetpack. Hands that seized any part of him they could find, that caught him, held him up. Hands that 
  
    pulled, 
  
  and with a mighty tug and a great slosh of half-frozen water, hands that pulled Din free of the lake.


  For a moment, Din didn’t know if he had surfaced or not. He couldn’t see. His visor had gone dark. His whole body was wracked with tremendous shivers. The darksaber still hissed in one hand. 


  Din still had the armorer in the other. Even though his muscles were pulled so tight Din thought they might snap, he dragged her to the surface too, then let out a sob of relief when her weight was taken from him too, many hands reaching in to pull her to safety. 


  And it was safe. Din realized that gradually, as his body struggled to adjust. He could breathe. There was air on his face. Cold air, sharp as a knife, but 
  
    air, 
  
  and water was sluicing out of his kute, off his face, out of his eyes. 


  He blinked. Snow swirling around him and the corners of his vision were black and red, but he was alive, and he had been pulled from the water. 


  A Mandalorian in familiar red armor crouched down in front of him. She had a hand on Din’s shoulder, tangled in a fistful of his cloak. She had helped pull him free. She'd saved his life. 


  “Annika,” Din gasped. The word cut his throat. “Annika.” 


  “Din,” she said, holding him tightly. “You karking 
  
    idiot.
  
  ” 


  Din couldn’t help it. He laughed. That cut his throat too, and Din just laid there against the ice for a moment, shivering. He couldn’t decide what he was feeling. Relief, mostly, the animal relief of being 
  
    alive, 
  
  of feeling death set its hand on Din and Din pulling away, and some joy, too, because it was Annika who had put her hands down in the water to save him. Pain, in his chest and his arm and his head. 


  Anger. 


  Not the righteous anger that had let Din speak up against the armorer in the Wren’s stronghold. Not the cold anger that had given him focus against Anson. This anger was – bewildered. It wasn’t rage and it wasn’t fury, wasn’t the desire for vengeance, for justice, for an answer. 


  Din pressed his face into the snow for a moment, then rolled over, deactivating the darksaber as he went. 


  Annika let him. She’d dragged him a little ways away from the dark hole in the ice he and the armorer had made, and as he rolled over and sat up, Din realized that she hadn’t come to save Din alone. 


  Wyrran was there, pulling the armorer, who was alive but moving sluggishly, farther away from Din. Tosho, too; he hovered by Din’s boots. 


  Strill was there shaking water from her hands, and several Nite Owls had stepped in to arrange themselves between Din and the armorer. Rau and Kip Awaud were shouldering their way across the ice. 


  
    But where’s – 
  
  ? Din wondered, looking around for Boba. Din was surprised that Boba hadn't gone in after him. 
  
    There. 
  


  Paz had come to, but instead of fishing for Din, Paz was with Boba, keeping him from lunging across the ice. They had scuffled – Boba’s helmet was gone, his expression wild, and Paz was holding a struggling Grogu in one hand, trying to keep Boba from punching him out with the other. Everyone, Din realized, was shouting. 


  
    They’re worried about me, 
  
  Din thought.


  He didn’t want anyone else to get hurt on his behalf. Not Boba. Especially not Boba. 


  Slowly, with tremendous effort, Din forced himself to stand up. He wobbled dangerously, spots flashing in front of his vision. He’d lost his helmet too, or Annika had pulled it off when Din had come out of the water. When Din wobbled she swore at him and caught him by the elbow. 


  “Sit 
  
    down,” 
  
  she said. Din almost smiled at her. She’d been telling Din to sit down after a fight for decades. “C’mon, Din, it’s over. You’re going to hurt yourself.” 


  “I’m fine,” Din said. He said it through chattering teeth, so he wasn’t sure how effective his words were, but he needed Boba to see that he was alright. He needed Grogu to calm down before the kid started flinging the 
  
    mando’ade 
  
  around like toys. “See?” 


  “You’re going to freeze to death,” Annika said flatly. 


  “No, I’m not,” Din countered. He really did wish that his teeth would stop chattering, but his 
  
    beskar’gam 
  
  had climate controls. The armorer had damaged his helmet and possibly part of his cuirass, but the wiring in his legs worked well enough. In his arms. Din felt his kute start to warm. It was faint through the cold, but it would get warmer. Din would have time to make it back to the 
  
    Fly. 
  
  To a med kit, to blankets. 


  
    To Boba. 
  


  “Is it over?” Strill asked, darting in to bracket Din’s other side. She ducked and grabbed Din’s broken helmet on her way. Din didn’t need them to hold him up – he 
  
    was 
  
  able to take a few steps on his own – but he was so grateful to have Annika’s support after he’d thought that he’d lost it forever, and so used to letting Strill do what she wanted, that he didn’t argue. “Is it – your 
  
    alor 
  
  said she’d fight ‘til victory, but Tamsin said that that meant 
  
    death, 
  
  and – ”


  “Is she alive?” Din asked, turning from Paz and Boba to find the armorer again, eyes wide. His stomach lurched. He’d – 


  
    I stabbed her, 
  
  he said. He’d tried to only score shallow hits, aware of how much damage that the darksaber could do, but then she’d stood over him with a killing blow shining on the edge of her hammer, and Din hadn’t wanted to die. 


  “I’m sorry,” she had said. 


  The anger in Din’s chest grew teeth. 


  He changed course, staggering over to where Wyrran and now Tosho were crouched over the armorer, speaking to her softly. 


  The Nite Owls – led by Koska – let Din pass. Koska watched him, head tilted like she was thinking hard. Din ignored her. 


  When he got closer, he saw that the armorer was still alive. Water streamed from her helmet and there was a hole in her side, sodden now instead of smoking. She’d lost her hammer in the water. 


  Din took another step towards her and Wyrran, the oldest warrior in their covert, one of their fiercest, who’d taught Din how to hold a knife, how to throw a punch, stepped in front of the armorer. 


  “You’ll have to kill me first, traitor,” Wyrran growled. 


  One of the Nite Owls made an interested sound. 


  “Wyrran,” Annika snapped, still bracing Din. “Stand aside. He’s not going to kill anyone.” 


  Din’s relief at having Annika understand him nearly brought Din to his knees again, but he stayed upright. 


  “Of course he will,” Wyrran spat. “He’s 
  
    dar’manda.” 
  


  The crowd, creeping closer now that most of the violence was over, murmured amongst itself. Din ignored them too. He wanted to muster up some anger against Wyrran, some fury – Wyrran was an elder too. Wyrran must have known about other Creeds, other Ways, and he'd chosen to lie instead too. 


  But most of Din's anger at the Creed had been sapped away by the water. 


  “I am not,” Din said, tiredly. “And I’m not going to kill her. I just – ” Din paused. 


  He didn’t know what he wanted from the armorer. Not anymore.


  When he’d stepped out to meet her in the ring, Din had wanted her to – to apologize. He had wanted her to admit that she was wrong. To accept that Din 
  
    was 
  
  Mandalorian. Not because he followed her Creed or the Supermando Codex or the 
  
    Resol’nare, 
  
  but because he had chosen to be. 


  But he knew now that she wouldn’t admit that. She wouldn’t accept Din. If she’d been able to come to that realization, she would have had it out on the ice. She would’ve had it standing over Din, raising her hammer to kill him. She would have put the hammer down. 


  But she hadn’t. She’d followed through, and the only reason that Din was still alive was because he had decided not to die. 


  He curled his fingers around the unlit darksaber. 


  “I am Mandalorian,” Din said loudly, his voice rough and scraping. He looked at the armorer, who was stirring feebly. At Wyrran. At the Nite Owls who’d ringed around Din to protect him – who had fought their own duels on Din’s behalf – and at the crowd. At Rau and Kippan and at Paz, who’d let Boba go, and at Boba, who was striding across the ice with a thunderous expression on his face, 
  
    gaderffii 
  
  unhooked and ready to crack skulls. 


  “I am Mandalorian,” Din repeated. He addressed the armorer this time. He didn’t know if she could hear him or not. If she was conscious. But she was the one Din wanted to say this to. “And I’m the only one who can decide that I am Mandalorian. Not the Children of the Watch. Not the Nite Owls. Not the True Mandalorians. 
  
    I’m 
  
  deciding. That’s what this was about.” 


  He gestured down at the armorer and spoke to the Mandalorians around him. He wanted them to understand too. 


  “We disagreed. I challenged her for my right to be Mandalorian. I won.” 


  “You didn’t win yet!” piped a voice from the crowd. “She’s still alive!” 


  “We agreed to fight to victory,” Din shot back. Boba reached his side and Strill, sensing which way the dunes were walking, backed off. Boba filled her place immediately, 
  
    gaderffii 
  
  out between Din and Wyrran. “I can stand. She can’t. I won.” 


  “But you – ”


  “
  
    No,” 
  
  Din growled, slashing the unlit darksaber through the air. “She’s finished. I’m done.” 


  “You can’t just – you can’t just 
  
    decide 
  
  whether you’re Mandalorian or not,” a different warrior disagreed. “That’s an insult to all of us who were born to it. I’ll challenge you!” 


  “So will I!” a third warrior declared. 


  “So will I,” spat Wyrran. 


  Annika sighed, but Boba beat her to it. “I’ll take on any challenge on Djarin’s behalf,” he growled, shifting his grip on his 
  
    gaderffii. 
  


  “So will I,” announced Kip Awaud. 


  “And I,” Rau said, dryly.


  “I’ll fight you, Wyrran Choruk,” Paz growled, limping heavily across the ice with Grogu perched in one big hand. “You still owe me some blood for what you said about my Mirda.” 


  “I’ll fight for Djarin,” agreed Bo-Katan Kryze, and 
  
    everyone 
  
  erupted into shouts. 


  Din screwed his eyes shut. 


  
    Is this – is this what she wanted? 
  
  h
  e wondered. Kryze? 
  
    Just – endless violence? Duels and challenges on duels and challenges, until there’s no one left standing? 
  


  Din didn’t have another duel in him today. He just didn’t. He was cold, and exhausted, and his heart was sick and sore. He didn’t want to fight anyone. 


  
    I don’t want Boba to get hurt. Paz. Rau. Dank ferrik, I don’t even want Bo-Katan to get hurt – to get killed – over me. Over this. 
  
  He made himself open his eyes. 


  “No,” Din said. He couldn’t shout, his throat too ragged, but the Mandalorians nearest to him heard and turned back to stare at him. 


  “No,” Din repeated. “I do not accept your challenge.” 


  The Mandalorian who’d challenged Din – a stocky warrior with a Keldau signet – spluttered. “You – what do you mean that you don’t accept? You have to!” 


  “No, I don’t,” Din said. He swept a fierce gaze over everyone he could see. Boba made a rumbling sound of agreement in his throat. 


  “But – ”


  “But what?” Din returned. “You’ll call me a coward?” He swept a hand out to encompass the ice. The bloody snow, the dark water. “I’m not a coward. But this – fighting over nothing – it’s 
  
    pointless.
  
   It only weakens us. And I won’t do it. I’m done.” 


  “Done?” Another Mandalorian called. 


  Din set his jaw. “Done,” he said. 


  More shouts erupted, half a hundred voices overlapping each other. Even Annika was talking, trying to figure out what Din meant, but Din had only meant what he’d said; he was done. 


  
    There’s no point to this, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    I’ll keep getting challenges until I’m too tired to fight, and then some lucky 
  
  hutuune 
  
    will kill me, take the darksaber, and it will start all over again. 
  


  
    Boba will get himself killed trying to avenge me. Grogu – Grogu will have to 
  
  watch. 
  
    Paz’s kids. Strill. 
  


  
    No, 
  
  he thought, with the same fervor he’d thought the word underwater. 


  “I’m finished here,” Din said, loudly and clearly. “I’ve – I have said what I wanted to say. I’ve settled the insults put against me. That’s enough. I’m done.” 


  “
  
    Djar’ika?” 
  
  Boba asked quietly. 


  Din raked another look over the 
  
    mando’ade, 
  
  then turned to Paz and said, “Give me my son, please.” 


  For once, Paz didn’t argue. Wordlessly, he handed Grogu over. Din took the kid and was immediately calmer for having him; Grogu blinked up at his father and patted Din’s gauntlet, crooning in concern. 


  Din returned the darksaber to his hip and cast around in the snow for his spear. Strill had his helmet, which Boba took when he realized what Din was planning to do. 


  “Djarin,” Bo-Katan began. 


  Din shook his head. He managed to retrieve his spear without toppling back over in the snow. Boba rejoined Din’s side. 


  “I’ve got your back,” he murmured, low and fierce. 


  Din nodded jerkily. “I know,” he said. 


  “You’re leaving?” the Keldau asked, incredulously. “You can’t just leave! You’re the 
  
    mand’alor!
  
   You have to answer my challenge.
  ”


  “I didn’t catch that line in the 
  
    Resol’nare, 
  
  actually,” Din snapped back. “And I’ve made myself clear – I do not accept. You want to decide who’s Mandalorian or not, that’s your business. Start with yourself.” 


  And Din started to walk away. 


  He knew that his reaction – his boiled-over frustration – was mostly just because Din was hurt and tired and desperate for home. For the bed he’d been sharing with Boba, for the warm suns of Tatooine, for 
  
    rest. 
  


  He’d come to the summit to settle his debt with Bo-Katan Kryze, and to settle his own mind about who he was. 


  
    I know who I am, 
  
  Din said. 
  
    And I settled Bo-Katan’s debt. There’s no reason to stay. 
  


  No reason to pitch in for senseless violence. Din was touched that so many had stood up to get between him and Wyrran, between Din and the Keldau, but – 


  
    But they don’t need to get hurt defending my honor, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    I 
  
  know 
  
    my honor. It’s not anything that anyone can take from me. 
  


  The crowd was still shouting and muttering, everyone confused and angry to be confused, but either the look on Din’s face or the hook end of Boba’s 
  
    gaderffii 
  
  convinced them that Din was serious – that he did mean to leave – and the crowd parted to let their battered little clan of three, Din and Boba and Grogu, go past. 


  Boba let Din walk on his own across the lake, to the lakeshore, and up around the 
  
    morut. 
  
  Then, as soon as they were out of sight, Boba said, “You 
  
    lunatic, 
  
  give me the kid.” 


  Startled, Din did. Boba had to juggle a few things awkwardly for a moment, but then he got his 
  
    gaderffii 
  
  hooked across his back, Grogu tucked under one arm, and Din’s helmet back into Din’s hands. 


  Din stared down at it, feeling strange. The visor 
  
    was 
  
  cracked. 


  
    No wonder my head hurts, 
  
  he thought. 


  “Are you alright?” Boba demanded, shifting closer so he could support Din if he had to. Din didn’t know what hands Boba’d catch him with – he had Grogu in one and his own helmet in the other – but he was touched all the same. 


  “I’m alive,” Din said, honestly. 


  Boba growled at him. “You’re 
  
    lucky 
  
  to be alive,” he said. “Djarin, when you went through that ice – ”


  Din winced, preparing for a lecture, but Boba didn’t get the chance to finish. 


  “Djarin!” Bo-Katan called, loping up around the 
  
    morut 
  
  behind them. She’d taken her helmet off too, and there were scratches in her cuirass that hadn’t been there when she’d visited Din in the morning. “Djarin, wait.” 


  “No,” Din said. 


  “Why not?” Kryze countered. 


  “Because I 
  
    told 
  
  you,” Din said. “I’m done. I’m not fighting anyone else. I’m not answering any more challenges, and I’m not going to argue with anyone else about whether I’m Mandalorian or not!” 


  “You don’t have to fight,” Kryze said. “Weren’t you listening? You’ve got two dozen warriors who’d fight for you.” 


  “I don’t want that either!” Din said. He thought of the warrior who’d been injured that morning, the one who’d been dragged away from the ice dead or unconscious. He thought of the alor. He didn't know if she'd survive. He didn't know if lightsaber wounds were survivable. 


  “What do you want?” 


  “I want to go home,” Din snapped. “What do 
  
    you 
  
  want?”  


  “I want what’s best for Mandalore,” Kryze said. She stopped and looked at him again. “Is that really so hard to believe?” 


  Din worked his jaw for a moment, trying to control his temper. 


  Kryze, to Din’s surprise, let him. She didn’t pounce on him immediately, didn’t push or press her point. She stood back. She let Din think. 


  “It’s not… easy to believe,” Din said, finally. He was confused again, disarmed by Bo-Katan’s honesty. Beside him Boba shifted, narrowing his eyes. “No.” 


  Kyrze cocked her head. “Why not?” she asked. 


  Din frowned. 
  
    This doesn’t make any sense, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    Why isn’t she angry? 
  


  Kryze had a temper too. He’d seen it on the light cruiser. Din didn’t know why she was being so calm now, especially since the only ones around to hear her if she started to yell were Boba and Din. 


  
    Well, the kid too, 
  
  Din thought. Grogu was clinging tightly to Boba’s forearm. His ears were pulled halfway back in displeasure. 


  Boba didn’t look much happier. His mouth was pressed into a thin, grim line and he was watching Kryze intently, no doubt ready to intervene if she reached for a blaster or a knife.


  
    She’s not afraid of Boba, though, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    She’s not afraid of anything. 
  


  
    So why is she holding back? 
  


  Din was 
  
    leaving. 
  
  Din had walked away. Bo-Katan had warned Din not to throw away what her people had given him not two hours ago. She’d threatened to kill Din if he dishonored her. But now that Din had done all of that – walked away, refused to fight, refused to finish the 
  
    alor 
  
  – she was just – standing there. 


  “Because,” Din said slowly, trying to order his thoughts. “You – all of these people – ”


  “My people,” said Kryze. She studied Din for a moment, then said, “You don’t understand.” For once the charge wasn’t accusing. She didn’t sound angry. Her tone was even, calm, like she was only stating a fact. 


  
    She is, 
  
  Din thought tiredly. 
  
    I 
  
  don’t 
  
    understand. I don’t understand what she wants from me or why she wants it. I don’t understand why she won’t make up her mind about me. 
  


  “My family ruled Kalevala,” Bo-Katan said. 


  Din snorted. “I know that.” 


  “But you don’t understand it,” Kryze returned. Something in her expression – a ferocity, almost, a hard light that glittered in her eyes like a star – stopped Din from opening his mouth again and firing off the first retort that jumped to his tongue. 


  Kryze was trying to tell him something. Something that was important, to her at least. 


  “...No,” Din said, with some effort. His brain was still ice water-slow. “Maybe I don’t.”


  Kryze inclined her head. “It means that we were responsible,” she said. “For all of the clans who followed mine. We were 
  
    responsible. 
  
  They were our people. 
  
    My 
  
  people. Or they – they should have been. 


  “But I was too young and too stubborn,” she continued, tone bitter now. “When my father died, I abandoned Kalevala and set my eyes on Mandalore instead.”


  Kryze looked away from Din, then. She looked out into the silent forest. Her expression was far away. 


  “The Empire burned Kalevala too, you know,” she said. “My people – my 
  
    father’s 
  
  people – stood up against the Empire with the rest of us because they trusted 
  
    me, 
  
  even though I’d abandoned them to run with Pre Vizsla. Even though I’d forgotten them, scrambling for power. They forgave me. They trusted me. And then they died for it.”


  
    She’s – she’s 
  
  guilty, Din realized, staring at her in shock. 


  He had never heard Bo-Katan sound 
  
    guilty 
  
  before. When she’d talked of the Empire’s purges, of the 
  
    Ca Ne’tra, 
  
  the Black Night of Mandalore, Kryze had always spoken with anger. With grief. 


  But this – 


  Din hadn’t thought about it, really. What it must have felt like for her to rally Mandalore against the Empire, only to watch the Empire turn the whole planet – the whole system – to glass. 


  What it must feel like for Kryze now to look out over the summit and see fewer Mandalorians than she’d expected, to know that they were so few in part because Kryze had convinced them to fight. 


  
    I’ve never seen so many Mandalorians in one place before, 
  
  Din thought. He’d first looked out over the gathering with wonder, with a kind of startled joy. But Kryze had probably looked out over crowds of five, six, seven times as many Mandalorians, once. Crowds of thousands, of hundreds of thousands. 


  She carried that grief inside of her. That guilt. She carried it like Din carried the guilt of breaking the Creed. 


  
    A wound, 
  
  he thought. 


  An unexpected lurch of pity had Din’s fingers twitching, the urge to reach out and touch Kryze – to reassure her, to tell her that he did understand after all, because he 
  
    did 
  
  – rising strongly in his chest. 


  “There is no Kalevala,” Kryze continued. She was studying the trees intently, watching them move and sway in the wind, and Din couldn’t help but wonder if she was staring out at the trees so that Din couldn’t see how deeply she was affected. 


  “I’m sorry,” said Din softly. He meant it. Even Boba had softened a little, the hard line of his shoulders dropping. 


  The corner of Kryze’s mouth twitched up into a bitter smile. 


  “Me too,” she said. Then she sighed. Her voice, when she started to speak again, was full of a longing that Din understood instinctively. 


  “Kalevala is gone,” she said. “My father’s 
  
    keldab, 
  
  the city, the 
  
    kora pako 
  
  where he taught my sister and I to fight and to hunt, the shipyards – all of it is gone. My sister is gone. 


  “But my people are here,” she said. She finally looked back at him. “I failed them before,” she said. “It’s my responsibility not to fail those who are left. 
  
    Ni buirkan. 
  
  Do you understand?” 


  Din didn’t want to understand. He didn’t want this, any of this, this sympathy and pity and grudging respect. Not every warrior wanted to admit their failures. Din hadn’t expected Bo-Katan to admit to hers, not so frankly. 


  He wanted to leave all of this behind. He wanted to leave it on the ice, leave it sinking to the bottom of the lake. 


  But he couldn’t. He did understand. Din knew what it felt like to make a choice – 
  
    confidently, 
  
  even – and then to turn around later and realize that making that choice had gotten people killed. Friends. Family. 


  The trees of Krownest swayed in the wind, and for a moment Din peered into their shadows and saw the mountain of helmets underneath Nevarro City again. The neat stack of familiar faces. The empty spaces around the 
  
    alor 
  
  as she’d come down to face Din. 


  “Yes,” Din said. “I understand.” 


  Kryze must’ve seen the truth in his face, because she finally relaxed again. She took a step back, angling her body so that Din could see down the slope past her to the field he’d left behind. The angular sweep of Clan Wren’s 
  
    morut, 
  
  the mountains beyond it, the grey and blue sweep of the lake where the sounds of fighting were still rising into the air. 


  “Then come back,” she invited. “The day’s not finished, Djarin.” 


  She was offering him – something. Din wasn’t sure what it was. If he went with her back to the gathering, he’d be pulled back into the duels and challenges. Kryze couldn’t say that the fighting was over. All of them could hear the noise from down in the valley. It was fainter up here, but the sounds of beskar striking beskar were unmistakable. 


  
    No, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    No. I’m done spilling Mandalorian blood. 
  


  He gritted his teeth. “It is for me,” he said. 


  “It doesn’t have to be,” Kryze pressed. “You 
  
    won, 
  
  Djarin. You won your fight. Everyone saw. She challenged  you to victory and you won.” 


  Din spread his hands. His kute had done its job, warming him up enough that Din no longer felt like he was going to shiver out of his skin, but his fingers were still trembling. His kute was torn and the gash on his forehead hadn’t quite stopped bleeding, tracking blood down the side of Din’s face. His chest hurt. His head hurt. His bad arm hurt. 


  “What did I win?” he said, tiredly. 


  Kryze set her jaw. “Respect,” she said. 


  “If I was still twenty, that would be enough,” Din said. “But it’s not. I don’t want respect. Not if the only way to get it is – is hurting someone just because they hurt me first.” 


  He saw the armorer in his mind’s eye, her armor vanishing into the dark water. The moments of blind panic, before Din had reached out and found her again. He’d thought that she was going to die there, in the water. He’d thought that it would be his fault too. 


  “This isn’t about you,” Kryze said. “It’s about Mandalore. Mandalore’s worth a little spilled blood, Djarin.” 


  “Not to me it isn’t,” Din replied. Some of the tension in his shoulders eased as he said it. Boba stepped closer, so close that his shoulder brushed Din’s, offering his strength in a wordless show of support. “Not Mandalorian blood, anyway. You said that these people – you said that they’re 
  
    your 
  
  people,” Din said. “They’re mine too. I don’t want to hurt them. Any of them.” 


  “The old way – ” 


  “I don’t give a kark about the old way,” Din snapped, tired and cold and hurt. He just wanted to collapse back into his bunk on the 
  
    Fly. 
  
  He wanted Boba. He wanted to hold Grogu, to go back to a time when it had just been Din and the kid against the galaxy, with none of this terrible weight wrapped around Din’s neck. 


  “The old way was wrong,” Din said. “That’s what the armorer and I fought about. And 
  
    I 
  
  won, you said, so – ”


  
    So, 
  
  he thought, 
  
    what? 
  
  None of it mattered. He’d seen how the other Mandalorians had been pressing in. Half a hundred of them had wanted to take a crack at fighting Din. He’d seen their bloodlust, their hunger for power, for glory, and he’d left. 


  Kryze’s lip curled. Her eyes flashed. For a long, heavy moment, Din thought that she might try to go for a blaster. 


  But she didn’t. 


  “If I were to challenge you right here, right now,” said Bo-Katan, still in a conversational, half-friendly tone, “would you defend yourself?”


  A shiver went down Din’s spine. Even though it had felt like minutes, like hours, Din had only been in the water for a few minutes before Annika and the others had hauled him out. But Din could still feel the chill of it. The shock of the ice. 


  It crept back up on Din now, despite the solid warmth of Boba at his back. It froze in Din’s lungs. Made his breath stutter. 


  Bo-Katan hadn’t ever challenged Din. Not on the light cruiser and not any time since. She hadn’t even challenged him when he’d come onto the bridge with Grogu and Gideon, Gideon in binders and the darksaber in Din’s hand. 


  Din knew what she was asking him, now. He finally had all of the pieces. Din had offered Kryze the darksaber. He’d tried to get her to take it from him, and she hadn’t. She couldn’t accept it from him and use it to rally Mandalore – if she wanted to rally Mandalore behind it, she needed to 
  
    win 
  
  it. To earn it. 


  
    If she attacks me and I don’t defend myself, then she wins the darksaber through murder, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    That might be good enough for some Mandalorians – strength matters. But there's no honor in murder. Some clans wouldn’t follow her. 
  


  But if Kryze challenged Din, and he accepted, and then she won – 


  
    Then no one can argue that she hasn’t earned it. 
  


  
    I don’t want to fight her. 
  
  Din had seen Bo-Katan fight. She was 
  
    good. 
  
  Experienced. Lighter and faster than Din. Din had more reach and Din was pretty sure that he could hit harder, too, and he knew how to use the darksaber now so it wouldn’t be a massacre to stand against her, but if Din squared off against her right now, it would be a hard fight. A bloody fight. He was tired, injured. If he survived – 


  
    She’d make me kill her, 
  
  Din thought. 


  He didn’t want to kill Bo-Katan any more than he wanted to kill the armorer. 


  Din took a deep breath. “No,” he said, honestly. “I don’t see the point.” 


  Kryze spat into the snow. “You wouldn’t,” she said. She looked at him again, a hard light in her eyes, and then shrugged. “Fine, then,” she said. “Run away. I can’t make you stay, can I?” 


  “You can try,” Boba rumbled, finally intervening. Din was grateful that Boba’d let him talk to Kryze without jumping in to defend Din, but he was glad too that Boba had run out of patience. He could trust Boba to protect him. To shield Din from the worst of Kryze’s anger. “But I doubt you’ll like the result, 
  
    alor’ika.” 
  


  “Down, Fett,” said Kryze, her eyes still flashing. “You can put your teeth away. I said that I’d let Djarin go, didn’t I?” 


  “Let him go, then,” Boba growled. “And stay away. You’ve destroyed enough Mandalorians in your time, don’t you think?” 


  Kryze went white with rage. 


  “Boba,” Din said, before Kryze could get over her outrage enough to actually take a swing at either of them. “That’s enough. She said that I can go. Let’s go.” 


  Deliberately, Din turned around and started limping for the 
  
    Kirik-Fly 
  
  again. He didn’t turn back to see Kryze’s face or what she was doing. He didn’t care. He just wanted to be off of Krownest. Away. 
  
    Safe. 
  


  Boba hesitated for a moment, but broke and followed with only another muttered insult, one that was echoed by Grogu, who could probably sense the tension in the air – the grief – and was starting to fuss, trying to get closer to Din. 


  None of them said anything else as they made their way to the 
  
    Fly. 
  
  Each step got easier, but all of Din’s battle-blood had cooled now, his adrenaline deserting him, and in the aftermath he was sick and sore and shaky, still trembling from the cold. 


  When Din managed to reach the 
  
    Fly 
  
  and drop the plug door, Boba wasted no time. He set Grogu down in the cargo hold and started to hustle Din out of his armor and his kute immediately, deaf to all of Din’s weak protests. 


  “You’re about five minutes away from going into shock,” said Boba, bluntly, when he’d gotten most of Din’s armor off and was in the process of stripping Din’s wet kute off too. The flightsuit 
  
    had 
  
  been doing its job, warming Din as best as it could despite the damage it had taken on the ice, and having it peeled away made Din whine low in his throat, too tired to even be embarrassed by the sound. 


  “I know,” Boba added, more gently. Whatever he saw on Din's body – the blooming bruise across his chest where the armorer had hit him, the gash over Din's eye, his limp arm, his trembling fingers – made Boba press his mouth together in concern. 


  But he had patched Din up before, and took charge. Din let him. Din was relieved to let him. 


  “We’re gonna warm you up, okay?" Boba said. "You’re gonna be alright.” 


  Despite everything that he’d just been through – everything that he’d just done – Din knew that Boba was right. 


  “Kid,” Boba continued, raising his voice a little. “C’mere. Work your Jedi magic on your dad, will you? He got kind of banged up.” 


  That was how Din found himself buried under just about every blanket Boba’d managed to scrounge up from the 
  
    Fly’s 
  
  sparse bunkrooms and its med kits. He’d found Din a clean, dry set of underclothes and bundled Din into them, then had shed his layers and layers of Tusken robes and wrapped Din in those, too. He'd treated the worst of Din's injuries and turned Grogu loose on Din when Din tried to get up. An hour or so of bacta, heat packs and Jedi magic let Din get his trembling back under control. 


  Boba had sealed the 
  
    Fly 
  
  off as a precaution, but this time no one came to knock. They had been left alone. It was disconcerting, a little, to have Grogu patching Din up instead of the other way around. Usually Din was the one tending to the kid’s various cuts and scrapes. Whenever Din had been hurt on a job, he’d done his best to hide the injury from the kid, dealing with the patch job on his own. 


  Grogu’d watched the fight, though, so there wasn’t really any way to hide that Din had been hurt, and the kid was better with his Jedi skills anyway. He’d been practicing. Din let Grogu press his tiny hands to the gash on Din’s forehead and close his eyes. 


  He felt Grogu healing him, this time. It felt a bit like it had when Vos had helped Din underneath Gella’s Place. Electric. Strange. A pressure in Din's head eased. The ringing in his right ear quieted. The pain faded away. 


  Under Grogu’s critical eye, the cut on Din’s forehead began to mend. Boba helped Grogu get the worst of the blood off of Din’s face and then instructed the kid to cuddle with Din, which he did with fierce enthusiasm. 


  Din couldn’t even complain that much about being coddled. Having Grogu help patch him up was weird, but Din was much more used to Boba looking after him. It was Boba who carefully rubbed warmth back into Din’s fingers. Who set bacta patches against Din’s ribs, around his knee, down his injured arm from his thumb to the inside of Din’s elbow. 


  Din relaxed into Boba’s touches. He determinedly avoided thinking about the darksaber. Boba only left Din alone for a handful of minutes, first to go break out a ration pack that he fed to Din in bits and pieces, washing down each bite with water, then again to hang Din’s kute in the sonic so the karking thing could start to dry. 


  Finally, when the worst of the shaking had passed and Din could feel all of his fingers and toes again, Din sighed and started to stir. 


  Grogu, cuddled sleepily against Din’s chest, made a disgruntled sound. Boba was sitting beside the heap of blankets and robes that Din had curled up, a hand carding absently through Din’s hair, and made a disgruntled sound too. He had wanted to ask Din about what had happened with the armorer, but had known better than to push. Din was grateful for that respite too. 


  “Quit it,” Din said, hoarsely. “I’m fine, Boba.” 


  “No, you’re not,” Boba disagreed, in the tone of voice he’d only ever used up in his bedroom, when Din had pushed and pressed at him. The tone made Din color a little. He refused to waver. 


  “I’m more or less,” Din argued. “I’m not going to die, anyway. You guys did a good job. See?” Din pried an arm loose from the blankets and held it out for Boba’s inspection. “No shaking.” 


  “That doesn’t mean you need to jump right back into it, 
  
    din’ika,” 
  
  Boba said. “You 
  
    can 
  
  rest, you know. You don’t have anything to prove to me.” 


  “...No,” Din agreed, softening some. “But I want to go home, Boba. Before somebody decides to blast us off this rock.” 


  Boba raised an eyebrow, though Din could tell that he was pleased about the idea of going home. “You think someone would?” he asked. 


  Din snorted. “After today?” he said. “Yes.” 


  Boba 
  
    hmm
  
  ed. The familiar sound – a sound Din hadn’t been sure that he would hear again – thrilled him. It did more to warm Din than all of the blankets and heat packs put together. 


  “Fair enough,” Boba allowed. But he frowned, his forehead creasing. “You up for a flight, 
  
    Djar’ika? 
  
  ‘S probably safe enough to stay another night.” 


  Din shook his head. “I don’t want to spend another night here,” he said. 


  Boba huffed. “Can’t say that I blame you,” he admitted. “But – yeah, you’re probably right. ‘S best not to test Kryze’s honor. Dunno that it’ll hold overnight.” 


  “She’s not that bad,” Din said, though the argument sounded weak to his ears. 


  “
  
    Poo-
  
  doo
  
    ,” 
  
  said Grogu, very clearly. 


  Din and Boba both looked down at him in mute surprise, then up at each other. Their eyes met, and then they both burst out laughing. 


  Laughing hurt Din’s chest. Made his ribs ache. His lungs burn. But he didn’t care. He laughed from the bottom of his chest, from his belly, until tears prickled at his eyes. Boba was laughing just as hard. 


  “Kid,” Din wheezed, once he managed to get his laughter back down to a chuckle. “Master Skywalker’s gonna 
  
    kill 
  
  me.”  


  Boba sobered at that. “You gonna take the kid back to – well. Wherever the Jedi are? Skywalker’s school?”


  Din stopped laughing too. He nodded. “I am,” he said. “Told Skywalker I’d bring Grogu back, and – I dunno. I know Gorga’s been quiet, but – ”


  “But you don’t wanna take the kid into a war zone,” said Boba. His dark eyes were serious again. “I get it. ‘S probably for the best, though that healing thing is pretty useful.”


  “It is,” Din said, remembering Karga’s injury on Nevarro. He touched his own forehead; Grogu hadn’t healed the gash there all the way, but he’d healed it pretty far along. The skin was closed and scabbed over, the scab already feeling old and ready to flake away against Din’s careful fingertips. “But still.”


  “Still,” Boba agreed. 


  “Wanna come?” 


  Din made the offer impulsively. He didn’t regret it as soon as he said it, exactly, but he did wince; Din didn’t run the Jedi Academy. It wasn’t his place to invite a stranger there, to bring an outsider down among the Jedi, and Skywalker 
  
    knew 
  
  Boba, or at least knew of him. They had been enemies in the past. 


  
    But – Boba’s 
  
  allit. 
  
    Clan, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Grogu called him that too. Skywalker’s going to have to meet him – properly meet him – eventually. 
  


  Boba, though, looked rueful. “‘S probably not a good idea right now, 
  
    Djar’ika,” 
  
  he said with a grimace. 


  Din’s heart sank, but he nodded. Boba was probably right. 


  “Where will you go, then?” Din asked. 


  “Back to the palace,” said Boba. “I dunno where the Jedi Academy is compared to Tatooine, but – it’s not far, right? Only a few hours in hyperspace?” 


  Din nodded. 


  “Then I’ll go home,” Boba said. He reached out and caught Din’s hand, tangling their fingers together. Compared to Din Boba was a forge-fire. Din swayed towards him again and had to resist the urge to go back on everything he’d said about leaving Krownest in favor of curling up under Boba’s chin and staying there until his head stopped hurting. 


  “Get everything ready for you,” Boba continued. “You’ll only be a few hours behind me. It won’t be long. Though,” he added, “I don’t like the idea of leaving you like this.” 


  He used his grip on Din’s hand to turn Din’s wrist over, baring the bacta patch set from thumb to elbow. 


  Din sighed. “There’s nothing for it,” he said. “And – and I 
  
    am 
  
  fine, Boba.” 


  “Are you?” asked Boba, quietly. He searched Din’s face. 


  Din tried to smile. “Yeah,” he said. “Of course.” 


  “I don’t mean here,” Boba said, tapping Din’s wrist with a thumb. “I mean here.” He reached out with his other hand and tapped the scar between Din’s eyes. “Here.” He pressed that hand to Din’s chest. Grogu mirrored Boba, stirring again and laying his own little hand overtop of Boba’s. Grogu made a sleepy sound. 


  Din closed his eyes. “Fine enough to fly,” he said. “As for the rest of it…” he shrugged. 


  Din would have that image of the armorer sinking out of sight stamped against the back of his eyelids for a while. That terror in his throat. The sound she had made as the darksaber had punched through her kute ringing in his ears. He just would. There was nothing to do about it now. 


  Boba’s face was pinched with unhappiness. With concern. Din tried to smile again. 


  “It – today was awful,” Din said, frankly. “And I’m – I dunno. I’ll have to deal with it eventually. But it wasn’t so bad that I can’t set it aside, Boba,” he said. “At least long enough to get back home.” 


  Boba 
  
    hmm
  
  ed again, thoughtful. “If you’re sure,” he said slowly. “I trust you.” 


  Din hoarded the answering kernel of warmth somewhere deep in his chest. “I know,” he said. 


  Boba sighed. “There’s nothing for it, then. C’mon, 
  
    Djar’ika. 
  
  Let’s get you armored back up, and I wanna make sure that your brain’s not gonna leak out of your ears, and then we can hit the black.” 


  Din obliged. 


  Healing with the Force still took a lot out of Grogu, so the kid didn't complain much when Din stood, abandoning the nest of blankets and robes he’d made in the middle of the hold, and took the kid over to his hammock. 


  Din was steadier on his feet now. Still exhausted, due for a long, deep sleep, but he was able to function well enough. Boba helped Din back into his now-dry kute and his armor. Din felt half-naked without his helmet, but it was broken, and Din didn’t know how to fix it. 


  Once Boba was satisfied that Din could pilot the 
  
    Fly 
  
  without jumping directly into a black hole or crashing the ship into a nearby mountain, he pressed a kiss to Din’s forehead, a hand tangled in Din’s hair, and then pulled away. 


  “
  
    Ret'urcye mhi,” 
  
  he said. His voice was soft and solemn. 


  Din closed his eyes and leaned forward, pressing his forehead to Boba’s. “
  
    Ret'urcye mhi,” 
  
  he replied. A knot of emotion rose in his throat and Din did his best to swallow it down. “And – thanks,” Din said.


  He felt Boba lift an eyebrow. 


  “For coming,” Din clarified. “I don’t – I don’t know if I could’ve done this without you. Walked away, I mean.” 


  Boba’s hand curled a little tighter into Din’s hair. It didn’t hurt, exactly, but it prickled. The promise of pain was there. “For you, 
  
    Djar’ika,” 
  
  Boba said, “anything.” 


  He meant it, too. Din could hear that Boba meant it. The knot rose in his throat again, hot and aching, but Din swallowed it down. 


  
    We have more time to talk, 
  
  he reminded himself. 
  
    We agreed that we’d talk back on Tatooine. I can – I can tell him how much it means to me there. 
  


  Finally, Boba pulled away. “Be safe,” he said. “And I’ll see you soon, yeah?” 


  “Yeah,” Din promised, smiling at him. 


  And then there were no more goodbyes to be said. Boba nodded once, sharply, and left, unsealing the 
  
    Fly’s 
  
  door and disappearing back out into the snow. Din waited until he saw Boba make it into a ship – a featureless transport shuttle, the kind that seemed to flock to every spaceport by the dozen – and rise into Krownest’s grey sky. 


  Din followed. Boba leapt into hyperspace first, blurring away with the stars, and Din punched in the coordinates for Yavin-4. The 
  
    Fly 
  
  hummed as she leapt into hyperspace. 


  Din stayed conscious long enough to make sure that he was on the right course, that the ship was shielded, then set himself an alarm for a few hours out, stumbled over into the bunkroom, and collapsed into a deep, dreamless sleep. 


  Exhaustion had its benefits. Din didn’t so much as stir until the 
  
    Fly’s 
  
  alarm went off, announcing that he was nearly at the end of his hyperspace route; Din lurched awake groggily, his eyes gritty, and limped back into the cockpit.


  Grogu stayed sleeping. While Din waited to reach Yavin-4, he checked over all the bacta patches Boba’d applied – he hadn’t lost any in his sleep – and tried not to think about Krownest. For the first time in several weeks, Din was keenly aware of the weight of the darksaber at his side. 


  He came out of hyperspace without any trouble, though. The 
  
    Fly 
  
  dropped back down into sunlight smoothly, the blue-and-green mass of Yavin-4 quickly growing in Din’s viewport. Din pinged down to let the Jedi know he was there and began his descent. 


  By the time the 
  
    Fly 
  
  set down on top of the temple platform, Grogu was awake and moving around again, recovered from his healing. He looked pleased to see Din up and about too. 


  Din smiled at the kid and tried to impress on him the fact that most sentients – especially Jedi – looked down on swearing. From the way Grogu just grinned up at Din, wide and toothy, Din was pretty sure that the lecture wouldn’t stick. 


  Skywalker was waiting for them when Din landed. It looked like Din wasn’t the only visitor to the Jedi Academy, this time; he had to land off to the side, near the edge of the platform, because the middle was taken up by a battered old Corellian freighter that looked one bumpy hyperlane exit from falling to pieces and a fearsome AEG-77, a type of gunship that Din usually associated with Black Sun raids, not a Jedi school. 


  But Skywalker was waiting when Din opened the plug door, so Din assumed that the AEG-77 belonged to one of his Jedi or to a visitor; if the Black Sun had been attacking, Din didn’t think that Skywalker’d be waiting with a smile when Din and Grogu came down the ramp together. 


  “Welcome back,” Skywalker said, offering Din a tired smile. Just the sight of him – the first breath of Yavin air that Din took, clean and sweet – helped settle Din’s nerves. 


  Yavin-4 was as calm as ever. The jungle hummed. Peace lapped at the edges of Din’s mind. He let out a breath. 


  After the chaos on Krownest, Din half-wanted to stay on Yavin-4 for a week. It would do his spirit good, he thought. It would restore some of what the 
  
    alor 
  
  had ground to dust. 


  
    But I don’t want to be away from Boba that long, 
  
  Din thought. He smiled back at Skywalker, though, then paused; Skywalker really did look tired. The younger man’s eyes were shadowed, his expression drawn, and the calm that Skywalker usually carried wrapped around himself like a cloak had frayed at the edges. 


  Grogu didn’t seem to notice, though. As soon as Din set Grogu down on solid ground, sprinted over to his teacher, launching into a series of insistent pats and babbles as he described his last few days. 


  Skywalker seemed to understand part of what Grogu was trying to say, because he chuckled, a real smile breaking through the exhaustion painted across his face, and said, “Yes, yes, it’s good to see you too, young one. And you’ve brought your father back in one piece, I see.” 


  “Mostly,” Din agreed. He looked around. Aside from the Corellian freighter and the fierce AEG-77 – a ship called the 
  
    Half-Shadow, 
  
  the name painted on the ship’s black flank in black paint, the letters only visible when the sun hit the ship just right – there was nothing else on the landing platform, and Skywalker was alone. 


  “You felt us coming?” Din guessed. 


  Skywalker inclined his head. Grogu hadn’t stopped babbling happily. “Got a ping that you’d dropped out of hyperspace,” he said. “And then I reached out to Grogu.” 


  That explained why the kid had woken up so quickly. 


  “That’s handy,” Din admitted. “You don’t ever have to worry about a broken comm, huh?” 


  Amusement flickered across Skywalker’s face. “Not usually, no,” he said. “Though there are limits. The only person I can feel beyond this planet is my sister.” 


  “Is she here?” Din asked, tilting his head at the other two ships on the platform. Grogu finally paused in his babbling enough to turn in the direction of the main pyramid; he narrowed his eyes, holding very still again, then made a curious sound and started off in that direction. 


  
    Sensed his friends, maybe? 
  
  Din wondered. He and Skywalker shared a look, then set off after Grogu together. Skywalker looked as tired as Din felt; they both walked carefully, wary of stumbling and stepping off the side of one of the pyramids. 


  
    What happened here? 
  
  Din wondered. When he’d left for the summit, Skywalker and his Jedi had been – fine. Happy. The strain of caring for all of the younglings with so many Knights and Masters gone had been apparent, but – 


  “No,” Skywalker said, answering Din’s first question before Din could voice a second. “She likes to come when she can, but these days it’s hard for her to get away. That ship – ” and he pointed at the battered freighter – “is my brother-in-law’s. My nephew’s strong in the Force. They bring him by a few times a year to help him with his powers,” Skywalker explained. “And the other ship is Master Vos’s.” 


  Din brightened at that. “Quinlan’s back?” 


  Skywalker nodded. “And most of the Knights who went with him,” he said. “Cal stayed out with Cere, Quinlan said, but everyone else came back.” 


  Vos had gone out to look for slavers and stolen children, following the lead he’d turned up in Gella’s Place with Din. 


  “Did he – did he find the kids?” Din asked, concern rising. 


  But Skywalker nodded, another tired smile creasing his face. “He did,” he said. “Brought them too. They only arrived an hour or so ago, actually. That’s why I’m out here to greet you, not any of the others. Everyone with healing skill’s taking a look at the children, and a few of the Knights took an injury. I’m not very good at it, though, which is why I’m the welcoming committee.” 


  Injured Jedi – injured kids – was not the news that Din had been hoping for. Still, he knew that he could help.


  “Well,” Din said, looking back at the 
  
    Fly, 
  
  “I’m not much of a healer either, but I do have some supplies on my ship. Bacta, wound kits, painkillers. The 
  
    Fly – 
  
  she makes freedom runs, sometimes. That’s how I got her.” 


  Luke was from Tatooine. He knew what that meant. He raised an eyebrow. “We’re pretty well-stocked,” he said. “But every bit helps. There were – more children than we were expecting.”


  Din nodded, expression dark. 
  
    I hope Vos did some damage on his way out, 
  
  he thought. He seized the distraction from his own troubles – his soreness, his grief – with both hands. “I’ll meet you two at the temple?” he said. “I’ll grab what I can.” 


  Skywalker nodded again and Din turned around and stumped back to the 
  
    Kirik-Fly. 
  
  Grogu, pleased to have Skywalker’s attention to himself, picked up his babbling again. 


  By the time Din ducked back out of the 
  
    Fly, 
  
  his arms and a bag at his side stuffed with medical supplies, Skywalker and Grogu were out of sight, headed towards the main pyramid. Din followed. 


  While he did, he took a closer look at Vos’s ship, the 
  
    Half-Shadow. 
  
  The color of it hid the carbon burns, the scores on the ship’s paired prow, but  as Din moved and the light shifted, he could see them. 


  The 
  
    Half-Shadow 
  
  had come through a fight. The kids Vos’d rescued had probably been through worse.


  Din picked up his pace, ignoring the way it strained his leg. Skywalker’d 
  
    said 
  
  that his Jedi were well-stocked, and Din had experienced a little Force-healing himself. Vos had reached into Din’s head after they’d been half-blown up in the cave underneath the cantina. Force-healing was powerful. 


  
    But still, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Everything 
  
  does 
  
    help. 
  
  He hated the idea of injured kids, and if Vos had rescued them from the sorrowlanes, they 
  
    would 
  
  be injured. 


  The main pyramid came into view quickly. Din saw Skywalker and Grogu as they passed through its doors at the top, then picked up his pace even further into a quick lope and followed close behind. The steps of the pyramid, its quiet, overgrown gardens, usually full of playful younglings and meditating adults, were all empty. 


  
    Everyone must be inside, 
  
  Din thought. He reached the top of the pyramid and ducked into the building after Skywalker. 


  Din was right. All of the Jedi he’d gotten to know over the course of his two visits to the temple were packed into the mess hall, where they usually all gathered to share lastmeal, and the mess hall was no longer being used as a mess hall. It had been transformed into a makeshift medbay. 


  The long benches usually full of chattering students and debating Knights had been pushed aside and stacked against the room’s far walls. Only a few had been left in the center of the room. In their place, chairs and cots had emerged from the depths of the temple. Every cot was full. 


  Din’s heart twisted. His stomach dropped. 


  
    There’s – there’s a lot of kids, 
  
  he realized. 


  Many of them Din recognized. Osemi and Raabo, two of K’Kruhk’s Initiates, were sitting beside a small Rodian boy, speaking softly while an older Jedi applied a bacta patch to the Rodian’s forehead. More of K’Kruhk’s Initiates were darting between cots and benches carrying clean clothes, datapads and rolls of bacta. 


  The youngest children, Grogu’s crechemates, weren’t here. Neither was Chase Piru; if Din had to guess, he’d imagine that the youngest were being kept away from the mess hall, where they wouldn’t be underfoot. Where they wouldn’t see some of the injuries the children and the Knights were sporting, and grow afraid. 


  The Knights were worse off. Gungi, the Wookiee, was stretched out on a cot, missing an enormous patch of fur down his left side, and three other Jedi were working together over his still body, their hands hovering just overtop his chest. A Twi’Lek of middling age had lost one of his lekku and was grimacing as another Jedi wrapped a thick roll of dripping batca over the stump. Even Vos, slumped in a stool across the room, had been wounded – he was upright, talking to a yellow Twi’Lek boy, one of Vos’s arms in a sling and a thick bacta patch slapped over his forehead. 


  But some of the kids were hurt too, and it was easy to pick out the kids Vos and his band of Jedi had rescued from the ones who’d been safe at the Academy; all of the rescued kids were small, shoulders drooping with exhaustion, their eyes wide and wary.  There were at least twenty of them, humans, Twi’Leks, Rodians, a stick-thin Pau’an, a tiny Togruta girl whose montrals were barely more than nubs, a Pantoran boy who reminded Din of a much-younger Paz. None of the children being tended to were older than twelve or thirteen.


  Anger stirred. Din had thought that he’d burned through all of his anger fighting the armorer, but apparently he hadn’t. This anger was fresh, and easy to reach. 


  
    Someone stole these kids, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Took them from their families. Some of them passed through Jaasa’s claws on Tatooine. 
  
  Had passed right under Din and Boba’s noses, while they’d been trying to push back against Gorga from the throne, from the spice lanes. 


  
    How many credits did Gorga make off of Mos Eisley’s people – its children – while we were trying to cut into his spice profits? His smuggling clink? 
  
  Din wondered. 
  
    Why didn’t we 
  
  notice? 


  Din’s eyes darted around the room and found Grogu. The kid had quieted, no doubt sensing the mood in the mess hall. It wasn’t grim, necessarily, but any joy and celebration had been pushed aside while the Jedi tended to the wounded. The feeling in the room was mostly just – tense exhaustion. Determination. The Jedi were speaking to their charges quietly, but conversation was muted. 


  Grogu caught Din looking at him and toddled over, carefully skirting the darting Initiates, and made a questioning noise when he reached Din’s boots. 


  
    Focus, Djarin, 
  
  Din told himself. There were kids who needed his help. 


  “Alright, kid,” he said, addressing Grogu. “Let’s get started. Who needs help?” 


  Grogu could use the Force to heal too. He’d healed Greef Karga on Nevarro. He’d been honing his Jedi skills, too, because he narrowed his eyes, his tiny face screwed up in concentration, then trundled over to a nearby child, this one sitting upright on a cot, being tended by a young Jedi. A Padawan, Din thought; he’d seen the young Jedi sitting with Ferrus Olin before, listening while Olin talked. 


  Grogu reached the Jedi first and patted the back of his leg. The Jedi looked down at him, blinked, then looked at Din. 


  “You’re here to help?” the Jedi asked. 


  Din, his arms still full of medical supplies, nodded. “I am,” he said. 


  Relief shone in the young Jedi’s eyes, though the kid he was treating was less sure. The child was a Togruta girl and she couldn’t be more than ten. Her eyes were wide in her face. 


  Din tried to smile at her. “I know,” he said, softly. “I look kind of scary, don’t I?” 


  The girl’s eyes darted to the Jedi who was treating her – wrapped a bandage around one of her thin arms – and back to Din. The young Jedi smiled encouragingly. 


  Hesitant, the girl nodded. 


  “It’s the armor,” Din told her, shifting his heap of supplies to one arm so he could rap his breastplate with his free hand. His beskar chimed. “But I’m here to help. I promise.” 


  “This is Master Djarin,” the young Jedi added, tying off the bandage around the girl’s arm. “He helped Master Quinlan find you.” 


  “You did?” the Togruta asked. 


  Din nodded. “I did,” he said. “Can I help you?” 


  Still wary, the girl nodded again. Din’s shoulders sagged a little in relief. “Thank you,” he said. He crouched down beside the Padawan. Grogu made an approving sound and climbed up onto the cot. “What do you need?” 


  The girl mostly just needed someone to talk to. When Din proved himself happy to listen, she warmed up and talked to Din while the Jedi got on with the business of patching up the girl’s bruises. She wasn’t too badly hurt; she was from Shili, but her family had left their homeworld years ago and made their living fixing ships while they traveled from spaceport to spaceport. Her name was Sarika, and she was Force-sensitive. 


  Not all of the children Vos had rescued were, though. Din learned that as he went from cot to cot, helping where the Jedi needed him to. An Initiate came and commandeered Din’s bag of supplies, his heap of bacta patches, and the Jedi treating the kids passed Din along as their patients needed. 


  Some of the kids needed someone to talk to while the Jedi treated their injuries. Some needed Grogu to help; Grogu would lay a claw on an injury – a whip mark or a bad bruise, a scrape gained during their escape – and concentrate, and the injury would age and heal. Some needed a strong arm to grab on to, one that they wouldn’t hurt, and Din was happy to offer one of his gauntleted arms. The kids could hang on as tightly as they could, and Din couldn’t feel it through his gauntlets. 


  As he made his way around the room, Din learned the names of all of the children and where they’d come from. Who their families were. If they were Force-sensitive or not. 


  He met Yaiden, a human boy from Dalna who’d been taken by Zygerrians after his neighbors had seen him levitate a ball off of the roof of his parents’ house, and Breek, a Rodian who’d been sold down the sorrowlanes at such a young age that he didn’t know where’d he’d come from. 


  Many of the kids’ stories were the same. A family member or a neighbor had seen them do something with the Force. Levitate a ball, make a flower grow in the span of a few heartbeats, talk to animals, float. 


  But many of the others couldn’t touch the Force at all. Some had been sold to cover a parent’s debt and some had been abducted; Din learned that in the days after the Empire’s fall, the slaving crews of Nal Hutta and Zygerria had started to roam the Outer Rim with impunity, dodging sparse New Republic patrols and taking advantage of the turmoil in the galaxy to take who they wanted. 


  The Jedi’d rescued the kids who couldn’t touch the Force just as they’d rescued the Force-sensitive ones. 


  
    That’s good, 
  
  Din thought, following Grogu towards another cot. He was letting Grogu guide him, letting him choose the kids that needed either Din’s help or Grogu’s the most. Grogu’s next target was the small Twi’Lek boy who was still sitting beside Quinlan Vos. Both the boy and Vos were being tended by other Jedi. Vos, when he saw Grogu trundling up to him, managed a tired smile. 


  
    It’s good that the Jedi rescued all of the kids, 
  
  Din thought. It told him that he’d been right to trust the Jedi with the care of his son. He knew that Vos’s initial mission had been to track down what happened to a Force-sensitive child, but that Vos had scooped up 
  
    all 
  
  of the kids, not just the one he was looking for, told Din that he was a man of honor. 


  Vos’s gaze flicked up from Grogu and found Din’s. His smile widened. 


  “Djarin,” Vos said. Up close, Vos was a mess. His mission had been a hard one, then. Someone had slapped a thick bacta patch over Vos’s forehead, but Din could still see the black edges of a bruise peeking out from the edges of it. Vos’s face was smeared with dirt and soot, his faded yellow tattoo creased, and Din could tell that his right arm had been broken. His clothes – dark spacer’s gear, instead of the usual Jedi robes – were singed and torn. 


  “Sorry I didn’t wait for you,” Vos said. “We could’ve used the backup.” 


  “Everyone going to be okay?” Din asked, concerned. He hadn’t seen any injuries that looked life-threatening, but still. 


  Vos’s smile faded. “Think so,” he said. “We’re all out here ‘cause the medbay is full. Couple of the younger Knights got more badly-hurt than I did – I just got banged up a little.” Vos lifted his shoulder, jostling the arm in the sling. “And one of the kids – a Wookiee boy – took a blaster bolt through the chest. The healers are working on him. But,” Vos added, addressing the Twi’Lek boy sitting beside him, "Erishurr’s tough, right? He’s going to be okay.” 


  Din blinked. He knew that name. 


  “Erishurr?” he said. “That’s – is the Wookiee golden-furred? One of the older kids you rescued?” 


  Vos’s eyebrows went up, creasing the bacta patch across his forehead, but he nodded. “Golden-furred, yeah,” he said. “And – well, it’s hard to tell with Wookiees, but if I had to put an age on him I’d say he’s probably – sixty? Seventy?” 


  Din did the math in his head. That’d make the Erishurr roughly twelve or thirteen, compared to a human’s age. None of the children Din had met today were older than that; Din didn’t know if that had been a preference on the slavers’ part, but Erishurr, Din remembered, was Deyyeri’s youngest son.


  “Why?” Vos asked. “You know him?” 


  “I think so,” Din said. “He’s – I know his mother. She came to Boba a few weeks back looking for help. After you and I raided Gella’s Place. He’s from Tatooine.” 


  The little Twi’Lek beside Vos twitched. 


  Din and Vos both caught it – Vos grinned widely and nudged the boy again with a gentle elbow. 


  “That got a reaction out of you, eh, scrap?” Vos asked, his grin broad. “‘S good to see that you’re alive in that head of yours. Are you from Tatooine too?” 


  The Twi’Lek boy’s eyes darted between Din and Vos. Din peered down at him. 


  He was, Din thought, maybe ten standard. Twi’Leks aged similarly to humans. His skin was a delicate shade of yellow, like 
  
    krizu 
  
  flowers blooming in the desert, and both of his lekku were untattooed except for simple white bands around their bases, where they met the crown of his head. 


  
    He was probably taken too young, 
  
  Din thought. Twi’Lek families didn’t start tattooing clan designs onto their children until they were older, nearing adulthood. The boy’s eyes were yellow too, and guarded. 


  “Did you try Ryl?” Din asked Vos, flicking his attention over to the Jedi. 


  Vos sobered and shook his head. “No,” he said. “I don’t know any. We tried Huttese and didn’t get very far. You know Ryl? I’ve been trying to grab some of the apprentices who speak it, but everyone’s so busy.” 


  “Some,” said Din. He crouched down carefully, keeping some distance from the kid so he didn’t frighten him, and tried to look as friendly and non-threatening as possible. 


  “
  
    Hello,” 
  
  Din said softly, fitting the Rylish word carefully into his mouth. One of the boy’s lekku twitched in surprise. “
  
    My name is Din,” 
  
  Din continued. “
  
    Can you understand me?” 
  


  For a long moment, the boy just looked at Din. Then his golden eyes flicked down to look at Grogu, who’d reached up to pat the boy’s knee, and back to Din. 


  Slowly, the boy nodded. 


  Din smiled at him. “
  
    What about Basic?” 
  
  he asked. “
  
    The 
  
  Jedi 
  
    want to help.
  
  ” He didn’t know the Rylish word for Jedi and substituted it for the Basic one. The boy’s lekku twitched again. Grogu patted his knee and made an encouraging sound. Vos stayed quiet. 


  “
  
    I…
  
  ” the boy replied, his voice very small. “
  
    ...A little. Not a lot. I don’t like Basic.” 
  


  
    “Oh?” 
  
  Din said. “
  
    Why not?” 
  


  
    “‘S too loud,” 
  
  the boy whispered. 


  Din nodded. “
  
    It can be,” 
  
  he said. “
  
    The 
  
  Jedi – Master Quinlan – ” and he lifted his chin at Vos, who gave the boy another small smile, “ – 
  
    wants to help.” 
  


  
    “Is he my new master?” 
  
  the boy asked. 


  Din realized what the boy meant, and his eyes widened. “
  
    No,” 
  
  he said quickly. “
  
    Not like that. He – he’s going to free you. To free all of you. ‘Master’ just means – teacher. 
  
  Anoon.”


  The 
  
    anoone 
  
  were the leaders of Twi’Lek clans. Warrior-chieftains, usually. Vos didn’t lead the Jedi Academy and while Skywalker 
  
    did, 
  
  he didn’t do it like a chief, but that was the best example that Din could think of. 


  “Anoon?” the boy repeated, sounding doubtful. He eyed Vos again. “
  
    No one helps us,” 
  
  he said. “
  
    Master Joorsan said so.” 
  


  “
  
    Master Joorsan?” 
  
  Din asked. He saw Vos twitch out of the corner of his eye. “
  
    Is that – was that 
  
  your 
  
    master?” 
  


  “Zygerrian,” Vos mouthed. 


  
    One of Jaasa’s people, 
  
  Din thought. He wanted to scowl, fiercely, but didn’t want to scare the boy now that he was talking. 


  The boy nodded. “
  
    He bought me years ago,” 
  
  he said. He pointed at Grogu, who was still patting his knee. “
  
    When I wasn’t much bigger than him.” 
  


  The kid’s Rylish accent was lilting, familiar; he spoke like a native of Ryloth. 


  
    But he reacted when I said ‘Tatooine,’ 
  
  Din thought. He flicked a glance at Vos, who was listening intently, bacta patch puckering from the force of his frown. 


  Din decided to press a little further. 


  
    “Master Joorsan’s not your master any more,” 
  
  Din said. “
  
    You’re free. The Jedi came to help you. To save you. They don’t like slavers.” 
  


  
    “I know,” 
  
  the boy said. He frowned too. There was a mulish look in his face that Din half-recognized but couldn’t place. 
  
    “They can do what I can do,” 
  
  he added.


  “
  
    What can you do?” 
  
  Din asked.


  The boy shrugged a thin shoulder. 
  
    “Different stuff,” 
  
  he said. 
  
    “Stuff Master Joorsan couldn’t do.” 
  


  
    “Like what?” 
  


  
    “Move things,” 
  
  the boy said. 
  
    “Lift them really high. And – I had dreams.” 
  


  “I know that word,” Vos blurted, interrupting Din. When Din lifted an eyebrow at him, Vos said, “
  
    Svapa – 
  
  that means ‘dream.’ Right?” 


  The boy startled. “
  
    Svapa,” 
  
  he repeated. 


  “
  
    You had dreams?” 
  
  Din asked, carefully. 


  The boy nodded. 


  
    “What about?”
  


  
    “Stuff that might happen,” 
  
  the boy said. 


  
    The future. 
  


  Din suppressed a shiver. 
  
    Can Jedi see the future? 
  
  he wondered. They could do many other strange things. Quinlan Vos had pushed into Din’s mind. Other Jedi could heal without bacta or medicine. Grogu had lifted the mudhorn and turned back Moff Gideon’s fire. 


  Din shivered again. 
  
    I wouldn’t want to dream about the future, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    I’ve got enough to worry about as it is. 
  


  He tried not to show the Twi’Lek boy any of that unease. “
  
    What kinds of things did you dream about?” 
  
  he asked. 


  The boy shrugged. “
  
    Boring stuff, mostly,” 
  
  he said. “
  
    Master Joorsan liked to know which falthiers were gonna win on the racetrack.” 
  


  That didn’t seem like too strange a power. Din relaxed a little. “
  
    Is that all?” 
  
  he prompted. 


  The boy shook his head. “
  
    I dreamed about Master Quinlan,” 
  
  he admitted. 
  
    “And I dream about my sisters all the time too. That’s the other thing Master Joorsan liked to know about.” 
  


  Din frowned. “
  
    Your sisters?” 
  


  The boy nodded. 


  “
  
    How many do you have?” 
  


  “
  
    Three,” 
  
  said the boy. “
  
    But one’s dead.” 
  


  “
  
    And what did Joorsen want to know about them?” 
  
  Din had a sinking feeling in his belly. A tightness. Dread. 


  
    Did this Joorsen – did he use Force-sensitive kids to track down others? 
  
  he wondered. 


  The boy sighed. “
  
    At first he just wanted to know about them,” 
  
  he said. “
  
    Where they lived, what they were doing. Boring stuff.” 
  


  
    “And then?” 
  


  
    “Then he wanted us to try to talk to them,” 
  
  the boy said. “
  
    I wasn’t the only one with dreams. That’s what he had Erishurr trying to do. Erishurr has two brothers.
  
  ” 


  Din nodded. “
  
    I’ve met them,” 
  
  he said. 
  
    “They live on Tatooine.” 
  


  The boy’s lekku twitched for a third time. 


  The dread pulled tighter. Grogu stopped patting the boy’s knee and turned to look at Din, his eyes widening as he picked up on Din’s mounting horror. 


  The pieces of something terrible were starting to slot together in Din’s head. Why the boy’s mulish expression looked half-familiar. Why he sounded like a native of Ryloth, even though he reacted to the word “Tatooine” like he’d been born there. 


  “
  
    Master Joorsen was nicer to us, when we talked about our families,” 
  
  the boy said. “
  
    He even let me talk to my sister, once I’d dreamed about her enough for him to find her too.” 
  


  
    “You talked to your sister?” 
  
  Din made himself say, his mouth going very dry. 


  The boy nodded. His eyes were very wide. “
  
    Was that – was that bad?” 
  
  he asked, timidly. “
  
    I just – I missed her, that’s all, and Master Joorsen let Zhalla go free after she started talking to 
  
  her 
  
    sister, and –
  
   ”


  The kid was starting to panic. 


  
    He’s Force-sensitive, 
  
  Din reminded himself, trying to rein in his mounting fear. 
  
    He’s just a kid, he can’t control it very well. He can tell I’m worried, and it’s scaring him. 
  


  Din didn’t want to scare the boy. He made himself detach from his terror. From the certainty, cold as the waters of Krownest, that was rising in the back of his throat. 


  
    I think – I think I know who Gorga’s spy is, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    But I need to be sure. I need to be sure. 
  


  “
  
    No, kid,” 
  
  Din said. He managed to give the boy a small smile. The kid smiled back, uncertain. Vos was watching with concern across his own face, now. Grogu was holding very still. “
  
    You’re not – that wasn’t bad. You missed your sister, right? It was probably scary, to be alone without her. Without any of them.”
  


  Hesitantly, the boy nodded. 


  
    “What did you talk to your sister about?” 
  
  Din asked, trying to keep his tone light. “
  
    I live on Tatooine, you know. If your sister still lives there, I can help you find her.” 
  


  “
  
    You would?” 
  
  the boy asked. 


  Din nodded. He folded a hand over his heart. “
  
    I promise,” 
  
  he said. 


  The boy studied him, trying to decide if Din was telling the truth or not.


  “
  
    Boo-ahh,” 
  
  Grogu said, looking up at the boy. 


  “
  
    We – Master Joorsen didn’t let us talk much,” 
  
  the boy admitted. “
  
    He only lets us talk to our families if we’ve been good. Or if they’ve been good. If they’ve helped him.” 
  


  Din closed his eyes. 
  
    There it is, 
  
  he thought. 


  
    “If they helped him? How did your sister help Master Joorsen?” 
  
  Din asked. 


  The boy shrugged again, pulling his thin shoulders up. “He – he would ask them questions,” he said, switching to a soft, halting Basic. “‘Bout all kinds of stuff. I didn’t understand. Stuff about a – a 
  
    cazne?
  
  ” 


  “A castle,” Din said, translating the word for the kid. He managed to keep his voice calm and friendly, gentle, but his heart was hammering wildly against his ribs. Din needed a commlink. He needed to 
  
    leave. 
  
  He needed – 


  “A palace,” Din continued. 


  The boy’s eyes brightened. “A palace,” he repeated. He lisped the word a little; 
  
    palathe. 
  
  Din saw that the kid had lost a few of his baby teeth. “My sister works in one.” 


  
    Kark, 
  
  Din thought. “Master Joorsen asked your sister about the palace she worked in?” 


  The boy nodded. “Only, she didn’t like talking to him,” the boy said. “Erishurr’s brothers didn’t either, ‘til Master Joorsen hurt Erishurr. Then they talked to him more.” 


  “Did your – did Master Joorsen hurt you?” Din asked, horrified. He looked at Vos and tried to ask with his eyes if Joorsen was dead. 


  
    Yes, 
  
  Vos’s expression said. 


  
    Good, 
  
  Din thought. 


  The boy shrugged. “Yeah,” he said. “He always hurt us. ‘S what masters do.” He eyed Vos with some suspicion – he probably didn’t really believe that for a Jedi, “Master” just meant “teacher.” 


  “So he asked your sister questions about where she worked,” Din said. He had to be sure. “And – and if she didn’t answer them, he hurt you?” 


  The boy nodded. “Or Gella,” he said. 


  “Gella,” Din repeated, softly. “Your oldest sister, right?” 


  The boy’s eyes widened. Surprise made him seem even smaller. “Yeah!” he said. “You know her?” 


  “I’ve never met your sister Gella,” Din said. “But I know your other sister. Gida, right?” 


  “Yeah!” 


  
    Kark. 
  
  Din felt like the kid had driven a knife through his chest. 
  
    No, 
  
  he wanted to shout. 
  
    Not Gida. 
  


  Gida was Din’s 
  
    friend. 
  
  She’d helped him in Mos Eisley. He’d had tea with her mother. He’d taken her home every night after her shift at the bar so that she wouldn’t get hurt. He’d – 


  
    Joorsen – Joorsen found her, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    That’s who must have taken her, weeks and weeks ago, when Imiri first came to Boba and asked for his help getting Gida back. Jaasa operated out of Mos Eisley. If Joorsen worked with her – 
  


  If Joorsen had been working with Jaasa, they would have wanted a spy in Boba’s court. Who better than a frightened young Twi’Lek girl, whose brother and sister were already in Jaasa and Joorsen’s clutches? 


  
    Who better to recruit as spies than the beings who already lived in Mos Eisley by the thousands, 
  
  Din thought, sick to his stomach, 
  
    who go everywhere and see everything, but aren’t really seen in return? 
  


  That was how the 
  
    ahra 
  
  stayed ahead of the masters, after all. They used their numbers, their invisibility. 


  
    Jaasa and Joorsen – 
  
  Gorga – 
  
    they figured out how to weaponize that. 
  
  How to turn the network’s unity – kin helping kin, brothers helping sisters, parents their children, neighbors banding together to look out for each other – into information that Gorga could use. 


  
    What did Joorsen offer Gida? 
  
  Din wondered. 
  
    Her family back? Did he promise to free them if she infiltrated Boba’s court and fed him information? How 
  
  much 
  
    information did she give him? 
  


  
    Or did he offer anything at all? Did Joorsen just – 
  
  demand 
  
    that Gida help him, and hurt her family when she didn’t comply? 
  


  Din didn’t think that Gida had sold them out – all of them, Noora and Fennec, Kasyyk, Ay-Two and Zero, Din himself, Boba – intentionally. He couldn’t think that of her. He couldn’t. Maybe it was naive and foolish, soft-hearted, 
  
    laanduryc, 
  
  but – 


  
    But Gida and I – we survived together, 
  
  Din thought. They had been attacked on the road together, and had survived. 
  
    We worked together. We’re friends. 
  


  And Gorga – none of his attacks had been successful. If Gorga was mining Gida for information through Joorsen, then he wasn’t getting complete information. Erishurr’s brothers weren’t giving him complete information. None of the slaves in Mos Eisley or the free people who’d come to work in Boba’s palace were giving Gorga everything. 


  Din clung to that tightly. He had too. 


  A dozen pieces of information clicked together all at once, like the Jedi holocron finally opening after Din had turned it over and over for hours. 


  The slavers moving slaves through Spotted Anooba territory. The Zygerrians cropping up, first Zhalto, then Jaasa and now Joorsen. Gida’s kidnapping right at the beginning of Boba’s reign, when Imiri had no one else to turn to. The mercenary gangs staging their raid out of old slavers’ paths in the Jundland Wastes. Why people still went missing in the Quarter of Mos Eisley, despite Boba’s law banning slavery. 


  
    People went missing because Gorga needed more spies, 
  
  Din realized. 
  
    He wasn’t getting what he needed from the ones he had, so – so he had Jaasa and Joorsen make 
  
  more 
  
    spies. He was stealing children so that their parents – their brothers and sisters – would be desperate enough to do anything to get them back. 
  


  
    And we missed it. 
  


  They had missed it. Din, Boba, Fennec. 
  
    Kark, 
  
  Din thought, 
  
    even Vanth missed it. We all thought that the 
  
  ahra 
  
    was impossible to crack. Impossible for a slaver to get into. 
  


  But Gorga the Hutt had done, with the help of his Zygerrian friends, what Jabba had never managed to do; he’d broken into the slaves’ secret freedom network, and turned it for his own purposes. 


  But none of that was this kid’s fault. 


  Din swallowed his fear and tried not to look too angry, too horrified. He tried to push all of that down where the boy couldn’t see it or sense it. 


  “I know your mother, too,” Din said. “And I think I know who you are.” 


  The boy blinked at Din expectantly. 


  “Are you – is your name Gari?” Din asked. 


  Imiri had named her five children after the five moons of Ryloth. Ann Gella, Ann Glie, Ann Gida, Ann Giri and Ann Gari. Din knew what had happened to Gida’s brother Glie. He’d been sold into the fighting pits. He’d died there. And Gella had disappeared from her own cantina. Gida’d never told him what had happened to her other two siblings, the twins, in any detail, but Din thought that he’d just found one of the two. 


  The boy – Gari – beamed. “It is!” he said. “You really do know my sister!” 


  Din took another deep breath. “I do,” he said. “She’s a friend of mine, and I think she might be in trouble.”


  Gari’s eyes widened again. “You do?” 


  Din nodded. Vos and Grogu were both looking at Din, concern plain in both of their faces. “Joorsen worked for a very bad person,” Din said. “And I think that person was making your sister help Joorsen. That person wants to do bad things on Tatooine.” 


  “But don’t worry,” Din added firmly, when Gari’s face crumpled, the kid clearly afraid that he’d somehow helped his sister – helped the masters – hurt other people. “I’m going to help your sister, okay? And Master Joorsen won’t hurt you – or anyone else – ever again.” 


  “
  
    What about – what about the other one?
  
  ” Gari asked, soft and frightened. He’d slipped back into Ryl. “
  
    The one who wants to do bad things?” 
  


  Din stood up. 


  Gida knew that Din wasn’t on Tatooine. She knew that he’d been set to leave for a few days. That we would come back, but that for a handful of days, a week, he wouldn’t be at the palace. Din didn’t know if she’d known that Boba had left too, that the palace was down two of its fiercest defenders, but Din wasn’t going to wait to find out.  


  “I’m going to stop him too,” he said. “And then when it’s safe, I’m going to take you home, okay? Your mother misses you very much, Gari.” 


  “Djarin,” Vos said, climbing to his feet too. His expression was serious. “What’s wrong?” 


  Din didn’t want to answer him in front of the kids. The Initiates. The Jedi who were working so hard to patch up their newest charges, who were telling jokes and letting kids cry and trying to keep up their calm, peaceful expressions. He didn’t want Gorga the Hutt to ruin the Jedi Temple too. 


  “I need a comm link,” Din said. All of his lingering aches and pains were forgotten. “There’s a problem on Tatooine.”   

 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: Violence. Attempted murder. Moderate-to-serious injury. Religious trauma. Din finally confronts the armorer in the dueling ring. Moderate thalassophobia and near-drowning. Political violence. Head-on discussion of slavery, including the slavery of children. 
Chapter notes:
-I’m not gonna stick all of this in the glossary, so the translation is here: “Copaani oya’karir? Copaani oyacyir? Copaani be’slanar, draar haati tug’yc? Copaani ramaanar solus?”: “Do you want to hunt? Do you want to live? Do you want to disappear, never seen again? Do you want to die alone?”
There’s a lot to unpack there! “Copaanir” means “to want,” “oya’karir” means “to hunt, to chase,” “oyacyir” means “to live” (and I have many feelings about the roots of those two words being the same!) and “be’slanar” means “to leave, to go away.” I took some liberties with the base words for “never seen again” and also “die alone,” but listen. I am doing my best.
-I actually can’t think about moisture farming for too long without losing my entire mind. How does it work. How is it in any way sustainable. Is Tatooine a desert wasteland because people have been drawing moisture out of the atmosphere instead of letting seasonal rhythms of desert and monsoon establish, thus driving the increased pace of desertification on a global scale,
-Din’s understanding of politics is, I think, a bit like Ned Stark’s. He's not stupid, but he's so outrageously honorable and determined to keep his word that the idea of people functioning outside of that mindset is baffling to him.
-A lot of the fandom interpretations of Bo-Katan cast as an antagonist who is determined to regain power, and while I understand where that comes from – she is mad as fuck when Din comes onto the bridge with the darksaber – I don’t think Kryze is necessarily hung up on the idea of leading Mandalore herself.
In Rebels, she initially turns Sabine Wren down when Sabine offers Kryze the darksaber and everything that goes along with it. Bo-Katan wants a strong Mandalore, and I think would back anyone she thought could bring about that vision. If that person she throws her weight behind happens to owe Kryze a debt or two, all the better, and she certainly has the capacity to be an antagonist (full disclosure, I haven’t seen the S3 trailer, but I’ve heard that this is kind of the direction that it indicates), and I think even if she backs Din in the show he’s going to have to watch his back around her, because she has “any means to achieve their ends” written across her face in big ol’ letters, but I don’t necessarily think she’d have to stand in direct opposition in order to get the power and influence she wants.
There’s power in being the king, but there’s power in being the one who hands the king his crown, too.
-Bo-Katan, incidentally, would like Din to stop being So Outrageously Mandalorian all of the time. She’s really been dragged into his corner kicking and screaming, and would LOVE it if he gave her the opportunity to abandon ship.
-”Jare’la bal dini’la, al ibac haar mand’alor:” Probably very clunky, but more or less translates to “reckless and insane, but that’s the mand’alor.”
-The rules of the ijaa’kaan are loosely based on the rules of a holmgang or holmganga. Honor duels are serious business. We know that one warrior challenging another is an accepted practice – Obi-Wan and Pre Vizsla square off during TCW and Vizsla specifically tells his men not to interfere, and Sabine challenges Rau in Rebels – so I borrowed some rules from Nordic folklore because it feels apropos.
-In canon, Mandalorians talk in kind of a stilted, old-fashioned way. They’re very formal. It’s a bit awkward to write that way, but [shrug.] Doin’ my best.
-If you’re like, “Wait!!! How an the darksaber stay lit underwater???” That would be a good old bifurcating cyclical-ignition pulse, babey! Star Wars is fuckin’ whack.
-This fic is not a step-by-step guide on how to recover from hypothermia.
-"Poodoo" is Huttese for "shit." Din swears around Grogu all the time, so yeah. The kid's first word has a pretty good chance at being profane.
-Writing this chapter made me sad, so of course it was time to bring back Quinlan Vos.
-To all the folks who have been guessing the identity of the mole in Boba's outfit; well, what did you think? Did you get pretty close? 
Your song of the week is “Eye for an Eye,” Mac Quayle. I was too chickenshit to watch or play The Last of Us II, but the soundtrack IS bangin’. You wanna talk about oppressive, threatening battle music, sheesh.
(Anything by the HU would probably not be out of place here, what with everyone throwing hands at each other, AND the HU canonically exist in Star Wars!)
Two to go, y’all!


  


      

  











atin



    Chapter Notes

      /slinks in a month late, drops a 27,000 word chapter, leaves.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  atin. 
 
Din stood alone in the wreckage of Boba’s throne room, struggling to understand what had happened. 
He knew in his head what had happened, of course. He’d known it as soon as he’d realized, crouching in front of the boy in the Jedi Academy’s mess hall, who Gari was. Din had known how Gorga had been getting his information. How he’d been staging his attacks. Din had known what had happened the moment he’d commed Boba, then Fennec, then Noora and Kasyyk and Cobb and the palace itself, trying to reach someone, anyone that Din could warn, and had gotten only silence back. 
But Din’s heart was still confused. Bewildered.  Betrayed.  
 Gida’s my friend,  Din thought distantly, staring at Boba’s throne. A dark streak of sooty carbon was burned into the back of the wood.  She didn’t – she couldn’t have wanted for this to happen.  
Boba’s throne was, aside from the burn, relatively untouched. It was his new throne, the one that Noora’d commissioned to replace the throne that Paz had melted in a fit of bad temper. It had just been installed a few weeks ago. 
The rest of the room was in ruins. Chairs and tables were broken, overturned, the floor scattered with shattered clay cups and broken spotchka bottles, fragments of wood, discarded plates. Starfighter fire had torn an enormous hole in the roof, littering the floor with sand and dust and chunks of stone. The walls were scored in a hundred places, dented, grey with soot. 

   She couldn’t have wanted this.  

Noora’s tapestry had been torn in two. Half of it fluttered sadly in the wind, which stirred sand and motes of dust up around Din’s boots, and the other half lay burned and torn on the floor. 
Din could barely make himself look at it. He couldn’t make himself look at the bodies either. The throne room was just as full of them as it was fragments of wood and great chunks of stone, but Din couldn’t look at them, not yet. 
He didn’t want to see anyone that he knew. 

   She –  

Din  knew that Gida hadn’t wanted anyone to get hurt. He remembered how upset she’d been after the first raid, when Zero had been killed by Gorga’s mercs. She’d been devastated. Pale. Frightened. 
“I didn’t think Zero would get hurt,” she had said. Din closed his eyes against the memory. 
 She found me in the city that day,  he thought.  In Mos Eisley, when I went hunting for Hutt sympathizers and found – and found Gida and Ruli instead.  
Had she been sending information to Gorga’s network even then? Had she been looking for Din to keep tabs on him? To report on his movements? 
 I told her that I was going to be off-planet, Din thought. The horror was duller now than it had been when Din had first realized that Gida was one of Gorga’s spies. He'd had a very long, very tense flight in hyperspace to think about all of the information that he’d given away because Din had trusted Gida. Because he’d looked at her and seen someone who had needed Din’s protection.
He had offered up the palace on an iriidite platter. He'd told her that he wouldn't be in the palace to protect it; Din had told Gida that he’d be off-planet for several days. And she’d told Gorga, who had clearly taken advantage of Din’s absence. The palace was a wreck. Din had been able to see the smoke for miles, as he’d dropped out of the black and cut down through Tatooine’s atmosphere so fast the  Kirik-Fly’s heat shields had started to sputter and fail underneath the strain. He'd been able to see the smoke from the stratosphere.
Underneath the horror, a curl of rage flickered behind Din’s ribs. Din had trusted Gida, and she’d taken that trust and sold it to Gorga the Hutt instead. 
But then Din thought of Gari, small and fragile, sitting in the mess hall with his shoulders curled up around his ears, watching everyone warily. Afraid that his rescuers were his new masters now. Afraid that his life hadn’t changed at all. 
Gari was just a child.  Gida was a child, really. She’d gotten tangled up in Boba’s outfit because she’d been kidnapped. Din remembered that now. Her mother, Imiri, had come to Boba for help, because Gida had been stolen away. Imiri hadn’t had anyone else to turn to. She’d wanted her daughter back. 
 We thought that it was – random,  Din thought.  That it was  ordinary.  Twi’Lek dancing girls get kidnapped all the time. The sorrowlanes are full of them. A pretty girl like Gida going missing – what’s unusual about that, on Tatooine?  
But it had been a trick. Bait. Din could see that now. Gida  had been abducted, but she’d been stolen so that Boba could send someone to rescue her. So that Boba would accept Gida into the outfit without too much trouble. Without too many questions. 
 And he –  we – Din thought, refusing to spare himself any blame –  we bought it.  
Gorga’s people – Jaasa’s gang – had tied Gida out like a hunter staked an eopie down in the sands to lure a krayt dragon from its cave, and all of them had taken the bait. Gida’d been brought into the fold. She’d been one of them. Din had – Din had protected her. Saved her life, even.  
 And she – what?  Din thought.  Sold us all to Gorga?  
Din remembered the smoke in the air, the night he and Gida had been attacked on the road to Mos Eisley. He remembered the garrote around his neck in the alleys of the Gleaning, the Weequay behind him trying to strangle Din to death. Gida’d been there that day too. 
Eyes still screwed shut, Din couldn’t help but see everything that he’d missed before. The signs had been there. Gida’s wariness. Her skittishness. How unhappy she’d been, how closed off. 
She had tried not to get close to them. To  any of them. But – 
 But they must’ve started threatening her,  Din realized.  She told Noora she was being followed home. That was – that was Jaasa’s crew, intimidating her. Making her afraid. Driving her towards us. She told me that someone was watching her. Scaring her. 
Gida had been Gorga’s spy, but Din – Noora, Fennec, Kasyyk, Zero, all of them – had jumped in to help Gida feet first. Eyes open. Only after Din had started to take Gida home had she opened up to him. Gotten closer. 
 She knew that Ushib was more than Boba’s cook, too,  Din realized. Gida’d worked the bar, and the bar staff and the kitchen staff worked closely together. Ushib had been one of the first of Boba’s outfit to go missing. She'd been abducted weeks ago. Boba and Din had found her together, the night they had brought Paz and the verd'ike back from Arkanis.  
Gida had closed down the bar almost every night. She’d been there when Boba had cleared out his business partners and petitioners, the gamblers and the band and the palace’s ordinary guests. She’d learned their movements. Their patterns. 
 And she knew that I was close to Boba too. She’d probably seen Din and Boba come down from Boba’s tower together half a dozen times. She’d seen Din keep watch by the stairs. 
Din screwed his eyes shut so tightly that his jaw ached. Smoke stung his eyes and burned his nose. Filled it with the stink of scorched carbon and blood, of spilled spotchka, of dust and stone. 
He couldn’t stop seeing Gari’s face. Wide-eyed but guarded, afraid. 
 What would I have done?  Din wondered.  If it – if someone had taken Paz, when I was a kid, and then offered me a way to get Paz back? To keep him safe? If they’d told me that they would hurt my brother unless I helped them?  
Din wondered who else had traded information to Gorga. Din knew it couldn’t just be Gida alone. She’d been brought close to Boba’s inner circle, but she hadn’t known all of it, hadn’t known everything about the outfit and how it was run, and she hadn’t been in the palace every day. 
 Deyyeri?  Din wondered, thinking of the Wookiee mother who’d asked for Boba’s help in finding her missing son Erishurr.  The brothers, Kansekk and Iiju? What about Gida’s friends? Does Theran have anyone he’s lost down the sorrowlanes? Does Tavva? And Cobb – who in Mos Pelgo’s lost someone to Jaasa’s crew? Where’s the leak in  his  network?  
Cobb hadn’t answered his comm either. Din already knew what had happened to Mos Pelgo – the same thing that had happened here – but hadn’t seen the town, yet. He knew that it probably hadn't fared any better than the palace. That it had probably fared worse. Mos Pelgo didn't have the palace's walls to protect it. 
Boba’s ranks had swelled with new recruits over the last few months. As Boba’d fought off the first few Hutt attacks, as he’d settled in and grown his little kingdom, as he’d started to make his business thrive again, he'd signed on dozens and dozens of new employees. People had started to feel – safe. Had started to feel like Boba’s outfit was a decent one to band up with. They’d wanted Boba’s credits. His protection. 
How many of them had joined up just to get information for the Hutts? 
 Fennec vetted everyone that she could,  Din reminded himself.  She went through our ranks pretty thoroughly.  
 But she was looking for  willing  spies. For those who’d give Gorga information because they wanted to, because they hoped to get something out of it. Clink, power, influence. She wasn’t looking for anyone who was  forced  to spy.  
Heart in his throat, Din made himself open his eyes.  
What Gida had done – what Fennec and Din and Boba had missed – it didn’t matter. Not now. It was done. Finished. Gorga’s mercenaries had come to the palace in force, and Din had come too late to stop them. 
He’d commed Boba and Fennec from the temple on Yavin-4 as soon as Din had realized the implications of what Gari had told him. As soon as Din had fit the pieces together. He’d tried to raise them first on the comm link he’d borrowed, fingers shaking, from Vos – Din’s comm was still broken, cracked first by Boba in the desert and then half-drowned in the lake on Krownest – and then again from the  Kirik-Fly, when his borrowed comm had returned only silence. 
Neither of them had answered. Din had known then that he was too late. That Gorga’s forces had already attacked. Silence from Boba – Din could explain away silence from Boba. He didn’t know how long the trip from Krownest to Tatooine took. Din had half-hoped that Boba’s comm had been quiet because Boba had still been in hyperspace. Still traveling. Still  safe.  
But Fennec – Fennec always answered her comm. And if she didn’t, she was good about getting back to Din as soon as she had a spare second. With Boba away from Tatooine, she would’ve kept her comm on her. She would’ve answered it immediately, if she could have. 
But she hadn’t answered, and neither had anyone else that Din had tried, vision narrowing, before he’d given up and thrown himself headfirst into hyperspace, aimed at Tatooine. 
 Gorga would’ve – he would’ve wanted Boba to be here,  Din thought, staring at the carbon burn scored across the back of Boba’s throne.  He would’ve wanted to make sure that his mercs got Boba too.  
At the very least Gorga would’ve wanted to lure Boba into an ambush, and the fact that Boba hadn’t commed Din back told Din that Gorga’s mercs had succeeded. 
Anger, cold as the water on Krownest, sloshed inside of Din’s chest. 
 This is – this is  Gorga’s  fault,  Din reminded himself.  This is the Hutt Cartel’s fault. They were happy enough to leave Tatooine to rot when someone incompetent was in charge – and paying them protection credits – but when Boba took over and turned the outfit around, they suddenly decided that they cared. That they wanted Tatooine back.  
That was Din’s real enemy. The Hutt Cartel and their greed. Gida – 
 She betrayed us,  Din thought.  But – she was caught in a trap too.  
Gida had lost her brother. Both of her brothers, actually, and her sisters too; her entire family had been chewed up by the great, hungry maw of the sorrowlanes, and it was the Hutts who’d grown fat and rich off of that sorrow, feeding on the pain and misery of others like a mynock leeched power from a ship.  
 They’re slavers,  Din thought.  They’ve always been slavers. Jabba had built his empire on the backs of others. 

   The Hutts are my enemy.  

Din focused on that certainty. He sharpened his anger against it like a  verd knife, honing it to a killing edge. 
Din had come too late to stop Gorga from enacting his plan, too late to save the palace, but if Gorga’s mercs had killed Boba, had killed Fennec, had killed any of Boba’s people, Din hadn’t come too late to get revenge. 
The urge to tear out of the palace through the gash in the roof and make straight for Nar Shaddaa, blasters blazing, darksaber lit in his fist, nearly overwhelmed Din for a minute. He wasn’t an angry person by nature, he didn’t think, but the palace, the people in it – 
 They’re  my  people. My tribe.  
They were the only tribe that Din had left. If they’d been killed, Din was honor-bound, blood-bound, bound by his armor and his name and the right to call himself a warrior, to see vengeance paid. 
 I am Mandalorian. Mandalorians – they took care of their tribes. Their clans. And when they failed, they took vengeance. Din had walked away from the squabbling on Krownest, from the feuding, from Clan Ordo getting revenge on Clan Awaud and Clan Kryze on Clan Fett, from the Children of the Watch and the True Mandalorians and the rest of the political tangle of competing families and interests and histories that Din knew he’d had no hope of – and no desire to try – understanding. 

   Gorga the Hutt is not Mandalorian.  

Gorga was an  aru’e.  An enemy. Killing Gorga would be  right.  
 Not yet, though, Din cautioned himself, wrapping a hand around his rage and clutching it tight. If he needed to get vengeance, he’d get it. Din would die getting it, if he had to. 

   But – I don’t see Boba here.  

Hand on his rage, on the desire to make for Nar Shaddaa and make Gorga afraid, Din tried to let a  beroya’s cool focus steal over him instead. He needed to think. The throne room was full of bodies, but none of them were in Boba’s black robes, his green armor. None of them were in Noora’s billowing, comfortable pants or Fennec’s black-and-orange. 
 They’re not here. I need to find them. Vengeance is important, but if they’re alive – 
If Boba’s people were alive, then Din needed to protect them. That was more important than any vengeance. He knew that. He  believed that, usually. That knowledge was just – harder to reach, standing here in the ruins of Boba’s home. 

   My home.  

Din took a steadying breath. 
 Gorga – Gorga is a Hutt,  Din thought, trying to sink into the familiar thought patterns of a bounty hunter. It shouldn’t have been hard. Din had been a hunter for most of his life. He knew how to think like one. He  was one. 
 What are Hutts, before they’re anything else? he asked himself. 
The answer came in fits and starts, half-smothered by Din’s fury, but it did come. 

   They’re businessbeings.  

The Hutts had run a quarter of the galaxy for hundreds of years. They’d done it through cruelty and bribery, through flattery, through war, but mostly they’d done it by cutting good deals. They were stingy with their credits. They made safe bets. 
Killing everyone in the palace would’ve been a safe bet if Gorga’s goal had been to just topple a rival, but there weren’t enough bodies around for that. 
 Fennec said – she said that her spies had told her that Gorga was strapped for credits, Din thought. He had all of the pieces. He’d had them for weeks. He just – needed to fit them together. 
 Valarian told me the same thing.  Din had spoken to her in Mos Entha. Lady Valarian had outlasted the Hutts for years. She knew them well.  Gorga was having trouble putting the clink together to raise a proper army. He was paying for the cheapest mercs he could find.  
But cheap mercs had been turned back by Boba’s outfit handily enough. Gorga’s first raid on the palace had failed. 

   So he paid for better mercs, then. Or he paid for more mercs. Even Boba'd get overrun if Gorga threw enough bodies at him. And if the Hutt's already strapped for credits, I bet Gorga will be looking for any way to make some clink back that he can find.  

Tatooine was situated along the sorrowlanes. 
Killing one’s enemies was economical, in Din’s opinion, but then he wasn’t a Hutt and he didn’t have a Hutt’s greed. 
 Some of us – we’d fetch a good price, he thought grimly. Mandalorians, after all, were prized in the fighting pits. Wookiees too. Tuskens were ferocious fighters. Boba's guards all had combat training. 
There'd be other buyers too, not just the fighting pits. Fennec was frighteningly good at her job. Noora was clever and beautiful. Gida was a dancer. The people of Mos Pelgo were already miners and farmers. The New Republic had tried to crack down on the spice mines of Kessel, on the silicax mines of Tatooine, the fighting pits of Nar Shaddaa, but the Outer Rim was wild. The sorrowlanes still ran throughout much of the galaxy.     
 Gorga’s greedy. And he’s proud, too. All of the Hutts are proud, Din thought. Some more than others. Jabba’d punished any slight, real or imagined, with immediate and often brutal death. 

   How would Gorga deal with a slight?  

Selling all of Boba's people off into slavery would be a lesson, Din supposed. A warning to other potential rivals, and a way to make some credits besides. But Boba – Gorga wouldn't sell Boba. Boba’d done more than slight Gorga. Boba had  resisted  him. He’d shrugged off the Hutts’ attempts to take back Jabba’s empire on Tatooine. He’d stood up to them and for several weeks, Boba’d  won.  
That was a grave insult. An affront. Boba’s defiance, his continued success, had made Gorga look  weak. Boba’s continued existence must have offended Gorga’s very pride. 
 So what do the Hutts do when their pride has been offended? Din thought. 
The answer to that question came faster, the bounty hunter clinical and calculating, used to living in this part of the galaxy and neatly compartmentalizing its casual cruelties, its easy brutality, and the answer left Din very cold. He shivered despite the sunlight streaming into the palace from the hole in the roof. Despite the lingering heat of blasterfire, of heavy ordnance, of a few hundred bodies fighting desperately in a small space. 

   Hutts make spectacles of their enemies.  

Cobb Vanth had been the first person to tell Din how Jabba had died. About the Pit of Carkoon, about Jabba hauling his entire court out into the middle of nowhere just to put on a show. To make a point. 
 Would Gorga – would he want to do something like that?  Din wondered. Would he want to toss Boba to a rancor or tie him to a stake to go mad under the suns? Soak him in fresh blood and leave him tied out for a krayt dragon's meal?  
Then he shook his head. He didn’t even know if Gorga was on-planet. Din couldn’t get too far ahead of himself. Planning for what  might  happen wouldn’t do Din any good. What he  needed was to look around the throne room. To find evidence. To figure out exactly what had happened, and where the mercs had gone. 
Din took another deep breath, smoke stinging the back of his throat, and forced himself to set everything else – his grief, his fear, his bewildered hurt and his cold, deep anger – aside. Din needed to be the hunter, now. Nothing else mattered. 
He looked around the throne room again, and his focus sharpened.
Gorga’s mercenaries had caught the throne room and its occupants by surprise. It wasn’t the best place to fend off a siege from. If Boba had known that Gorga’s army was coming, he would have retreated deeper into the palace. Somewhere with a choke point, somewhere where Boba and his people controlled all of the variables. But the fight had been here. 

   They weren’t ready.  

Din went over to the nearest body and nudged it with his boot, turning it over to get a good look at it. 
It wasn’t anyone that Din knew. The body belonged to a Devaronian, red-skinned, with two horns that curled up over his forehead. He’d caught a blaster bolt to the chest, a dark hole seared into a gap between two plates of Katarn-class body armor. The Devaronian’s eyes were still open. 
 A merc, Din thought. He didn’t know all of Boba’s guards by name, but he knew their faces. This Devaronian wasn’t one of Boba’s. 
The body was stiff underneath Din’s boot. It had been at least a handful of hours since the attack, then, but not a full day. 
 It couldn’t have been a full day,  Din thought.  Boba and I – we were on Krownest a day ago.  
Gorga wouldn’t have been able to catch Boba in an ambush if Boba’d dropped out of hyperspace after the attack on the palace. Din had been able to see the smoke – the debris – from the karking stratosphere. Gorga’s mercs had hit the palace hard, but the palace had hit back. The sands for miles around the palace, almost all the way to Mos Eisley, which Din had roared over with his ship still trailing flames from entry into the atmosphere, had been scattered with bits of destroyed hunter-killers and starfighters. The palace had still been smoking when Din had landed out front. Boba would have seen the wreckage too. He would have gone to ground. 
He would have been  angry, Din knew, but Boba wasn’t stupid. He wouldn’t have flown himself headfirst into a trap. 
 And he would’ve commed me for help,  Din thought.  But he didn’t, so –  
So, Gorga’s mercs had waited until Boba was back in the palace. Until they’d  known that Boba was back in the palace. And then once they’d known, they had attacked. 
It had taken Din a handful of hours to get between Krownest and Yavin-4. The flight between Yavin-4 and Tatooine took almost eight hours, even at lightspeed. Din did the math in his head, triangulating; it had probably taken Boba eight or nine hours, maybe ten, to get between Krownest and Tatooine. 
 So the mercs attacked four or five hours ago, six at the most, Din decided. Long enough for the fires to burn out, though white smoke still curled through the air from the gash in the throne room’s roof. Long enough for the bodies left behind to stiffen. 
 I can work with six hours. Six hours wasn’t that much of a head start, all things considered. Not even in the desert, when wind and sand could shift and cover up any tracks before a full day had passed. 
But the mercs had gone somewhere. 
Din knew that the mercs hadn’t gone through Mos Eisley. Jaasa’s crew aside, Boba had controlled most of the city. The people there would have seen the fighting, the ships swarming the palace, the smoke, and gone to ground. The spaceports would’ve shut down. 
 He’s got a pretty good handle on Mos Espa, too, and Valarian runs Mos Entha,  Din thought.  But the mercs aren’t  here,  which means they went somewhere else.  
They could’ve left Tatooine on their own ship, of course, but for them to take  everyone with them, they would’ve needed a pretty large ship, and Din hadn’t seen the signs of one around the palace. 
If they’d taken Boba, taken Fennec, off-planet, six hours could get the mercs parsecs and parsecs away, but – 
 But the idea of them leaving the planet – that doesn’t sit right,  Din thought.  It doesn’t  feel  right.  
Din’s instincts had served him pretty well. He leaned on them now. 
 No,  he thought, slowly.  I don’t think – I don’t think that Gorga’s mercs took our people off-planet. Not yet. Gorga – he’ll want to make a point. He’ll want to make an example of us. So –  
 What?  Din thought.  The mercs went somewhere else? Does Gorga have another palace on-planet?  Din had never heard of one, but he'd hardly been everywhere on Tatooine. The desert was vast and sprawling. 
If Gorga’s people were still on Tatooine, Din would need to find them quickly. Tatooine was enormous, and it was full of places to hide. 
 I can find them,  Din told himself.  I just – I need to work quickly.  
He sank back into his hunter’s focus, half-lidding his eyes while he thought. 
There was no time to bury the dead, even though Din wanted to. No time to call for help, either – Din was sure that the Mandalorian summit was still going strong, its warriors hacking each other to pieces out on the ice, and the Jedi knew that there was trouble here on Tatooine anyway. Vos had promised to come when he could. He’d promised to rally the Jedi, though the Knights and Masters who’d rescued the children with Vos were all tired and battle-worn, many of them injured, and to come to Tatooine when he could. 
The Mandalorians wouldn’t come to Din’s aid even if he commed and asked them to, and he didn’t have half a day to wait for them even if they did. Din had walked away from them, after all. Bo-Katan had asked Din to stay, and he hadn’t. He’d left. 
He pushed that grief aside too. There was work to do. 
Din moved on from the Devaronian’s body, trying to piece together what had happened. It was harder to do without his helmet than Din would’ve thought; he hadn’t realized, really, just how much he’d relied on his visor’s different image settings to piece together a scene, to start a hunt, to gather information. 
Din’s helmet was still sitting broken on the co-pilot’s seat of the  Kirik-Fly. Din’s head still ached where the armorer had hit him. Some time between separating from Boba on Krownest and pacing past his ‘fresher a few hours ago, trapped in hyperspace and wishing desperately to alter the laws of physics to get to Tatooine faster, Din had caught sight of himself in the ‘fresher mirror. 
His face had bruised where she’d struck him. It wasn’t as bad a bruise as it should have been, considering how hard she’d hit him. She’d taken her hammer directly to the side of Din’s head. She’d bashed his helmet so hard – with such tremendous strength, and with a beskar hammer to back her up – that the seals holding his helmet in place had cracked. 
Not even the darktrooper had been able to do that, though the darktroopers hadn’t been made of beskar. 
The inside of Din’s helmet had dug sharply into his cheek. His temple. But the bruise it had left was still small. A fleck of blue, no bigger than a thumbprint, even though Din could still feel the aftershocks of that hammer blow every time he gritted his teeth. 
 My helmet protected me, he thought. 
It couldn’t protect Din now. Din had left it back on the  Fly, turning once to look at it before he’d dropped the plug door and jumped out into the sands, hitting the ground before the ramp had fully extended. 
His helmet had looked back at him. The metal was undented, the sharp curve of its cheek unbroken, but its visor had cracked, turned into a wyyyschokk web of broken glass. Din had known that he wouldn’t be able to see through it. That none of its scanners, its thermal imaging, its infrared, its night vision or its distance scope, would work. The helmet was useless to Din unless he got it fixed, and now that he’d walked away from Mandalore Din didn’t know anyone who  could fix it. 
 I don’t need it, Din had thought. 
He’d turned away from the helmet and had leapt out into the sands, had run for the palace’s great, splintered doors, and now he was here, in the palace, surrounded on all sides by death and destruction. 
 And,  Din reminded himself, dragging his thoughts away from Krownest,  clues. There’s got to be something here that tells me what happened. Where the mercs went.  
Part of Din still wanted to pay a visit to Mos Eisley, even though he knew that the mercs probably hadn’t flown into or out of that city. Part of him wanted to knock down Imiri’s door. Drag Gida into the street. Make her tell Din what she knew. 
But she was still young. Barely twenty. Older than Din’s own son, old enough to have taken the Foundlings’ Trial if she’d been a Child of the Watch instead of a child of Tatooine, old enough to stand on her own as a warrior, but still hardly more than a kid. Terrifying kids wasn’t how Din wanted to go about this. 
 There’s something here,  he told himself.  Something that I can find. He had to believe that. He had to believe that his friends, his people, were still here on Tatooine somewhere. Were still within Din’s reach. 
I'd know if Boba died. The thought was new and ridiculous – Din had no way of knowing if Boba was still alive or not. He hadn't been keeping track of Boba with a tracker like Fennec had. He didn't have a readout of Boba's vitals set to show up in his visor. 
But I'd know. Din couldn't imagine not knowing. Not being able to feel the moment Boba's life went out, snuffed like a stray ember or a spark off a beskar forge.
He's – I know him, Din thought. I know him. And he knows me. I love him. I –
Din stepped away from the dead Devaronian and looked at the throne room with a bounty hunter’s eyes. It was easier, this time. Familiar. 
The path of the battle was clear enough. Scorch marks on the walls, shattered tables, the lingering, biting smell of smoke; the mercenaries had come in with concussion grenades, the favorite of Jaasa’s band of slavers. Of Gorga’s crew, because the two were the same. The grenades had knocked down a great swath of people and had probably thrown everyone else in the room off-balance. Caused a panic. 
Boba wouldn’t have panicked, though, and neither would Fennec or the palace guards. Boba’s outfit had fought back. Din paused for a moment beside a dead human man in the same Katarn-grade armor as the Devaronian. He’d taken a blaster bolt between the eyes. 
 Fennec, thought Din. 
Another merc’s head had been crushed in. Boba with his  gaderffii, maybe, or Kasyyk with his Wookiee strength. Din kept moving. 
The mercs had taken heavy losses. All of them wore the same Katarn armor, dull grey, dented and chipped and singed by blasterfire. Boba’s people had mounted a ferocious defense. 
But the defenders had also taken losses. Three Tusken warriors – all of the Shaking Mountain, by the patterns carved into their  gaderffii – lay dead in a heap by the mouth of one of the hallways that branched off the throne room. 
Tavva, the fierce Twi’Lekki guardswoman, was dead too, slumped over the bar. Din had to step over Ay-Two, whose chassis had been crushed, photoreceptor shattered, to get closer to the throne. 
That was the worst of it, though. The room was full of bodies, but most of them were the bodies of mercenaries or strangers, visitors to the palace who’d been unlucky enough to get caught in the crossfire between two rival crews. Boba had dozens of palace guards and palace staff now. He had hunters on retainer and smugglers who ran for him and him alone; he had an alliance with several Tusken tribes, arrangements with over a dozen small towns and outposts. 
 There should be more bodies,  Din thought.  More of  our  bodies. But there aren’t.  
Boba and his people had been taken. The certainty of it swelled behind Din’s ribs. 
He reached the throne and leaned down to touch it. The wood was cold even through Din’s gloves. 
 Of course it’s cold,  he told himself, chastising.  The fight was hours ago. The fires have all gone out. There’s no one here to sit on the throne to keep it warm.  
Din caught a smear of dark red out of the corner of his eye, nearly invisible against the dark grain of the wood, and frowned. 
 It’s not dry, he thought, reaching out to touch it. The tips of his gloves came away tacky and red. A dark smear of blood was slashed down the side of one of the throne’s arms. Dripped across the floor. 
 Boba,  thought Din.  He was hit.  
Part of Din snarled, furious, like a krayt dragon scraping its claws over rocks as it roused itself from its cave. Din fought his fury down and followed the trail of droplets with his eyes. 
 A shrapnel wound, probably. The sight of Boba’s blood made bile burn at the back of Din’s mouth, fury and fear tangled together, but there wasn’t enough blood for Boba to have sustained a serious injury. He’d been grazed, probably by a shard of wood flying off one of the broken tables, and then Boba had gotten up to fight. 
 Boba got hit, Din told himself, as if repeating the words in his head could lessen their meaning. Could turn all of this into – into a training exercise, into something harmless, into something that Din didn’t have to be afraid of. Din got hurt all of the time. He’d survived all of it. And Boba had even more scars than Din did – Boba would survive this too. 

   But he wasn’t hurt badly, not then. He got up. He fought.  

Din padded away from the throne, following the trail of blood. The drops were spaced widely apart. Boba had been moving quickly. He’d left the throne, crossed the room and smashed into a Twi’Lek mercenary; the merc had taken the sharp end of a  gaderffii through the chest, the blade punched through his armor with tremendous force. 
From there Boba’d fought his way to the bar, leaving dead mercs in his wake. Din didn’t know why Boba’d gone for the bar. To help someone, maybe, or to take cover behind it – the bar was scorched and scored in dozens of places, the wood chipped and broken. Tavva had died to defend it. Din saw that it had taken at least seven bolts to bring her down. 
Behind the bar, the trail grew disordered. Drops of it were flecked everywhere – Boba hadn’t been the only one hurt. Din found three more dead mercenaries behind the bar. One had been killed by Boba’s  gaderffii, one by a knife and one, Din thought, by meeting the business end of Noora’s enormous blasters at close range. Half of his head was gone. 
 But the fight stopped here,  Din realized, his heart sinking. He crouched down to get a closer look at the trail of blood and found Boba’s  gaderffii underneath the bar instead. It had fallen from Boba’s hand at some point during the fight and rolled, had been abandoned when the mercs had – 
 What?  Din thought, staring at the  gaderffii,  trying to keep the hunter at the front of his thoughts.  Dragged Boba away?  
Din crouched down and fished the  gaderffii out from underneath the bar. His fingers curled over the dark wood. He studied it, deliberately trying to keep his mind blank. It was – it was just a weapon. Just a tool. It wasn’t Boba himself. Both of its ends were still tacky with half-dried blood. 
Din pushed a breath out, clutching the  gaderffii  tightly. His fingers ached. His wrist. The  alor had hit Din in his bad arm, too, not just across the head. She’d made him drop his spear. 
 Is that what happened to Boba? Din thought, feeling sick. 
 But – but the mercs didn’t take the  gaderffii  with them,  he thought.  They took Boba, but they left this.  
Boba wasn’t dead. He wasn’t. Din clutched the  gaderffii so tightly that the joints in his wrist shrieked with red-white pain and took a breath to steady himself, trying to crush his feelings. His fear. 
This fight – it hadn’t gone well for Boba. For the palace. Everyone was  gone, which meant that they’d lost. Din had been able to see that they’d lost from karking space. He couldn’t change that. 
 But I can find them,  Din promised himself, fiercely.  I  will  find them.  
Din had been the best hunter in Nevarro. The best in the parsec. He was  still  a bounty hunter, still  beroya, even if he no longer hunted for the Guild or for his own tribe. Din could figure out where Gorga’s mercenaries had taken his friends. 
 I can get them back,  he promised himself.  But – I have to be careful about it.  
Din wouldn’t do any good to any survivors if he rushed off after them and fell headfirst into a trap. 
Before, it had been – easy, in its way, for Din to set himself aside and let the hunter in him do its work. Before Din had come to Tatooine, he’d been untouchable. Remote. He’d done his work professionally, above any of the pleading or bribing or arguing that his targets had tried on him, and Din had gotten the job done. 
 Grogu changed that,  Din thought. Then,  And Boba – Boba changed that too.  
It was hard to pull away from all of this, from the ruin of Boba’s home, from the blood on the floor, from the evidence that Din’s friends had fought for their lives. From the evidence that they’d  lost. The hunter was still there in the corner of Din’s mind, bright and present, but Din’s focus was blurred, now. Cracked, like his helmet. 
Fury inched through his chest like spreading ice. 
Din crushed it with some effort and made himself focus back on the trail of blood. Every second that he spent here wrestling with his feelings was another second that Gorga’s mercs could use to kill Din’s friends. To load them into a shuttle and haul them off-planet. To get so far away that finding them was the work of weeks, months, instead of minutes or hours. 
 Boba dropped his  gaderffii, Din thought, still clutching the wooden weapon.  So – either he was knocked out, or someone  made  him drop it. And then the fighting stopped.  
Din straightened up and went around to the other side of the bar, studying the floor. Behind the bar the trail was confused, disordered by the scuffle. But on this side, the trail was clearer. The drops of blood were still spaced well-apart, telling Din that whoever’d been injured – he still hoped that he was following Boba, but couldn’t be sure – hadn’t taken any truly serious injuries, but now instead of droplets, the blood trail fanned out in wide, sticky smears. 
 Drag marks, Din thought. 
Someone had been dragged out from behind the bar. 
The mercs had left their own dead along with the palace’s, so Din doubted that they’d bothered to haul a wounded comrade out of the fighting. 
 Boba,  Din thought, following the smears.  It has to be.  
Gorga would have wanted, at the very least, proof that his mercs had killed Boba, if he couldn’t get his slimy Hutt hands on Boba alive. He would have wanted to see the body. 
Din, abruptly sure that he was on the right trail now, followed the blood across the throne room and down the hall. 
 How’d they even get it?  Din wondered.  There were still guests in the palace when they attacked, so it’s not like Fennec and Boba knew that they were coming. The whole place would’ve been on lockdown, if they’d known. So the mercs surprised them.  
How had a bunch of mercenaries surprised Fennec Shand? Gorga’s previous attempts to raid the palace or get rid of Boba had only served to make Fennec more paranoid. She’d been tracking all of the palace guards. She’d set it up so that she could see where the guards were all the time, so that no one could be ambushed or dragged off where they shouldn’t be. 

   Someone must’ve told Gorga about the trackers. If he surprised Fennec, then his mercs knew to avoid the patrolled routes. The guarded doors. They –  

Another pang, half-anger and half-grief, rolled through Din. 
If the mercenaries had managed to avoid the regular patrols and make it to the throne room, if they’d known not to come into the palace through the main doors, then they had come into the palace secretly. They’d known a hidden way in. 
Din and Gida, after they had been attacked on the road, had started using the tunnels to get into and out of the palace. Gida had been afraid of the road. 
 She knew where the tunnels opened up out in the desert,  Din thought.  She knew where they opened into the place, too.  
Acid burned in his stomach. It didn’t matter how the mercenaries had come into the palace. What mattered was how they’d left, and who they’d taken with them. 
Din followed the trail of blood through the palace hallways and was not surprised to follow it all the way to the landing pad behind the palace, where he usually stored the  Fly, where Boba kept his own ship, where the bored Nuxan attendant checked in palace visitors all day long and baked in the suns. 
The Nuxan was dead too. Din stepped out of the palace into the harsh sunlight and saw him sprawled face-down in the sand, his datapad still clutched in one hand. A neat, dark hole had been burned through the back of his head. 
Din stared at the body, throat working. 
He hadn’t liked the Nuxan. Din had thought him too bored, too disinterested. An annoyance at best and a liability at worst. 
But – Din hadn’t wanted him to die. He hadn’t  deserved to die. He’d just been – doing his job. Minding the landing pad. 
The mercenaries  had come this way. There was sand thrown up in every direction, clear bootprints, more blood. Din was distantly concerned about all of the blood; back in the throne room it hadn’t seemed like Boba had been too badly hurt, but there were patches of rust-colored sand now, a churned trail. Din swallowed. 
The mercs hadn’t taken any of the ships stored in the landing bay. Boba’s battered green-and-red  Firespray was still sitting on its landing gear, grey metal glinting through the chips in the paint. A G9-Rigger had been left behind, as had a handful of other ships. 
 The mercs didn’t – they didn’t take any of the ships,  Din thought, wrestling himself away from the unexpected stab of grief that had punched into him at the sight of the Nuxan’s body.  They left all of it. So either they’d brought their own ships and are already in the black, or –  

   Or they took the speeders.  

Finding blood in the sand was more difficult than finding blood on stone; the sands were thirsty and dry and had drunk the smaller drops and flecks that Din had been following. But following the bootprints left by a small army of mercenaries wasn't hard at all. Din skirted the Nuxan’s body and found himself looking down a long, empty set of spaces where the speeders – the swoop bikes preferred by the palace’s guards, Noora’s Model-T, the X-34s that Boba kept around for the palace’s guests, the half-rusted collection of old BARCs that Bib Fortuna had left behind and Boba hadn’t bothered to sell – were usually kept. 
 They’re all gone, Din thought. Even the crumbling old BARCs were gone. The mercenaries had taken just about everything that they’d been able to get started. The only things left, at the very back of the bay, were a pair of rusted frames and a heap of spare parts. 
The empty bay should’ve sent a spike of fear through Din’s chest, but his heart leapt instead. 
 No speeder’s capable of a hyperspace jump,  he thought.  Which means that the mercs, when they left the palace – when they took Boba – were still on-planet.  
They’d left hours ago. The mercs could’ve boarded a ship out in the desert somewhere, could’ve made a run straight for Bestine and jumped into Mumble’s Turnaround. They could be long gone. 
 But they left in speeders. I can follow speeders, Din thought. He just needed a trail to follow, and some transport. 
He thought briefly about taking either Boba’s ship or the  Kirik-Fly and discarded both. They were both small ships, light as far as starfighters and freighters went, but they were still too big to be good trackers. 
Din tried his jetpack, more out of obligation than anything else, and wasn’t surprised when it spluttered and refused to lift Din even an inch or two off the ground. He hadn’t had the time to repair it before he’d landed on Yavin-4, and after he’d left Din hadn’t had the focus. His jetpack was as useless as his broken helmet. 
 Which just leaves what even the mercs didn’t want, Din thought. He eyed the pair of rusty frames, the heap of junk parts, that the mercenaries had left behind. 
 This is all I’ve got,  Din thought.  Unless I want to make a trip to Mos Eisley. But by the time I get back, the trail could be gone.  
Already a wind off the Great Dune Sea was shifting the sands around the palace. In another hour, the clear speeder-tracks left behind by the mercenaries could be gone. 

   Let’s see what I have to work with, then.  

The mercenaries had left a speeder and a half behind. They’d taken everything else. Din immediately discarded the half – an old BARC frame that had lost all of its wiring, its engine and its stabilizers – and cannibalized the heap of spare parts in the hopes of getting the other speeder up and running. 
Din didn’t have a mechanic’s kit on him, but the Nuxan did. He’d kept a decent kit underneath the chair he’d always been perched on. The chair was overturned in the sand, but the kit was still there. 
Din fished it out and got to work, propping Boba’s  gaderffii up against the wall. 
The  Razor Crest had been a flying heap of scrap metal and jawa-rigged wires, so Din was a decent mechanic. The speeder he was working with – a truly hideous Zephyr-G that looked like it had seen the rise and fall of more than just one empire – was barely worth the price of its bolts, but it was all that Din had to work with, and the heap of spare parts had what he needed, more or less. 
The old BARC looked like womp rats or urusai had been inside it, chewing at its wires, but it had two engine coils that were still usable. Din scavenged those, a spark plug and a repulsor from the scrap pile and some wire insulation from his own jetpack, since it was just extra weight to him now anyway, and allowed himself a faint, satisfied grin when he shoved the last engine coil into place with the heel of his hand and flicked the ignition. 
The Zephyr-G coughed three times, the engine crackling, black smoke churning up from its belly, and spluttered to life. 
 That’ll work, Din thought. Its paint job was peeling. Its engine case was scratched. Its seat had been chewed down to scraps of leather, probably by the same hungry animal that had helped itself to the insides of the old BARC, but its engine rumbled, and held. The repulsors kicked in. The bike lifted. 
In any other circumstance, the sound of the speeder would have Din shutting it down and towing it into the nearest mechanic’s shop, ready to drop a few hundred credits to gut the thing and start over. 
He didn’t have time to get to Pelli Motto, though, and he didn’t have time to worry about the swoop bike. It would work or it wouldn’t. Din only needed it to get him  to the mercs, anyway; he planned on taking at least one of Boba’s speeders back.
Din tossed the tools back where he’d found them, left his useless jetpack in the sand and strapped Boba’s  gaderffii to the side of the Zephyr. He intended to give it back to Boba in person. He swung a leg up over the side of the bike, then hesitated. 
It felt – wrong, to leave the Nuxan out here to rot. The dead inside would keep for a little while longer, but out here the urusai would be at the Nuxan within a few hours. 
Din didn’t have time to bury him, but he could at least cover his body. He could do that much for one of Boba's people. The Nuxan had been more than useless, but –
But he was one of us, thought Din. Before he could talk himself out of it, Din loped back over to the place where the Nuxan had followed, shed his cloak and draped it, carefully, over the corpse, tucking the edges underneath the body so that Din’s cloak wouldn’t blow away with the first gust of strong wind. 
It was a miserable effort, but it would at least keep the kirik-flies away for a few hours. Then Din set his grief aside and climbed back up on the Zephyr-G. 
It wobbled under his weight, but the repulsors worked alright. Din stayed above the sand. 
He took one last look at the palace’s landing bay, at Boba’s  Firespray and the Nuxan’s body, and then Din left, following wide-thrown furrows left in the sand as they led him out into the open desert. 
He could see the palace in the swoop bike’s mirrors. White smoke still poured from the gouge in the throne room roof, and a hole punched into Boba’s tower was billowing black. That plume of smoke grew smaller and smaller, then wavered and vanished into the desert’s heat. 
Din struck a course north and west, aimed for the Jundland Wastes. The speeder-tracks carved through the dunes confirmed his course. 
One speeder could pass through the desert without kicking up enough sand to leave a trail, but the mercs had taken at least two dozen speeders and transports. The desert looked like a herd of bantha had stormed through it.
Din slung himself low over the swoop and urged it along as fast as he dared. He wanted to gain some ground. The engine groaned, roaring like an angry krayt, spitting smoke, but it kept going. 
 There’s something to be said for pre-Imperial scrap,  Din thought grimly, remembering the  Razor Crest as the desert whirled by in shades of red and orange. The ridges were bare. Din passed a pair of bantha, both laden with a Tusken scout’s usual provisions and gear, that had been slaughtered underneath a stone outcropping. The rock rose red like a bloody hand over the corpses. Din didn’t have to stop to know that the banthas’ riders were dead along with their mounts. 
 Gorga probably knew which tribes had allied themselves with Boba,  he thought.  His men knew to watch the ridges, to take out any scouts or outriders that they saw. The Spotted Anooba, the Shaking Mountain, the Sun Rock. His mercs would’ve killed anyone that they came across.  
Din wondered how coordinated Gorga’s attacks had been. They must’ve occurred pretty close together, if the mercs had taken the palace, Mos Pelgo and the Tuskens. 
Concern lurched through Din’s chest, quickly followed by anger. Din had been adopted by the White Bantha, but he’d – he’d  liked A’Shek. Ushib. They’d been Din’s allies. The Sun Rock, too. 
 The Sun Rock probably got hit,  Din thought.  Spotted Anooba territory’s across the Great Dune Sea from  here. A’Shek and his people – they scouted for us, but they’re deep enough in the sands that they might’ve been left alone.  

   But the Sun Rock, Mos Pelgo –  

Worry gnawed at Din. 
 We knew that there was a hole in Cobb Vanth’s network.  The first job Din had ever done for the  ahra, for Cobb, running a group of escaping slaves between Tatooine and Boz Pity, had gone sideways. A gang of Trandoshan slave-hunters had been waiting for them in the skies above Boz Pity. 
 But we thought that was – what? Din wondered. He set himself in the middle of the wide tracks left by Gorga’s soldiers and followed them, picking up speed. Dunes whipped by, their backs broken by more dead banthas, by destroyed hunter-killers, and the outcroppings of rock grew larger and more frequent. The palace was gone now, lost miles behind Din, and the deep canyons of the Jundland Wastes were rising. 
The mercs had covered a lot of ground very quickly. They’d had to, because the Tusken scouts who’d died near the palace hadn’t had time to warn the scouts closer to the Wastes. Tuskens didn’t use comms, but they had their ways of communicating over vast distances. None of the scouts had had time to reach their talking drums. 
 They didn’t get the chance, Din thought, racing past another dead bantha. 
His fingers itched to stop and honor the dead. Din wasn’t superstitious, not really, and even though Grogu could do incredible things with the Force, that didn’t mean that the superstitions surrounding the creation of the  ruh’shiri,  the  a’tiqaat – the evil spirits of the desert, the revenants, which were said to prowl the sands at night and devour the unwary – were true. 
Elhama, the  jida  of the White Bantha, who’d taken Din into her own tent when Usdaq and A’Haza had dragged him in, half-dead, from the desert, had told Din that to let a warrior walk the star-road while their bones lay above the sand was to condemn that warrior’s spirit to fall back to the earth. The bones were an anchor and to walk the star-road,  tari manzi, a spirit had to be untethered. Had to be set free. 

   But there’s no time. I’ll – I’ll come back when this is finished. When everyone is home safe. When I’ve gotten Boba back.  

And – well. 
 If I die,  thought Din,  then I  want  the Hutts to be haunted. I don’t want them to be safe in the sands ever again.  
That conviction burned through him. It was the twin to the cold rage still lodged behind Din’s chest, and its opposite, too. Din wasn’t sure if the feeling was a Tusken feeling or a Mandalorian one. If the urge to hunt his enemies down even in death was an extension of the life Din had lived here in the desert, or the one he’d lived in the stars. 
The words of the  Resol’nare echoed in his head. 
 Ara’nov, aliit.  Those were the first words of the  Resol’nare  that Din had ever heard.  Self-defense, our clan.  
Haunting the desert as a fire-spirit or a revenant wasn’t self-defense, wasn’t honoring the clan, but if the clan had been killed, keeping their murderers from peace seemed like the least that Din could do. 
The surety of it seared him to the bone. 
 Is that – mandokar? Manda'torim? Din wondered. Mandalorian righteousness? The right thing to think? To do?  
If it was, Din could understand now why there were so few Mandalorians left. Why Kryze was the way that she was, why she burned for vengeance even though she still had people alive who needed her. The pull of vengeance was strong. It tugged at Din even now, hooked into his belly. Rooted behind his ribs. 
 No, he thought, with some effort. He skimmed over another dead bantha. This one’s rider had died in the saddle. The sand all around it was dark with blood. The corpses swarmed with fist-sized kirik-flies. 
 No,  Din thought again.  Vengeance – vengeance later. If I have to pursue it. I’m angry. I want the Hutts to pay.  

   But my feelings don’t matter. What matters is saving whoever’s still alive.  

Of all of the bodies that Din had passed since he’d left the palace, none of them had belonged to anyone that Din knew. He hadn’t seen any more palace guards, hadn’t seen Fennec tossed to lie beneath a sand dune or Noora by a ridge. He hadn’t even seen any of Boba’s armor scattered across the sand. 
 They’re – some of them are still alive, Din told himself, repeating the conclusion he’d drawn back in the throne room. He urged the Zephyr-G even faster; the canyons had risen ahead. 

   And since they’re still alive, my priority is to get them out. Get them safe.  

 Then,  Din thought,  we can think about vengeance.  
The suns had just reached their highest point in the sky when Din, still following the clear tracks of the mercenary caravan, reached the canyons. 
The annual bantha migration was over now, which meant that the Tuskens’ hunting season inside the Jundland Wastes was over too. Din wasn’t surprised to have followed the tracks back here, either; the Wastes were where the mercenaries had staged their first raid on the palace. It made sense that they’d staged their attack from the canyons again, that they’d retreated to the canyons when their attack had been successful. 
Din’s speeder threw an echoing roar up against the walls of the canyon. He reluctantly racked the swoop down to a more reasonable speed and the roar faded to an uneven, coughing growl. Vengeance aside, there was no reason for Din to broadcast his position so openly. Gorga’s army had come to Tatooine well-stocked, since they’d managed to overrun the palace. Din was going to need every advantage that he could get if he intended to get his people back. 
With any luck, the raiders would think that Din was still off-world. That he hadn’t known about the attack. Din had told Gida that he was leaving, but he hadn’t told her when he’d be back. 
He hung onto his speeder and started scanning the trail more carefully, looking for more subtle signs instead of just the general direction of the caravan. 
Even though the suns were at their highest point in the sky above Din, shadows still lay thick at the bottom of the canyons. The banded rock wound deeper into the heart of the Wastes, sinuous and cool. The canyon narrowed. 
Zhalto hadn’t known where he was going when Din had followed him into the Jundlands all those weeks ago, but evidently Gorga’s outfit had figured out a better route. Their track never wavered. 
 No one branched off from the main caravan, Din thought, passing the shadowed mouths of other paths carved through the rock. 
That was good. Din had no way of knowing which speeder had carried Boba, so if some had branched off from the rest, Din would’ve had to pick a trail to follow. 
He was relieved that he didn’t have to choose. The mercenaries’ trail stayed together, one great line of disturbed sand, and followed the trunk of the largest canyon even as other paths branched away.

   I might even be gaining some ground.  

The mercs had left the palace quickly, had covered a broad swath of the desert without stopping or leaving any sign of their passing but for their speeder-tracks and other bodies, but now, sheltered by the high walls of the canyons, Din was starting to see signs that the mercs had slowed down. 
Discarded canteens, too shiny and new to be leftovers from a Tusken hunting band, lined the tracks. Empty blaster cartridges dotted the sands. At least one speeder had stopped to deal with an engine problem; Din passed a pearly puddle of grease that had been left to soak in the sands. 
Din still didn’t find any more of his people’s bodies. 
That was – good. An encouraging sign, grim as it was. If any of the palace’s people had died on the trip out here, the raiders would’ve just pushed their bodies off to the side, like they’d done with the Tusken scouts and their empty canteens. 
But the mercs hadn’t thrown anyone off to the side. They’d stopped, had water, fixed the faulty engine. They’d started to move again. 
The canyon grew narrower and narrower as Din followed it, the shadows deepening as the suns swung west of the Jundland Wastes. He could see where and when the mercenary caravan had been forced to start traveling closer together, four speeders riding side-by-side, then three, then two, until the canyon narrowed so sharply that even Din was taking his turns carefully to avoid bashing his elbow or the nose of his swoop bike into the rocks. 
The sandstone here was streaked with soot and carbon. Din wondered how close he was to the staging area that he’d found after the first raid. The smooth, flat canyontop, the smuggler’s route carved out of the walls. Din had traveled over the Wastes by jetpack, that time, and had been able to see where he was in relation to the rest of the canyons. 
Din had no idea where he was now, except that he was tracking northeast. The canyon was so narrow now that not even cedru trees had managed to get their roots in, and Din could see streaks of orange and yellow paint on the rocks where the larger land speeders had scraped against the walls. 
He made it another hundred yards or so, the canyon twisting and turning, before his swoop bike nosed out into a much-wider space, like a clearing in the middle of a forest, and Din nearly ran over Kasyyk’s body. 
He managed to avoid Kasyyk at the last second by jerking the Zephyr hard to the right, nearly overbalancing the thing. Din got it stabilized without wrecking it, heart hammering, and pulled off to the side of the newly-wide canyon, underneath the shadow of the rock, so he could look back.
The body was already partially-buried in the sand, but it was Kasyyk’s. Din recognized the black fur. The size.  
Heart sinking, he shut the swoop bike off, aware that he might not get it started again, and climbed off of it when it came to rest in the sand. Din checked the canyon walls on either side, looking for a scout or an enemy, then crossed over to Kasyyk’s body when he determined that it was safe enough. 
Din crouched down beside Kasyyk, grief rising again, and gently turned him over. 
Kasyyk’s eyes were closed. His expression was calm. His fur was singed in a dozen places and he had at least two large blaster wounds. He’d been bound with mag-cuffs, but at some point, Kasyyk must have broken free; the cuffs were still wrapped around Kasyyk’s wrists, but they weren’t connected any more, and there were bright silver bits of metal half-buried in the sand twenty or thirty paces past where Kasyyk had fallen. 
Din closed his eyes. 
 He got free, Din thought. He made himself stand up. 
He could see what had happened. The sand was disordered, clean tracks thrown into disarray, but if Din had been the leader of a large caravan of mercenaries coming out of the narrower canyon one-by-one, he would’ve pulled up and waited for the rest of his band. The desert was often hostile, and while the mercs had killed several Tuskens, there were always more. 
The caravan had paused. Stopped to reorder itself, for the mercs to get a drink of water, check their heading, anything. Din couldn't read the sands well enough to tell, but he wouldn't have been surprised if more mercs – outriders, scouts, additional bands that had gone after Mos Pelgo or some of Boba's other allies – had come from elsewhere to join up with the main caravan.
Kasyyk had seen the caravan pause, and he'd seen an opportunity. 
Din didn’t have anything to cover him with, so he settled for dragging Kasyyk’s body into the shade, grunting as the weight made Din’s injuries from Krownest ache and complain, and covering him loosely with sand. The thought of leaving him out in the suns to bake felt just as wrong as the thought of leaving the Nuxan had, so Din allowed himself the handful of minutes it took to get Kasyyk out of the suns. 
Then he looked around at the rest of the canyon, trying to figure out what had happened next. 
There weren’t any other bodies, which told Din that Kasyyk’s rebellion had been the worst of it. Din’s luck had run out, too; up until this particular canyon, the mercenaries had traveled all in one caravan together, but there were half a dozen wide canyons branching off of this one, and speeder-tracks vanished down all of them. The sand had been flung up in every direction. He couldn't even tell which tracks were coming and which were going. 
 Kark, Din thought. He wanted to kick something but only had sand or his battered speeder, and if he kicked the speeder he was half-convinced that it would fall apart on him. 
Din blew out another breath and shaded his eyes, looking at the walls around him to see if there was anything he could use to figure out which set of tracks to follow. 
At first, he saw only the red walls of the canyon cliffs, featureless enough to look the same from a distance; the rock was layered in bands of yellow and orange and red that wrapped around the walls for as far as Din could see, and the cliff sides were still and quiet. Din could almost imagine the river that had been here once. Still and deep and slow, carving its way through the rock with fathomless patience. 
But he couldn't see where Boba had been taken. 
Din shook his head, irritated and upset, more affected by Kasyyk’s death than he’d thought that he would be, and looked harder. 
The speeder-tracks were too confused to even begin to make sense of who went where, and Din still had no way of knowing which speeder had carried Boba. 
 I need access to Fennec’s trackers,  Din thought.  Unless the mercs took them all out.  
Din hadn’t seen Fennec’s holoprojector or her datapad in the wreckage back at the palace, though, which meant that he had to do this the old-fashioned way. 
 Focus, he told himself. Din set his hands at his hips and squinted up at the sky. His fingers brushed against the darksaber, which was a comforting weight against his side. A junda bird soared against the blue. 
 I need – I don’t have Fennec’s map,  Din thought, an idea sparking in his mind.  But if I can get up high, I can see the canyons laid out like one.  
Maybe Din would be able to see if the mercenaries had made camp anywhere, or if they’d left a more obvious sign of their passing. The desert beyond the canyons was pretty flat; from up high, Din would be able to see for miles even without his helmet.  
It was a better plan than any Din had been able to come up with so far. Din left Kasyyk’s body and his Zephyr-G and the speeder-tracks behind, making for the canyon walls. 
Other places in the canyons had been used by slavers – by Jaasa’s crew – to stage mercs and to avoid enforcement of Boba’s rules against slavery. The slavers had cut pathways down to the bottom of the canyons, built tracks up the sides to reach the plateaus. 
 And the mercs – they stopped here for a reason,  Din thought.  Maybe they even rallied here, if there were multiple raiding parties. They must’ve done that for a reason. They knew this place. So –  
So, Din thought, as he loped up and down the edges of the canyon, searching for any small glint of metal he could find, there was a good chance that there was a pathway up to the plateaus from here. Even a route up to a sniper’s perch or a scout’s nest. All Din needed was some height. 
Din went a hundred paces north from the tangle of speeder-tracks, then turned and went a hundred paces south. Moving south, on the eastern wall of the canyon, Din finally found a small,  cherek-shaped piece of metal that had been bolted deeply into the rock. 
The metal was old. Durasteel, probably, and flecked with rust. It was about the size of Din’s foot, no wider than the span of his hand, but Din had heard the tales of how the canyons had been formed from the Tuskens; durasteel rungs were not part of that story. 
 Smugglers,  Din thought. He looked up. Sure enough, three feet above the first  cherek-post was a second, and three feet above that was a third. The posts rose up and up over Din’s head, just like the first metal ladder Din had found had risen. They stopped at a cliff that hung nearly all the way up at the top of the canyon. Din could just barely see the shadow of a second, higher cliff beyond the first. 
Satisfaction thrilled through Din, darker than it usually was. He’d found a way up. 
 I don’t know how old these are, though, Din thought. He didn’t know how long it had been bolted to the canyon wall. He didn’t have his jetpack. A fall from any height could kill Din, and then no one would be able to help his friends except the Jedi, and Din didn’t know when Vos would be able to make it to Tatooine or where he’d go when he landed.  
Wary, Din wrapped a hand around one of the durasteel rungs and tugged. The metal was as thick around as Din’s thumb, and held. He couldn’t even jostle it. Whoever had set the metal rungs into the rock had known what they were doing. 
Aware that falling had more consequences than it usually did, Din heaved himself up and began to climb. He tested each rung before he put his full weight on it, since a man in beskar weighed more than the average Tusken or light-running slaver, but Din was aware too that being cautious was costing him time. 
Hand over hand, Din scrambled up the side of the canyon. By the time he reached the first plateau, Din was glad that most of the vertigo that had plagued him after his encounter with the darktrooper had healed; he was easily five hundred feet above the bottom of the canyon. 
The second plateau was only twenty-five or thirty feet above the first, set thirty feet back. The durasteel rungs continued up the side of the second cliff too. 
Din had a pretty good view from the first plateau – he could see the shape of the nearby canyons, at least, and could track the veins and arteries carved out of the rock – but he wanted to see how close he was to the edge of the Jundland Wastes. Din went up the second set of rungs to the top of the canyon, then shaded his eyes. 
There were taller plateaus and mesas around, but not many. 
Din  was near the edge of the Jundland Wastes – he was maybe a klick from the edge of the outermost band of canyons, the Dune Sea rolling away into the distance. Din could see east for miles, until the white and yellow sands were lost into the blue haze of the sky. Other buttes and juts of rock reared up in the sands. 
 Mos Pelgo’s that way, Din thought, squinting. The suns were still bright and fierce. The air shimmered with heat. The glare off Din’s armor caught in his eyes. Din couldn’t see the town from here, of course, not without a distance scope, but he knew where it was. 
He frowned. 
 So what did the mercs attack first?  he wondered.  The palace, or Mos Pelgo?  
Both had been attacked, otherwise Vanth would’ve picked up when Din had commed, and Gorga wouldn’t have just turned the  ahra against Boba. 

   If they attacked the palace first, did they drag everyone along to make them watch the mercs raze Mos Pelgo next? Did – ?  

Din's thoughts broke off, instincts screaming a warning. He heard the shot before he saw it. A high, resonating  thwump, the thrum of a pulse charge burning through the air. The hairs on the back of Din’s neck lifted. 
He didn’t have time to dodge the bolt completely, but Din lunged forward and managed to avoid taking a pulse charge directly to the head; the bolt caught him in the back at an angle, clanging off of his cuirass and sending Din spinning to the ground. 
He landed hard on his side, breath driven away. His teeth rattled from the impact. His right arm, which Din had thrown out to catch himself as he’d spun, shrieked with pain. His back, where he’d taken the brunt of the impact, ached. Hot rock seared the side of his face. 
The one good thing about a pulse rifle – from the perspective of the person getting shot at, at least – was that even the most cutting-edge models could only hold one charge in the barrel at a time, and that meant that Din had a handful of seconds to decide what to do before his attacker took another shot at him. 
There was no time left for pain. 
Din tucked his head in and kept rolling, trying to gauge the direction of the shot. Rolling turned out to be a good idea – the second plasma charge slammed into the rock where Din had been just heartbeats before, pulverizing stone, and now Din knew where the shots were coming from. 
 Kark the darksaber,  he thought, springing up to his feet.  Kark the spear, too. I should’ve traded them both in for a Firepuncher.  
Din didn’t have any long-range weapons. He had a blaster and he was a good shot with it, but it had only the third of the range of a decent rifle. Din had no chance of hitting his attacker, not at a distance. 
 That hasn’t ever stopped me before, Din thought. 
Bringing his head up, Din caught sight of the pulse rifle as it fired again, plasma flaring white against the flat blue sky. This time Din managed to keep his feet, leaping aside, and the bolt screamed over his head. 
He narrowed his eyes. 
 Only a third of a klick, he thought. Not as far away as Din had feared – he could shoot over a thousand feet or so, and did just that, drawing his own blaster between the third bolt of plasma and the fourth, firing back. 
Din’s blaster grew warm in his hand. He didn’t have to wait between charges to load another, not like an enemy with a pulse rifle did, and fired off five shots in quick succession, his red bolts nearly invisible in the bright light. 
His enemy was big. Trandoshan, Din thought. Greenish-brown, nearly the same color as the sands, draped in a reddish poncho to hide better among the rocks. 
 A scout? If the Trandoshan was one of Gorga’s mercs, that could mean that the rest of the mercenary band was camped out nearby. It was hard to travel in the heat of the day, after all – the band of mercenaries could be waiting for dusk to start moving through the desert again. 
If the mercenaries were close by, Din wanted the Trandoshan alive. 
Cold focus took over, transforming the adrenaline that thundered through Din’s body into battle-calm. He fired again, leaning out of the way of another shrieking plasma charge, and shot the Trandoshan in the knee. 
The Trandoshan stumbled. He didn’t stop shooting back at Din, but his next shot did swing wide, giving Din plenty of room to avoid it. 
Trandoshans were hard to drop, though. Their size and their tough hides gave them plenty of protection from blasterfire. They were stubborn, too, and tenacious. Din had always hated hunting them. 
He fired again, this time catching the Trando in the side, but the merc just kept coming. 
 Kark,  Din thought, backing up. He wanted to put room between himself and the pulse rifle, but he didn’t  have room – any farther back and Din would be at the edge of the canyon, teetering over the lip of the cliff, and he had left his jetpack behind. Din couldn’t bolt away across the sky, not this time. 
But the closer the Trandoshan got to Din, the harder his pulse charges would hit. 
 At least he’s alone, Din thought, firing again. The Trandoshan ducked and stumbled, clawed feet catching on the rocks. Din took that split-second of opportunity to empty his spent clip and reload. 
 Would the darksaber be able to help? Din wondered. He knew enough of Form Three now to deflect blaster bolts, after all – he’d done it in Gella’s Place, squaring off against Jaasa and her crew. 
A pulse charge hit a lot harder, but Din thought the principle was the same. A high guard, a quick deflection – 
The Trandoshan mercenary didn’t give Din the chance to try the darksaber and find out. He recovered from his stumble, leveled the pulse rifle and shot Din directly in the chest. 
It  hurt. Fennec had once shot Din with a similar rifle at two klicks and knocked him back on his ass; the Trandoshan hit Din at four hundred feet and bowled him over, the energy of the bolt throwing him down onto the ground and sending Din toppling onto his back. 
His beskar held, though. It was ringing and vibrating against Din’s chest like a ship about to fly apart coming down into the atmosphere, but it held. 
Din didn’t fall off the edge, either. Not quite. The force of the charge sent him tumbling towards the edge of the cliff and gravity did the rest, hooking Din over the side, but instinct kicked in and he scrambled for a hand hold, clinging to the edge of the cliff with all his strength. 
Din’s ears rang. He felt the planet pulling at him. He lost his blaster over the side of the cliff and heard it clatter down against the rocks below. 
 Kark, Din thought, scrabbling for purchase. He tried to dig his nails into the rock, but his gloves wouldn’t let him. The pads of his fingers were too smooth. He slipped further. 
 Calm down, Din told himself sternly, years of training and experience kicking it. Struggling wildly was only going to make things worse. Din stopped flailing and tried to find purchase with his feet, boots scraping. He slid another inch towards the edge of the cliff and his armor whined, spitting white sparks. 
 Come on,  Din thought. He found a jut of rock and tried to brace his foot against it, but the rock complained underneath his weight and gave way.  Come on –  
The Trandoshan, limping a little but still enormous, made it to the edge of the cliff. His clawed feet appeared at the edges of Din’s vision. Din looked up at him. 
The Trandoshan peered down, the look in his yellow eyes almost curious. He was panting from pain or exertion or both, a mouth full of sharp teeth on display, and up close Din could see that the Trandoshan was older, battle-scarred, with a tough hide and a faded yellow kit tucked underneath his sandstone-colored poncho. Din thought that he recognized the Trandoshan. This one was a bounty hunter. Din might have seen him across a Guild cantina, once or twice. 
Din had wounded him, which at least gave Din a bright flash of fierce satisfaction. He had managed to wound his killer. At least Din had gone down fighting. 
 That  thought was Mandalorian through and through. Paz would’ve been proud to hear it. The  alor, if she was still alive. If she’d survived Din putting the darksaber through her side. 
Din’s bad arm was screaming at him. His fingers spasmed and his grip on the rock slipped again. His own weight, the weight of his beskar, dragged Din inexorably down. 
The Trandoshan’s tongue flickered out, tasting the air. Din had put a hole in the Trandoshan’s leg. In his side. The Trandoshan slung his pulse rifle back over his shoulder, which seemed like a mistake to Din, then set one heavy, clawed foot on Din’s left hand. 
“You know,” said the Trandoshan, drawing out his words in the characteristic hissing rasp of his species, “I almosst feel about about thisss.” The look in his flat yellow eyes was considering. Curious, in a cold, spare sort of way. Like the Trandoshan was wondering what would happen next, but didn’t have too much invested in the outcome. 
Din bared his teeth back in a wordless snarl. He wasn’t going to beg. 
The Trandoshan hissed, half-admiring, and bore down with all of his weight. Din snarled. Agony flared behind his eyes. The Trandoshan pressed down on Din’s hand until Din gave in; his grip failed, all of the fingers and tendons in his left hand screaming, and Din tore his hand away with a cry. 
His entire weight fell onto his bad hand. 
The Trandoshan didn’t have to step on that hand. Din’s right hand had been weaker than his left ever since the darktrooper had broken his arm on the light cruiser. It wouldn’t have held Din for long even if the armorer hadn’t struck him there during their fight on Krownest. 
“Sstubborn,” the Trandoshan remarked. His tongue flickered out again. He could probably taste Din’s pain in the air. 
“Get karked,” Din spat back. 
His bad hand finally failed him too. Din lost his grip, and he fell, and the last thing that he heard before Din hit the rock below was the Trandoshan laughing, a hissing sound that rose above the wind, which rushed past Din’s ears and, too soon, cut off – 
Din hit the first plateau feet-first, staying conscious for long enough to register the impact, his right leg buckling, agony exploding like a star behind Din's eyes, and then Din knew nothing at all. 

  

  


In his dreams, Din was a child again. Seven or eight years old, small for his age, the smallest of his cousins but the sneakiest; it had been Din who’d snuck away from the day’s work bringing the gualama flocks in from the summer pastures to go down to the river and look for his cousin Kida’s lucky  kura  stone instead. She’d lost it playing Uarana’s Coming the day before and if she couldn’t find it before the floods came, her  kura stone would be washed away and lost forever. 
In his dreams, Din slipped away to find it for her. It was easy. Din’s parents, his aunts and uncles, everyone in the village, was focused on getting the gualamas down from the high meadows before the rains came. Moving the gualamas was a job that took everyone, so the entire village was out to help, even the cousins. 
Din had eighteen cousins, a proper flock of them on their own even without any gualamas in the mix. No one noticed one little boy in red slip away from the rest, and Din darted down from the high meadows, passing the worn, moss-covered fence posts that marked the field, the little shrines Din’s aunts prayed too, the tall ridge of banded red sandstone, and jumped down into the lower fields, aimed for the river. 
The sky above Din was iron grey, beskar grey, the grey of a coming rain. Din could taste the water in the air. Wind ruffled his hair, rushed past his ears and laughed to itself, high and hissing. 
Din loved the rainy season. Sure, it got boring sometimes, stuck inside for days at a time while the wind and rain lashed the village, but every night when the rains quieted, the whole town would pile into Din’s grandfather’s house and tell stories. They played games. They brought out their spiciest  merke  sauce and tried to make their neighbors cry, or at least to make them rush outside and gulp fresh rainwater straight from the overflowing cisterns in Din’s grandfather’s courtyard. Last year Din’s oldest cousins had spiked Din’s  merke  sauce with  chifu peppers and had been surprised when Din had gone back for more. He could still remember Kaprin’s face, his eyebrows climbing up towards his hair. 
That had been fun. And after the rains finished, the clouds would disappear and the night sky would be full of stars. Din’s mother would take him outside and make shapes out of them, and tell him stories about those shapes. Din liked that too. 
Din dropped down the mossy terrace into the nearest  uwa field, grinning to himself, pleased with his own cleverness. Now that he was out of sight, no one would find him until Din was ready for them to find him. 
He leapt from  uwa  field to  uwa  field, only stumbling a little over large, sandy red rocks and thick green vines, and quickly forgot that he should be bigger. In Din’s dream, the  uwa  stalks closed like hands over his head and hid him from the shepherds, and he liked feeling safe underneath them. The red rocks and tangling vines were strange too and he kept tripping over them, but the uwa stalks were just right, the smell of them dusty and golden, and Din soon forgot about the strangeness of the vines and the red rocks just like he forgot the feeling of being taller, being stronger, walking around with armor heavy on his shoulders, his head, instead of a spun red tunic.   
When he reached the edge of the  uwa  fields, Din jumped easily down into the river valley, trading the dry golden  uwa stalks for the red river reeds. Up in the high meadows he could hear the gualamas calling, a high, squeaking sound, undercut by a deeper groan that made Din think of an animal that was much bigger than a gualama, shaggier, covered from head to toe in long brown hair. 
Seeds clouded into the air all around Din. He ran his fingers over the soft heads of the reeds and smiled when the seeds tried to follow him. They stuck to Din’s hair, to his clothes. Din sneezed, startling a bright flock of  isu birds and one fat, unhappy urusai into the sky, and pushed his way through the reeds to the river. A belly-bird whooped overhead. There were more red rocks down here, a huge swath of golden sand, a few worn steps that looked like they might have belonged to Din’s village, but reminded him of something else. Pyramids, he thought, half-draped in vines like the old aunties draped shawls over their shoulders, their hair. 
There was a trick to moving through the reeds without getting cut on the edges of the stalks. Din had forgotten it out in the waking world, just like he’d forgotten how it felt to be this small, how it felt to feel safe outside of his armor, like he’d forgotten that all the rocks in the valleys around his village had been white and grey, not red, and how he’d never seen sand until he’d gone to Tatooine. 
But Din remembered now how to move through the reeds. There was a trick to it. It had taken Din a while to learn, when he’d been a kid. It had taken all of his cousins a while to learn too. Learning how to move through the reeds was part of growing up. 
Din pulled his sleeves down over his finger tips. The fabric of his shirt was soft and warm. Gualama fiber, braided and woven here in Din’s own village. They dyed it red with reed-stalks in the spring. There were holes in Din’s sleeves, black blaster-burns singed, leaving his shirt pocked and tattered. Din didn’t remember getting shot at. 
He tugged his hood up to protect his cheeks, then ducked his face down to avoid catching a reed across the forehead or his nose, where a very old scar itched between his eyes. 
 Strange,  Din thought.  I didn’t have a scar there when I was a kid.  
The strangeness was easy to let go, though. Din's dream was soft and round with comfort. With familiarity. Din let the strangeness slip through his fingers and it was distant within a second, gone within another. He brushed the reeds aside as he walked, using his sleeves to protect himself from their sharp edges. 
A parade of floating seeds marched down to the river with Din. He kept his eyes on the ground. Kida’s lucky  kura  stone was green, which was why it was lucky; most  kura stones were grey or blue. 
The ground itself was soft and well-trampled. There was plenty of grey and blue to look at. Dozens of helmets were buried in the mud, lost among the reeds, their visors cracked, new shoots sprouting up through holes in their foreheads, their cheeks. 
Din and his cousins had done most of the trampling. They’d come down here yesterday and played Uarana’s Coming for hours, hiding from Kida’s older brother Ayeluka, who was one of the best Uaranas in the whole village. Ayeluka never managed to find Din, but he’d caught Kida and Lirra both and tossed them, squealing with laughter, into the river. 
 Maybe I’ll be big enough to be Uarana next year, Din thought, searching the turned-over earth. He brushed aside some trampled reeds, kicking over a chunk of dusty sandstone, stepped over a burned, muddy roll of woven cloth, and brushed aside the faint knowledge that it would take Din another three years to hit his growth spurt. The knowledge, like the sandstone and the roll of burned cloth, had no place here. It was easy to ignore. 
 I’m not as fast as Ayeluka is, probably,  Din thought.  But if I practice sneaking, maybe I can – there!  
Kida’s  kura  stone glittered in the mud by the riverbank, just beyond the reeds. It had been pushed deep into the mud, probably by someone’s shoe, and now only one side of it, smeared with dirt, could be seen. But the side that Din could see was green, so it couldn’t be an ordinary  kura stone. It had to be Kida’s. 
Din grinned. Kida had been sad about her missing stone all day. She’d be happy when Din brought it back to her. 
Din stepped out of the reeds and let his hood fall back down. He dug the stone out of the mud and studied it. He was pretty sure that it was Kida’s, but it was hard to be certain with all of the mud. The stone glimmered in Din’s hand. It almost looked  blue,  translucent and shiny, like a piece of the sky. It was warm against Din’s fingers. Din thought that he even saw a fleck of copperite or bronzium on one side, a sharp, angular edge, which couldn’t be right.  Kura stones were always blue or green or grey. 
Din eyed the river. Some water would help Din get a better look, but there was a tug of trepidation low in Din’s belly now. A pang of warning. Something bad was about to happen. 
Din stared at the river, confused, and the feeling faded. He relaxed. There was nothing to be afraid of, not from the river; every child in Din’s village was taught how to swim almost before they were taught to walk. They were mountain people, mostly, and they spent most of their time in the high meadows with their gualama flocks, but the river was part of the mountain too, and when the floods came everyone had to swim. Din wasn’t afraid of the water. 
The river was still and quiet, anyway. Summers on Aq Vetina were hot and dry. The river was so still that it was almost a lake. Its banks were crowded with reeds and half a dozen bodies bobbed peacefully in the water. The only thing Din would have to worry about if he waded in was irritating a  filumilu,  but he didn’t see any snake-tracks by the water anyway, just a broad, enormous rut left by a trailing tail far too large to be a  filumilu,  and the  filumilu were scared of people anyway. 
There was nothing to be afraid of. The spike of nervousness that Din felt looking at the water was distant and it didn’t belong, just like the vague idea that Din would take a few years to grow didn’t belong, or the idea he’d had that the  kura stone had had a strip of bronzium running across its face. Din let his nervousness go and stepped into the water. 
The water was warm. Gentle. It wouldn’t go cold and wild until the floods came. Din waded in up to his knees, careful to avoid the bodies, and bent down to rinse Kida’s stone off in the water. The bodies bobbed gently beside him. The nearest belonged to a black-furred Wookiee and to a Twi’Lek who had only one lekku, but there were others too. The bodies of children in tan robes, the bodies of men and women in red shirts. Of people in armor, like the helmets that had been half-buried in the mud and overgrown with reeds. 
Din ignored them, focusing on the  kura  stone in his palm. It wasn’t Kida’s. It couldn’t be. Kida’s stone was small and round, its edges worn smooth by nervous fingers, and the stone in Din’s hand was bigger than it should be, and sharp-edged. It wasn’t green, either, but blue, and there  was bronzium in it, inlaid into grooves in the stone, and the face of the stone was smooth. 
Din crouched down, frowning. Nervousness spiked in his gut again, almost like a hand laid on Din’s shoulder, like a voice whispering  Look, Mandalorian, but that couldn’t be right because Din wasn’t a Mandalorian yet, he was only a child playing by the riverbank, and in the back of his mind, Din remembered this day. 
He remembered it as soon as he saw the strange shape go rippling across the smooth surface of the river. As soon as the wind turned, the  kura stone – the holocron – slipped from his fingers. 
The shape moving across the water was black like a rock, like freshly-turned soil, but Din could tell that it wasn’t a rock. The shape shimmered, its edges blurred, which meant that it was a reflection, not a shape. The real shape was in the sky. 
Din had seen some truly enormous birds sailing through the skies above the village, but he’d never seen a bird that just – hung there, suspended in the sky. Like it was waiting for something. 
The nervousness – the fear – was rising now, strong and cold as a rain-swollen river. The stone Din had found sank and sank, disappearing into dark water, and the bodies all sank too. 
Din looked up. 
An enormous black shape hung there in the sky, a strange, circular monster that Din knew, without ever having seen one that size before, was a spaceship. While Din watched it, a hundred smaller black shapes shook away from the larger ship, clouding up like seeds drifting above the river reeds, and began to streak across the sky. 
 They move like glitterbees, Din thought, in his dream. A child’s confusion met a warrior’s memory. 
 No,  he thought, watching the shapes streak towards the village.  His  village. Towards the golden  uwa fields, overgrown now with long, dark vines, with massassi trees that shuddered at the ships’ passing, with red sandstone ridges, already crumbling. Towards the green gualama meadows, bubbling now with Nevarran magma. Towards the houses clustered together up high on the hill, the familiar towers of a palace far away, the white mud houses of Tatooine, the old pyramids of Yavin-4.  
Red light was building in the mouths of the shapes, and even from the bottom of the river, Din could smell carbon burning. He could hear the screaming start.

   They’re not glitterbees.  

Din remembered this day now. He knew what was about to happen. He knew how this day ended.  
He started to run. 

  

  


Din woke up with red light stamped across the backs of his eyelids, heart in his mouth, arms and legs stinging with dozens of half-remembered reed cuts, shallow and bloodless. 
For a second, Din thought that he was dead. His stomach was still lodged somewhere up in his throat, the sensation of falling dizzy between his ears, but then Din realized that being dead probably wouldn’t  hurt this much, and he stifled a cry of pain with all of the willpower that he could muster. He kept his eyes screwed shut. He lay very still. 
Din was moving. He didn’t know where he was or how he’d gotten there, but he was moving, and he was in so much pain that he almost  wanted to die. Wanted to slide backwards into a dream, a nightmare, because at least Din knew that he’d survived the nightmare. He had survived the Separatist attack that had destroyed his village.
The Mandalorians had come. They’d saved him. They’d smeared bacta onto his reed-cuts and the warrior who’d found Din huddled in the wreckage of his village had carried him away, hiding Din’s face against his chest so that Din wouldn’t have to look and see what had happened to his home. To his family. 
This felt worse than that nightmare. That memory. 
Din’s right leg was on fire. His shoulder, too, and his bad arm. His head hurt. His mouth tasted like blood. 
 I – fell, Din remembered. He kept his eyes shut and tried to keep his breathing even, tried to keep it shallow. Memories came back to him in fragments, each one sharp enough to cut. 
The throne room destroyed. Noora’s tapestry burned. The hole in the side of Boba’s tower, in the ceiling of the throne room, the debris scattered across the sands. 
 The hunt, Din thought, struggling to push down the red tide of pain that was howling in his chest like a river in flood, like a surge of dark water so great and so fierce that it cleared away everything in its path. 
Din remembered the hunt. Following the mercenaries’ trial through the Jundland Wastes. The signs of fighting. Kasyyk. Boba’s people hadn’t taken their defeat lying down. Din was one of Boba’s people. So – 
 So I can’t die,  Din told himself grimly, fighting against that tide.  I can’t. Not without fighting.  
Din was pretty sure that his leg was broken, that his shoulder was dislocated and that the Trandoshan had broken two or three of Din’s fingers and the fall from the second cliff five or six of Din’s ribs, but Din couldn’t lie down and die just yet. 
His people were alive. They were alive. Some of them had died, but not all of them, and Din needed to rescue them. He needed to find Boba. He needed to get them – all of them – out. 
Din let out another breath. He didn’t die. 
Agony battered at him. Roared. Din’s village on his home planet had been in the mountains, but a river had run through it and that had made the river of the mountains too. Din knew what the river had been like in flood. Unstoppable. Untameable. But – survivable. Din knew how to swim. 
He knew how to live with pain, too. 
He stopped trying to fight the hurt and let agony wash over him. Din let it breathe inside of him, like he’d let the pain of Boba’s flogger, of the reed cane, breathe, had let those hurts become part of Din, and counted down from the highest number that he knew. The insides of his eyelids were seared with red. The pain in his leg wasn’t like anything that Din had ever felt before. It wasn’t like anything that he’d learned to tolerate – to  enjoy – underneath Boba’s hands. 
But it did recede, eventually. Din wasn’t sure how long it took. He hadn’t opened his eyes yet, but he was moving and the suns were warm on his face, so he knew that he wasn’t lying at the bottom of a canyon in the middle of the Jundland Wastes. Someone had found him. Someone was moving him. Boba would’ve treated Din’s injuries first, so Din knew that he wasn’t with Boba. 
 Which means,  Din thought, as the tide of pain began to ebb,  that I’m probably with an enemy.  
Din breathed shallowly until he could think past his pain, and then he tried to listen. He didn’t open his eyes, not yet. If he was with an enemy – captured, on the way to whatever fate awaited Boba’s entire outfit – then Din didn’t want to give away any advantage, no matter how slim, that he could get.
Pain roared in his ears, but Din pushed it away. He listened harder. Other sounds broke through the roar. The rumble of an engine, one large enough to power a land speeder or a small barge. The higher whines of swoop bikes. Voices. 
 Huttese, Din thought, focusing on the voices with some effort. Focusing on something outside of his own body helped Din drag himself out of the flood. Gave him something to hold on to. 
 Hope my grip holds this time, he thought grimly. Din had slipped on the cliffs, but here – 
The voices were divided into two groups. One group was shouting, commands lobbing back and forth over Din’s head like blaster fire. 
 The swoop bikes, Din thought. Outriders or scouts. The Trandoshan, maybe. 
The other group was much quieter, their voices nearly lost under the rumble of the speeder’s engine, the rush of the wind. Din had to strain to hear them. 
“Choy che chopa che murishani, eh?” someone said. They spoke Huttese in a thick, muddy drawl, like a native Nar Shaddaan or a Nal Huttan, someone who lived in the heart of Hutt territory. Din didn’t recognize the voice and running Huttese through his head, shifting the words into Basic, made pain spike hard behind Din’s right eye. He gritted his teeth and hoped that no one noticed. 

   How much is the bounty hunter worth?  

 I’m – they’re speaking behind me,  Din thought.  So either I’m facing the back of the speeder or they’ve got me chained up front.  
Din  was chained. He could feel the chains, now that he could think past his broken leg. Bands of metal had been wrapped around his wrists. A chain clinked in the wind. Tension held Din down, though not down as tightly as he would’ve thought. 
 I’m – they didn’t use magcuffs or binders,  Din thought.  And no one’s chained my feet.  
His captors – Hutt mercs, working with the Trandoshan – had either run out of chains, or they’d decided that Din was too badly injured to give them any trouble. 
 Their mistake, Din thought. 
Another merc snorted.  “Not just any regular bounty hunter, either,”  he replied. Din focused on the Huttese. He needed information before he tried to escape, to fight. He needed to know where he was and who had him. What they planned to do with him. “How much d’you think we’ll get for Boba Fett’s pet?”  
The merc laughed. “ Gorga yachaa,” he said. 

   Gorga knows.  

Their conversation ebbed like the pain in Din’s leg. 
 Okay,  Din thought, head a little clearer.  I  have  been caught. And they’re taking me to Gorga. That’s – well, that’s not good.  
But it could be worse. As consciousness had returned, so had Din’s awareness of himself and his surroundings. The mercs had left his feet free, but they’d done a thorough job of stripping Din of his weapons. From what he could feel with his eyes closed, all of Din’s armor was more or less intact. The mercs hadn’t bothered to pick him over like a pack of urusai scavenging a corpse down to the bone. That was good. 
What wasn’t good was the series of empty knife-sheaths that Din could feel when he started to slowly, carefully take inventory of his kit. 
The vibroknife on his belt was gone. So were the  verd knives in Din’s boots. Din’s gauntlets were still on, the seals intact, but he was out of whistling birds. The hooks where his spear usually hung were empty too, and the darksaber was missing from his hip. 
 They took all of it, Din thought. He could only hope that the mercs had brought all of Din’s gear with them, instead of pitching it all over the side of the cliff into the bottom of the canyon. If they’d done that, Din never would’ve been able to find it again.  
He thought about surviving this mess long enough to tell Bo-Katan Kryze that he’d lost the darksaber in a fight with some nameless Trandoshan merc on Tatooine and had to bite back a half-hysterical laugh. 
 She’d kill me,  he thought.  And then she’d come here and kill all of the mercs, too.  
Din was oddly comforted by that thought, even though he knew that it was ridiculous. The Mandalorians had saved Din when he’d been a child, but they weren’t coming now. Din had walked away from them. 
He pushed that grief aside, just like he shoved aside his pain. What mattered now was survival. Was finding everyone else. 
 To do that,  Din thought,  I need to know where I am.  
He didn’t want the mercs to know that he was conscious again, so Din carefully slitted his eyes open, just enough that the red light behind his eyes turned to white, and white light resolved itself into the familiar bright glare of the Great Dune Sea. 
Din hadn’t been out for that long. The suns were lower in the sky now, but they hadn’t sunk behind the horizon and the sky was still a hard, flat blue. White sand dunes whipped past. Din couldn’t see the Jundlands. 
He could see part of the speeder he was on, though. Din had been dumped at the front of a battered, sand-colored landspeeder that looked like it had been cobbled together from half a dozen different models. The speeder was open to the air, letting wind rush past Din, sand stinging his face. 
Two swoop bikes were roaring on either side of the speeder Din’d been thrown on. Din didn’t want to turn his head to catch a glimpse of the speeder on the right – he could see its nose, but not its rider – but the swoop on the left was manned by a battle-scarred human man. Din didn’t know him. 
The Trandoshan was nowhere to be seen. Neither was any of Din’s gear, but if Din focused he could feel something bumping against his left boot, whenever the speeder skimmed too roughly over the sand. A crate or a bag, something heavy that clinked when it made contact with the plates on his calf. 
Din didn’t dare try to turn his head. He wanted to play dead for as long as he could. Every minute that he wasn’t unconscious gave Din more information and gave him more time to breathe, to  think. To push away how badly his leg hurt. How sharply his head ached. 
A jumble of tall red rocks whipped past. Din’s eyes widened a fraction before he caught himself and slitted them shut again. 
 I know where I am, Din realized. One of the rocks that had just whipped past had been shaped like a sleeping anooba. 

   Mos Pelgo.  

Din stayed very still even as his mind began to turn, thoughts whirling. Din was familiar with the terrain around Mos Pelgo. He’d been a guest in Cobb’s house. He knew where the best cover was, and he knew how to get through Mos Pelgo’s much-smaller canyon range. 
Din didn’t know what Gorga’s mercenaries had done to Mos Pelgo, though. He didn’t know if the town was still standing. 
But the canyons would be standing, and if Din could manage to get away – kill a merc or two, get on a speeder – he could disappear down a canyon and out into the wilder desert. 
 Into the Sun Rock’s territory, he thought. 
Another thought kindled in Din’s chest. 
 If these mercs were with the Trandoshan, scouting in the Wastes,  he thought,  and they’re heading to Mos Pelgo… does that mean the mercs are staging themselves out of Mos Pelgo? Is that where they’ve been taking us?  
Din didn’t have to wait long to find out. 
From the rock shaped like a sleeping anooba, the landspeeder and its swoop bike escorts swung around, slowing down and approaching a familiar collection of white buildings, crouched safely in the shadow of a banded red mesa. 
Even with his eyes mostly closed, Din could see that Mos Pelgo had been hit pretty hard too. The air was heavy with smoke. The barracks building Boba’s guards – Kirsha Littlemoon and her crew – had built was destroyed, blasted down to its foundations. Some of the little farm plots, the stands of polta beans and black melons, the shaggy pastures of poonten grass and japoor, had been razed, the crops pulled and fired. Most of the houses lining Mos Pelgo’s crooked main street had scorch marks or holes in the roof. The dead had been left to swell in the suns. 
The town was empty. No one came out to greet the swoops or the speeder carrying Din, so he had his answer about whether or not the mercenaries had staged their attack out of Mos Pelgo; they hadn't. They had come and destroyed and taken Mos Pelgo's people, and then they had left again. 
The cantina was still standing, though, and it was to the cantina that the land speeder went, slowing to a complete stop in front of the cantina’s swinging doors. Din risked opening his eyes a little to get a better look at the bodies strewn in the street in front of the cantina, then sagged against the chains in relief. 
He didn’t see anyone that he knew. Not Cobb Vanth or the Weequay bartender, not Tobes the little Bith or old Dyrman, not Kirsha Littlemoon or even any of the Sun Rock scouts. 
 So where are they? Din wondered. He stayed where he was, trying to keep his face slack, his body limp, while the two mercs that had been wondering about how much clink Din would fetch them hopped from the back of the speeder. 
Their boots crunched in the sand. 
“Need any help with this one?” a voice Din hadn’t heard before remarked. The two swoop bikes had pulled up to the cantina beside the larger speeder, and their riders racked them down to idle. 
“Shouldn’t, nah,” said one of the mercs that had been on the land speeder with Din. The Nar Shaddaan, who spoke Basic with the same sticky drawl that he’d spoken Huttese in. “Cain’t imagine he’ll be any trouble – Bossk said he fell a good ways, didn’t he?” 
Bossk must've been the Trandoshan. Din tucked the name away into his memory; he'd have to find Bossk later, if Din lived, and toss Bossk off a cliff to see how much he enjoyed the experience. 
“You don’t wanna underestimate a Mandalorian,” another voice warned. This one was higher, with a rasp to it, and something about the accent itched the back of Din’s brain. 
 I know that voice,  he thought.  Or – something like it. He tried to focus past his headache. The voice must’ve belonged to the bike rider Din hadn’t been able to see, which meant that the one who’d asked if the speeder merc needed help was the battle-scarred human.
“This is the one that took Zhalto,” the speaker continued. “Jaasa too, I bet.” 
“It was some spacer that took Jaasa,” the Nar Shaddaan disagreed. “No Mandalorian raided Gella’s Place. We’d’ve heard about it.” 
The higher voice – female, Din thought – made an unimpressed noise. 
“No Mandalorian in  armor, ” she said. A hand came down hard on Din’s shoulder and it took all of his self-control not to react, to let his body roll limply with the hand as it shook him. The jostling made the ache in his leg climb towards a red haze of agony very quickly, but Din managed not to scream. He made sure that his eyes were fully closed. 
“This one’s not wearing his helmet,” she continued. The hand left Din. “Bossk didn’t take it, did he? Gorga’s gonna want the full set for his wall.” 
“What, like a rancor skin?” the Nar Shaddaan laughed. 
The female speaker didn’t join in. The Nar Shaddaan stopped, cleared his throat. 
“I don’t think so,” he said. “Mando was like this when Bossk dragged him over. Didn’t say nothin’ about a helmet. We can check all the kit, but – ”
“Do,” said the speaker. “And then get him in some better chains before he comes to. You don’t want a pissed-off Mandalorian unsecured in your grasp,  bukee. Even one that’s mostly dead.” 
 Half-dead, Din thought. He would need to make his move soon, then. But not yet. 
The air moved in front of his body. Boots crunched on the sand. Din cracked an eye open again and took a better look at his captors. There  were four of them, two humans, one Rodian and a female Zygerrian. 
The Zygerrian could have been Jaasa’s twin, except her fur was blue. She was in Katarn-class armor, same as the other three mercs, and her back was turned to Din. 
 Another Zygerrian,  he thought.  We  did  miss the signs. He wondered how closely Zygerria was working with Gorga, then set the thought aside. Din could worry about that after he’d gotten out of this mess. 
“Yeah, yeah,” said the Rodian. He’d been the one wondering about Din’s price with the Nar Shaddaan, who must’ve been the second human man, a scrawny, underfed sort with pale hair and only one eye. “How much’re we gonna get for him, d’you think? Gorga’s gonna pay us good, right?” 
“If he doesn’t, I will,” said the Zygerrian airily. “He’s worth a moon’s ransom, assuming he can be trained. But you should offer him to Gorga first; we wouldn’t want to offend Himself.” 
The other mercenaries chuckled like the Zygerrian had told a particularly clever joke, and the one-eyed human looked back at Din. Din held very still. 
“We’ll bring him to you, Jeka, if the Hutt don’t want him,” he promised. 
The Zygerrian was still turned away from Din, but Din knew that she was smiling. 
“Good,” she said. “You two sure you don’t want help bringing him in?” 
The Rodian and the one-eyed man exchanged glances, then shook their heads.
“And share the bounty?” the Rodian said. “Nah. We’ve got him. If he wakes up and causes any trouble, we’ll break the other leg, right, Yenno?” 
The one-eyed man nodded. “Right,” he said. 
Jeka snorted. “On your heads, then,” she said. “We’ll see you soon. Big show’s at midnight – you don’t wanna miss it.” 
“We won’t,” the Rodian assured her. “Yenno, c’mon, you keep watch over the Mando while I go look for some proper binders. I know we left some here in case we caught those karking Tuskens…” 
The little huddle of mercenaries broke up. Jeka and the battle-scarred human, who’d barely spoken and hadn’t been named, climbed back onto their swoop bikes and sped off. The sounds of their engines echoed off Mos Pelgo’s little huddle of destroyed houses, then faded. 
The Rodian left, ducking into the cantina. Din quickly lost sight of him in the gloom, but heard him jostling around. Broken glass crunched. The cantina probably looked like the throne room had. 
The human – Yenno – stayed with Din. He cast a disinterested look at Din, saw that Din was still lying limp and motionless, and looked away. Din carefully shifted his head to get a better look at his guard. 
 I need the keys to these cuffs,  Din thought. They were tight around his wrists. Even if Din somehow managed to wriggle his way out of his gloves, his gauntlets, Din would probably have to break a finger or two to do it, and his hand already hurt. He needed at least enough unbroken fingers to grip a blaster.  Or a vibroknife, the darksaber, anything, to cut them off.  
The chain between the cuffs, anchoring Din to the side of the speeder, wasn’t very tight, though. There was some give in it, especially when Din, keeping one eye on Yenno, slid very, very slowly closer to the rung his chain had been wrapped through. 
 I’ve got maybe seven, eight inches of slack, Din thought. Not enough to get off the speeder – not enough to even stand – but enough, maybe, to cause some trouble. 
 I need a closer look at this guard.  Yenno might have the keys that Din needed to get himself free. 
Din deliberated for a moment, weighing his options, and then decided to cause trouble even though he didn’t know when the Rodian would emerge from the cantina. Din’s situation was not likely to improve unless he  made it improve. No one was coming to get him out. Din was going to have to do it himself. 
He was used to extracting himself from bad situations. 
 Playing dead – that’s been useful, lately, he thought. He remembered sparring with Boba, with A’Shek; playing injured had created openings. Din could try that again. 
 Probably helps that I really  am  hurt, he thought. Someone, the Trandoshan or either of these mercs, had fished Din out from the cliffside. They’d seen his injuries. 
Din made sure that his eyes were mostly closed, open just wide enough to see light, see shapes, and then he let out a thin, rattling groan. He’d heard plenty of beings die. Din knew what a death-rattle sounded like. 
The blurry shape that was Yenno startled. Looked over at Din. He didn’t move. 
Din groaned again, convincingly, and affected a full-body shudder. Moving made his leg complain, sharp pain spiking, but that only helped add some authenticity to Din’s next groan of pain. 
“Kark,” said Yenno. He stepped closer, leaning over the side of the speeder. A shadow moved behind him, too indistinct for Din to see clearly. Yenno stopped just shy of the speeder.  
 No good,  Din thought.  I’ve got the reach to grab him, with this slack in the chain, but I don’t know if I’m strong enough to heave him over the side of the speeder. Not right now.  
Din needed Yenno in the speeder. Din shuddered again, shifting his groan down to a low, almost inaudible wheeze. He rolled his eyes underneath his eyelids, darting them back and forth like he’d lost control of his body. 
“Kark!” Yenno said, leaping over the side of the speeder. It buckled under his weight, pitching Din forward, but Din managed to keep from screaming as the motion bashed his leg. “Hey, Skirpo, you better c’mere, he doesn’t – ”
Yenno crouched over Din, reaching down to lay a clammy hand against the side of Din’s neck, and it was the last mistake that Yenno made. 
Din was hurt and exhausted and confused. He was badly injured. But he was still Mandalorian, trained by the fiercest, fastest fighters of his covert, and Din had always been quick on the draw. He lashed out, too fast for Yenno to react, and wrapped his chained hands around either side of Yenno’s throat. 
Din hadn’t meant to let Yenno shout for the Rodian, but it was too late for that now. Din had his chance. He couldn’t waste it. 
He opened his eyes and looked Yenno full in the face. 
The sunlight glared down on both of them. Yenno was middle-aged, almost old for a mercenary, and he was crossed with dozens of scars. His eyes were brown and bulging wide; Din’s hands were weak, but Yenno had chained Din down with chains meant to hold a Mandalorian. They were strong chains. All Din had to do was keep the pressure on Yenno's throat steady, strangling him in a matter of seconds. He dragged Yenno down towards his own body while Yenno tried to pull away, and waited for Yenno to panic. 
Din didn’t have to wait long. Each second felt like a year, pain screaming white at the base of Din’s skull, but Yenno panicked within five, ten seconds; instead of slamming a fist down into Din’s nose and sending Din back into unconsciousness, Yenno began to scramble frantically at the chain wrapped around his throat. He kicked. His fingernails scratched Din’s gloves. 
The chain had no give in it. Yenno’s face reddened, then purpled, his eyes bulging wider and wider. He gasped like a landed colo claw fish. 
Din didn’t need him dead, just unconscious, but he kept the pressure up on the chain even after Yanno went slack and lolled against Din bonelessly. Din had caught Yenno by playing dead – he had no intention of letting Yenno catch  him a second time the same way. 
When Din was sure that Yenno wouldn’t move again, he finally let up with the chain and shoved Yenno off of him. Yenno didn’t move. The whole thing had taken maybe twenty seconds, but Din could hear the Rodian calling back now. 
“Hey, Yenno?” the Rodian called. “Did you shout for me? What’s wrong?” 
Din had very little time. From this angle he couldn’t really see what Yenno'd been carrying, but the merc had to be armed at least with a blaster. He groped blindly at Yenno’s belt and his hand closed around a worn grip. 

   Finally!  

Din pulled the blaster free, fired it in the direction of the cantina and sat up, fighting through the wave of darkness and nausea that immediately tried to get him to lay back down. He didn’t have enough slack in the chain to sit all the way up, but he had enough to see past the nose of the speeder, past Yenno’s body. 
Din didn’t hit the Rodian. The Rodian had good reflexes; he saw the blaster go off and ducked, throwing himself to the ground. Din didn’t have a good angle on him from here – Din couldn’t shoot him. 
Din fired again anyway, more to give himself a few seconds of cover than anything else, and turned his next shot onto the chain that had been looped through a rung bolted into the side of the speeder. The chain glowed red hot, the bolt fired too close to it to ricochet away, and gave when Din fired again. 
More free to move, Din sat all the way up and took aim at the Rodian, who rolled out of the way and dove for cover behind an overturned table inside the cantina. Din's hands were still chained together, but Din had more room to maneuver. He could aim.  
Din bared his teeth. 
“If you surrender,” Din called, his voice cracked and hoarse from screaming, “I won’t kill you.” 
“ E chu ta!” the Rodian spat. A darker shape was moving in the back of the cantina behind him. 
 I have to stand,  Din thought.  I have to get in there. If I sit here and he sits in there, this will never end.  
Keeping his blaster trained on the space where the Rodian had disappeared, Din eased himself, carefully, to the edge of the speeder. He needed the rest of his gear, too, but that could wait until the Rodian was dead. Din put his left leg, which ached dully, having taken some of the impact of Din’s fall too, but held his weight, down into the sand. A blue antenna waved from behind the table. 
Din shot it. The Rodian howled. 
 Alright,  Din thought, testing his left leg.  I can do this. I  have  to do this.  
He slid his broken leg off of the speeder and set it on the sand, then shifted, determined to stand. 
That was a mistake. 
The agony that rocketed through Din brought him to his knees. He screamed behind his teeth, clenching his mouth shut to avoid giving the Rodian the satisfaction of hearing Din yell, and tried to shift his weight over to his left knee. He couldn’t see. He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t even shoot – Din tried to make his fingers pull the trigger, to fire another warning shot, to buy Din some more time to recover, but his entire body had frozen in pain, muscles straining. He could barely hear anything over the rush in his ears. 
The pain took several precious seconds to pass. Din felt each one hooked underneath his skin. By the time the pain had faded enough for Din to karking  think, he knew that he’d lost any advantage that he’d won by strangling Yenno. 
The Rodian had realized it too. While Din had been blind and deaf from pain, the Rodian had ducked out of cover again, missing an antenna, and aimed a blaster at Din. There were only fifteen feet between them; the Rodian would have to be dead to miss a shot at that distance. The dark muzzle of his blaster was aimed at Din’s forehead. 
“How about,” the Rodian said, “ you surrender, and I won’t kill you.” 
Din showed the Rodian all of his teeth. “Why?” Din panted, stalling for time. “So you can sell me to the highest bidder?” 
The Rodian shrugged. “Better alive as a slave than dead in the desert,” the Rodian said. He looked Din up and down, then smiled meanly. “Not that you’ll fetch a high price, in your condition. What happened to you, huh? I thought Mandalorians were supposed to be the best fighters in the galaxy. You look like you couldn’t win a fight against a loth-kitten!” 
 You fall off a cliff and see how you look, Din thought, but didn’t say. 
It would come down to a matter of speed. Who could pull the trigger faster. If Din could get a shot off before the Rodian could. He hadn’t dropped Yenno’s blaster. 
 I can do it,  Din thought.  But I have to time it right.  
“Why don’t you put your blaster down and come over here and find out?” Din suggested. “I’ll throw mine away too. We'll do this hand-to-hand. If you beat me, you can have my beskar.” 
Naked greed flickered across the Rodian’s face. “Your beskar?” 
Din shrugged. The motion made him want to scream, but he bit that sound back too. “Sure,” Din said. His voice was ragged with pain. He could hear it. “‘I’m not gonna need it dead, am I?” 
“You might if Gorga wants to sell you to the fighting pits,” the Rodian returned, but he was tempted. Din could see it. He just needed an opening. 
“Don’t have any use for your chest plate,” the Rodian said, more to himself than to Din. “Too big. But that pauldron, that’s nice. I could – ”
He never finished. Din had set his finger on the blaster’s trigger, ready to pull, but he didn’t get to finish the argument with the Rodian either; the Rodian jerked, mouth falling slack in surprise, and then toppled over dead, his blaster falling from nerveless fingers. A  verd knife sprouted from his back. 
 What –  ? Din thought, confused – all of his knives were in a heap somewhere, hopefully on the land speeder, but Din hadn’t had time to look for them yet. He didn't know where a proper Mandalorian verd knife had come from. 
Fennec Shand stepped out of the shadows of the cantina and came to stand over the Rodian’s body, looking Din up and down. 
“There you are,” she said. “I was wondering when you’d turn up.”
Din stared at her. He didn’t understand. 
She looked like she’d had a very bad day. Din had seen Fennec injured a time or two – she’d been grazed by a slugthrower once, back at the beginning of all of this, and had been blown up with Din during the first raid on the palace – but he’d never seen her look so battered before. 
Her hair had come loose from its customary braid and hung wild and dusty all around her shoulders. Her coat was torn and there was a burn creasing her forehead. Her face was mottled black and blue and both of her lips were cracked, the cuts just barely scabbed over. Her nose had been broken and one cheek was swollen. Someone had given her a beating. 
But she was  alive, standing, and she was in front of Din. She was alive.  
Din didn’t think he’d ever been so glad to see her before. 
“Hey,” he said, weakly. “‘S good to see you too, Shand.” 
Still on his knees, Din swayed dangerously, listing to the left. Fennec saw and rushed over to him immediately, catching Din by the shoulders, propping him up. Din hissed in pain, but let Fennec manhandle him over to the side of the cantina, where she pushed him so that he was sitting down, and helped him straighten out his leg. 
She knew what the problem was immediately. 
“Hold on for a second,” Fennec said. “Kark, Din. I’ll be right back, and then we’ll see about your leg.” 
“I’m – ”
“A second, Din,” she said, leaving no room for Din to argue, and then she left. She picked up the Rodian’s fallen blaster and checked it, then shot the Rodian in the back of the head. She did the same to Yenno. Din thought about protesting, telling Fennec that he needed one of them alive to tell him where the mercenaries were gathering, where they’d taken Boba, but hoped that Fennec had a better idea. She'd come from the inside of the cantina, but Din was pretty sure that she was the shadow he'd seen behind Yenno. Behind the Rodian. She'd – she'd seen that Din was in trouble, and had come to help him. 
 She was hurt, but she's here,  Din thought. So she got away too. She might know more about where Boba is than me. 
Fennec checked both bodies over, fished the knife out of the Rodian's back and then kicked the Rodian in disgust. She hopped into the land speeder. There was a great clattering and clamoring and then Fennec popped back over the side, Din’s spear and Boba’s  gaderffii  in one hand each. Din sagged back against the wall in relief. The Trandoshan hadn't left Din's gear in the desert, then. He'd had it loaded up with Din. He'd even gone down into the canyon to search Din's speeder –  Din had left Boba's gaderffii strapped to the Zehpyr-G, because he'd planned to come back down once he'd picked a trail to follow.
Fennec tossed both weapons down into the sand beside Din and went back for a black bag. She threw the bag down beside him too, then rejoined him. 
“Found your stuff,” she said. “Which is good, because I’m about out of knives.” 
“What’s mine is yours,” Din wheezed. He leaned back against the cantina and studied Fennec. Relief blazed behind his ribs, almost bright enough to drown out the pain in his leg, his chest. "What about the knife you just had?" 
Fennec had tucked the verd knife back into an oversized holster at her hip. "It's not mine," she said. Fennec fished a canteen of water out from the bag and offered it to Din, who drank a little to get the taste of blood out of his mouth. Then she leaned over to the Rodian, tore a strip of fabric off the Rodian’s shirt, and soaked it with the canteen. 
Din raised an eyebrow, confused. 
“I borrowed it," she said. "And you look terrible." She dabbed the side of Din’s face with her rag, and Din saw the fabric come away with rust. He frowned. He hadn't even realized that he'd been bleeding. But he'd bled on Krownest too, and the wound must've reopened when Din had fallen off the plateau. Now that he thought about it, his cheek was tender and hot too, swollen where the armorer had hit him. Din's face probably didn't look much better than Fennec's. 
“Probably why the mercs underestimated me,” Din mumbled. Talking still hurt. He flicked his gaze over Fennec. “You look terrible too, you know.” 
She cracked Din a smile, which pulled at a bruise against the side of her mouth and stretched the scab cracked across her lips. 
“Thanks, Djarin,” she said. She wiped some of the blood off of the side of Din’s face and took a better look at his head. “I don’t think you’re gonna die, though.” 
“That’s good.” 
“It is,” Fennec agreed. “Here, take this.” She put a pill, chalky and bitter, against Din’s mouth. He obeyed her, letting her pop the pill into his mouth and swallowing it down. It was bitter on his tongue, too. 
“What was that?” 
“Symoxin,” said Fennec. “I’m going to set your leg.” 
“You’re – ”
A more patient person – or a person who’d had formal medical training – would have waited for the symoxin to fully take effect before grabbing their patient’s broken leg and shoving it back into the right alignment. Fennec could be plenty patient, but Din doubted that she’d ever had formal medical training. 
She didn’t wait. Din swallowed the pill and Fennec set her hand on either side of Din’s right leg, just below the knee, and wrenched,  hard.  
Fennec was surprisingly strong. Din shouted. Blackness danced around the edges of his vision. 
He didn’t pass out, though, which was an improvement on the rest of Din’s day so far, and Fennec let him go as soon as she was done. 
“We don’t have time to do more than stick you with some bacta and splint it,” she warned. “If we survive this, Djarin, you’re gonna want to go visit your friend the med droid.” 
Din groaned. Groaning was better than shouting. He was sure that in a few days he would appreciate Fennec’s foresight. Better to set a break  now, a few hours after the injury, than wait a few days and have to re-break the leg. 
But Din had managed to get his pain under control, more or less, and now Fennec had brought it all roaring back. 
The hit of symoxin started working after a few minutes of shallow breathing, though. The pain began to ease. Fennec let Din work through it, returning with a bacta injection, which she gave Din just below the knee, and another tab of something that was just as chalky and bitter as the symoxin, but yellow instead of white. 
“Anticeptin,” she said, when Din looked at her. “So you don’t start to rot.” 
Din grimaced. He took that pill too. 
Fennec helped him splint his leg. The break wasn’t as bad as Din had feared. He’d broken one of the bones in his lower leg, not his femur, like Paz had. Fennec scavenged some scrap metal from the debris around the cantina and used two panels to brace Din's lower leg, tying them off with more strips from the dead Rodian's shirt.
I'm going to be hobbling around just like he is, Din thought. Thinking of Paz and his limp almost made Din smile.   We’re going to match, he thought. He knew that he was too old to heal from a broken leg very cleanly, no matter how much bacta Fennec gave him. 
“Take a minute,” Fennec advised. “We’re going to have to hobble a little ways, and then you can get off your feet.” 
Din closed his eyes and blew out a breath. “Great,” he muttered. 
Fennec chuckled, and there was an edge to it that Din had never heard in her voice before. 
 No,  he thought.  That’s not right. I have heard her sound like that before. Under Gella’s Place. When – when she thought I’d been killed.  
Even though his leg hurt, even though he wanted to throw up, pass out or both, Din couldn’t help but soften. 
Fennec had been worried about him. 
“I’ll be alright,” Din said, gruffly. “But – a minute’d be good.” 
Fennec inclined her head. “You’ve got it,” she promised. “Gorga’s mercs have cleared out of here, more or less. We shouldn’t see any around here until someone notices that those two karkwits didn’t report in.” 
“They’ve cleared out? They’re not camping around here somewhere?” 
Fennec nodded. “Not as far as I could tell, anyway,” she said. “They’ve broken off into teams. Twenty or thirty each. They’re probably sweeping the sands now, trying to round up the rest of the Tuskens, but they’ve already been through Mos Pelgo. I think they got just about everybody.” 
Din thought of Cobb, of his little town, and winced. “Where – what  happened?” he asked. 
Fennec grimaced. “You went by the palace?” 
Din nodded. 
“So you can guess,” she said. “We were – I dunno. I don’t know what we missed, Djarin. One minute everything was fine. Boss got back, said that you were on your way. We decided to hold court since he’d been gone for a few days. Remind everyone who was king, show everyone that everything was fine. Then – ”
She broke off, shook her head. 
Din understood. 
“We would’ve fought to the death,” Fennec said quietly. “Boba and I. But the mercs – they knew all of our soft spots. Boba went on a rampage, must’ve killed ten mercs on his own, and I was right behind him, but then the mercs dragged Ushib and Gida out. They’d been down to the kitchens.” 
Din closed his eyes. 
“Told us all to stand down, or they’d kill Ushib and Gida,” Fennec continued. “It would’ve worked, too, I think, except Ushib always has one more knife than anyone ever expects to have and Gida kicked the merc who’d grabbed her in the knee, and – well,” Fennec said, grimacing again. “Around that time I took the butt of a Firepuncher to the back of the head, so I don’t actually remember what happened after that.” 
Din hardly knew what to say first. A hundred thoughts swarmed through the middle of his mind. He settled on the most immediate concern. “Boba?” 
Fennec shook her head. “Alive,” she said. “Or he was when we were taken from the palace. I don’t know. The mercs split us up, kept us all in separate speeders. I think he was still alive when we were in the canyons, but Boba’s speeder went one way and mine another.” 
“Was there anyone with you in your speeder?” Din asked, trying to stifle the worry that had flared when Fennec had shaken her head. Boba was alive. He had to be. 
Fennec shook her head again. “Kasyyk was,” she said. “But if you followed us through the canyons, you know what happened there.” 
Din flattened his mouth. “I know,” he said. 
Fennec sighed. “After Kasyyk rushed them, the mercs decided that we were too dangerous to keep all in one place,” she explained. “They decided to separate us before – well. Before whatever it is that they have planned happened. I was carted off east. They were gonna offer me to some Pyke thugs.” 
Din winced. He didn’t like Pykes. “But you got away.” 
The smile Fennec gave Din was cold and sharp. “I did,” she said. 
Din didn’t have to ask what had happened to the mercenaries. He imagined that they were dead in the desert somewhere, feeding urusai and kirik-flies. 
Fennec nudged Din in the shoulder gently. He still hissed, which made her raise her eyebrows and do a more thorough inspection. 
“Your shoulder’s dislocated,” she said. “What happened to you? How’d you get caught?” 
Din let her check the joint, which prickled hot and swollen under her hands, even through Din’s kute and his armor. 
“I made it to the palace, but I was too late,” Din told her. “I was – well. I picked up the speeder trail. Followed it through the canyons. I found Kasyyk. I found where the caravan split up. I didn’t know which trail Boba’d been taken down, so I went up the side of the canyon to see if some height helped.” 
“Ah,” said Fennec, illustratively. 
Din scowled at her. “I didn’t fall on purpose,” he snapped. She left his shoulder and started poking and prodding Din for more injuries. He managed not to growl when she touched the side of his head again, examining the bruise on his face, but hissed again when she found his tender side. 
“There was – I ran into a scout,” Din said. “A Trandoshan. He shot me with a pulse rifle. If we run into him again, he's mine – I'd like to pay him back for this.” 
“And you fell thirty feet? Breathe out. You're lucky you're not dead, Djarin.” She said Djarin the same way she'd said You idiot underneath of Gella's Place, when she'd found him and Quinlan Vos trying to recover after getting half-blown up. 
“Twenty-five,” said Din defensively. He exhaled, wincing as he did. Fennec took her hands off his side and nodded. "And I'm too stubborn to die." 
Fennec huffed.
“The next thing I knew, I was waking up in cuffs on a speeder,” Din said. “There were four mercs. They brought me here.” 
“Was one of them a Zygerrian?” 
Din nodded. “Jeka,” he said. 
Fennec grunted. She looked Din up and down critically, then said, “She seems to be pretty high-up. She was in the throne room, too, and she’s the one who decided that all the speeders should split up. Zygerria's tangled up in all of this somehow. First Zhalto, then Jaasa, now this skug-sucker. I don’t think your ribs are broken, by the way. Can’t know for sure until we can get you scanned by a med droid, but I think they’re just bruised. The bacta should help.” 
“She was in charge here, too,” Din said. He decided not to mention the fingers that he was pretty sure that the Trandoshan had broken; the symoxin had taken the edge of Din's pain in both of his hands, and he didn't want Fennec to splint his entire hand. Din needed to be able to shoot with it. “She told the others not to underestimate me. Who is she?” 
Fennec leaned back and frowned. “I don’t know,” she said. From the bite in her tone, Din could tell that not knowing bothered Fennec. “She looked like Jaasa, though.” 
“I thought so too,” Din muttered. He sorted through this conversation in his head, then circled back to something that Fennec had said earlier. About the raiders dragging Ushib and Gida up from the kitchens, trying to use them to force everyone else to surrender. 
“Fennec,” he said. “The spy – it was Gida. The  ahra.  It – Gorga cracked the network. He – ”
“I know,” said Fennec, gently. 
Din blinked. 
“The idiots who were taking me to the Pykes let it spill,” she said. “I didn’t even have to start breaking bones. They were  proud of it. Proud that they’d managed to get spies into our outfit. Into Vanth's.” 
Fennec didn’t look particularly angry, but Din knew her pretty well by now. Boba’s temper was explosive, fiery, but Fennec was like Din. Her anger was cold and slow-moving, but Din knew that her anger was deep. Closely-held and closely-guarded. 
He could see a shard of it in Fennec’s dark eyes. An echo in Din’s chest answered Fennec, his own fury close enough to reach for. To touch. 
But Din fought it down. 
“Gorga had her little brother,” he said. 
Fennec’s mouth flattened too, mirroring Din’s sour expression. “You don’t have to defend her,” she said. 
“I do,” Din disagreed. He met Fennec’s eyes and then looked away again, afraid of what would happen if both of them got too angry to think. “I – if I’d been her age and someone had taken  my brother, told me that they’d hurt him unless I did what they wanted me to – ”
“You would have fought,” Fennec interrupted. 
Din looked back at her startled. 
She lifted an eyebrow. “You would have fought,” she repeated. “You would’ve done something so karking stupid and so karking brave that the idiots who’d grabbed your brother wouldn’t have seen it coming, and then you would’ve gotten your brother out.” 
“I – ”
“You would have done what you’re doing now,” Fennec said. Some of her ferocity faded. “Charged off into the desert on your own, without a plan, like a loth-wolf with a scent in your nose.” 
“I – had a plan,” Din said, defensive again. 
Fennec smiled. “Was it ‘find the mercs and shoot them?’” she asked. 
Din scowled. 
Fennec’s laugh, rusty and tired, but  genuine, caught Din by surprise. “You’re one of a kind, Djarin,” she said. “What you’d do isn’t what Gida would do. She – well. I’m not the boss. When we get Boba back, he can decide what to do. That’s why he’s in charge.” 
She’d said  when  they got Boba back, not  if, so even though that wasn’t a guarantee that Fennec wouldn’t go after Gida, it was a reassurance that they would find Boba. Din couldn’t argue with that. 
He leaned back against the cantina. “You said – did the mercs take her too? Her and Ushib?” 
“They took everyone,” said Fennec. “I’m going to guess that after I passed out, the mercs got a hold of someone again and pulled the same trick, threatening to kill them unless Boba surrendered. Something like that must've happened; the number of mercs surprised us, but we were fighting. We were making progress. But when I came to, I was on the back of a speeder in the middle of the Jundland Wastes. When we stopped, I did a headcount – the mercs were pretty thorough. They’d rounded up all of us at the palace and most of Mos Pelgo, too. 
“Your friend Vanth is alive,” Fennec added, when she saw Din’s face pale. “They had him gagged and he looked angrier than an acklay, but he was alive.” 
Din took another careful breath. “Good,” he said. “How’s – is everyone else okay? I saw that Tavva’d been killed in the palace. Ay-Two too. Some Tuskens. Anyone else? Can you – you had all of the guards –  Boba – wear tracker. Can you track them? Do they still work?” 
Fennec shook her head. “I don't think anyone else has died,” she said. “Ushib’s got a broken arm, I think – the mercs were not very pleased that she knifed two of them – and Theran was in bad shape. Boba too, I think – he was unconscious the whole time. Don’t know if that’s because he took an especially nasty hit, or if the mercs were drugging him. And you saw what happened to Kasyyk.” 
“Noora?” Din asked.  
Fennec’s expression darkened. “She’s – she was alright, when I saw her,” said Fennec. “Like I said, the mercs split us all up. Us dangerous prisoners were spread out across several speeders. The less dangerous ones were all grouped together. Mercs’ plan is to sell us all, I think. Recoup some of the credits Gorga spent hiring his army.” 
Din nodded. That’s what he’d thought too, but it was good to have his suspicion confirmed. "And the trackers?"
Fennec shook her head again. "They knew about those," she said. "Someone must've talked. I didn't see the mercs take them away from everyone, but when I came to mine was gone, and when I checked my 'pad, everyone else's had been deactivated too." 
"Kark," Din said, feelingly. 
"Kark," Fennec agreed. 
Din sighed and studied the sky for a minute.  “They had Noora sorted with the non-dangerous prisoners?” he asked, trying to lighten the grim mood that had come between him and Fennec. It was too late to change what had happened at the palace. “I saw what she did – she brought out those huge blasters she keeps under the bar. She’s plenty dangerous.”
That won him another faint smile. “She is,” Fennec allowed. “But not the same way you and I are. We're going to get them back, Djarin. No use worrying about what's already happened. You ready to move yet?”
Din blinked and turned his attention to his various aches and pains. Fennec’s symoxin had done its job; Din’s leg still hurt, but it was more manageable now. He could think around the pain. 
His ribs felt better too, and even the pain in his bad arm had faded. His shoulder still throbbed hotly and his head hurt, but Din thought that he could probably stand. Probably walk, if he had to. 
Din nodded. “I’m ready,” he said. 
“Good,” said Fennec. She stood and stretched, her shoulders popping. Then she offered a hand down to Din, who took it. 
Fennec heaved Din up to his feet. He put all his weight on his left leg first, then slowly shifted some over to his right to make sure that he could stand. He had to bite the inside of his cheek fiercely to keep from shouting, but his leg held. 
“We don’t have to go far,” Fennec assured him, seeing his mouth tightened in pain. “Then we can get you some of the good stuff. Okay? Lean against the wall.” 
Din inclined his head in one sharp, short nod, then did as Fennec said. While he leaned there, panting from the simple effort of standing up, Fennec bent and scooped up Din's gear. She helped Din hook his spear on his back and handed off all of his knives, letting Din slot them into their places on his own. When she gave him the darksaber, Din couldn't help but clutch at it a little bit, relieved to be holding it again. Fennec kept Boba's gaderffii. 
Being fully kitted up again helped Din find some balance. He still wanted his helmet, but knew he'd be fine without it. He pushed himself up off the wall and focused on putting one foot in front of the other. Fennec leaned against him. 
Walking through Mos Pelgo like this wasn’t anything at all like taking a flogging. That pain had built and built, one blow on top of the other; walking on a broken leg was a gnawing pain, the kind of hurt that chewed on the base of Din’s spine, that sapped his strength. 
But Fennec lent Din her shoulder, hooking an arm wordlessly around Din’s waist, and together they managed to start off down the street. 
“Where… are we going?” Din asked between deep, deliberate breaths. 
“Not far,” Fennec promised. “Just into the canyon.” 
Din grunted and looked down the street. Mos Pelgo had always seemed very small to Din, especially compared to some of the other settlements on Tatooine, like Mos Eisley or Mos Entha. The town was really just a collection of houses all banded together for protection, for safety, and the sight of them scored and scorched by blaster fire made Din think of his dream. The red lights in the sky. 
He swallowed, and his mouth tasted like bile. 
“What’s in the canyon?” he asked. Mos Pelgo was much bigger now that Din had to walk through it on a broken leg, but Fennec was steady at his side. 
Fennec smiled. “You’ll see,” she said. 
That was not particularly encouraging. Din grunted. 
“Do you think that anyone else escaped?” Din asked. “Noora, Gida, Ushib?” 
That question took the smile off of Fennec’s face. “I don’t know,” she said. “Ushib’s a fighter, Noora too, but I don’t know which direction they were taken in.” 
Din winced. That wasn’t good. “Do you think the mercs will bring everyone back together?” 
Fennec thought for a moment, still supporting Din’s weight, and then she nodded slowly. “I think so,” she said. “I don’t know what Gorga’s final plan is, but – the mercs took Boba somewhere. They’re not going to try to sell  him down the sorrowlanes. He’s too dangerous. But the Zygerrian woman, Jeka – I heard her talking to some of the others. Gorga’s coming here. To Tatooine. I think they’re going to take everyone there.” 
“Gorga’s coming here,” Din said. 
Fennec nodded again. “He’s a Hutt,” she said. “He’ll want a spectacle.” 
Din swallowed. The burn of bile returned, stronger than before. “A spectacle of what?” he asked, though he thought that he already knew the answer. 
Fennec snorted. “Boba’s execution, of course,” she said. 
The anger that spiked through Din’s belly at her words was almost as strong a painkiller as Fennec’s symoxin. He started to limp faster. 
“Gorga’s hardly going to leave him alive,” Fennec continued. “Boba’s too much of a threat. He’s got too much power on Tatooine now, and he’s been making a fool of Gorga for months.” 

   Execution. A spectacle.  

“We’re going to stop him,” Din said. It wasn’t a question. 
“We are,” Fennec agreed. “Jeka said that they’re gathering at midnight. We still have some time left. We just need to figure out where they’re meeting.” 
“How are we going to do that?” Din asked. 
Fennec’s arm tightened around his waist. “You’ll see,” she said again, which didn’t answer Din’s question, but he was relieved that she had some kind of plan. Din could probably help her, could contribute what he’d learned following the mercenary caravan in the desert, but for now he focused on putting one foot in front of the other, looking resolutely at the rocks ahead to avoid looking at the destruction that had visited Mos Pelgo. 
The cliffs that protected Mos Pelgo were smaller than the great, towering mesas and plateaus of the Jundland Wastes, but Din had walked these canyons with Cobb Vanth, and knew them well enough. 
“We’re not about to get ambushed, are we?” he asked, thinking of the Trandoshan. Din hadn’t seen what had happened to him. Where he’d gone, after he’d knocked Din off the top of the cliff. 
“No,” Fennec promised. “It’s safe here.” 
“Why?” Din asked, as he and Fennec hobbled around a bend in the canyon. Then he stopped, and stared. 
“Because,” said Fennec, tone smug, “when the skug-suckers came to Mos Pelgo, they captured some of the Sun Rock, too. But not all of them.” 
“No,” Din murmured, staring at four banthas that had crowded into the canyon together, three ridden by Tusken warriors and the fourth topped by a familiar tall shape in battered black beskar, “not all of them.” 
“Hey,  dar’vod,” called Jaig, from his perch atop one of the shaggy banthas. If he was bothered by the sight of Din’s bare face or by Din's miserable condition, he didn’t show it. It had been a while since Din had been this beaten-up after a job, but Jaig didn't mention it. 
Din smiled at him and let Fennec haul him, still limping, over to the Tuskens. To Jaig.
 He was here,  Din thought.  The rest of us were on Krownest, but Jaig stayed here. Jaig had wanted to go hunting with the Sun Rock’s young warriors. He hadn’t been on Krownest when the violence had erupted, when the challenges had begun, and he hadn't been in Mos Pelgo when the mercenaries had attacked. 
“Hey, Jaig,” Din said. He knew where Fennec had gotten her borrowed verd knife now. “You alright?” 
Jaig nodded. “We’re okay,” he confirmed. “The  hut’uune  weren’t even looking for us.” He sounded almost  disappointed by that, like he’d been looking forward to punching a few Hutt mercs in the face and was irritated he’d missed out on his chance. 
Affection – relief – bloomed behind Din’s ribs. Jaig was alright. Din hadn’t even thought about him, really. Din’d been worried for Mos Pelgo and the Sun Rock, but in his head all of the Mandalorians were still on Krownest, too far to help. 
But Jaig was here. Had been here – his armor was even more scuffed than it had been the last time Din had seen it, more silver than black or blue, and Jaig sat atop his bantha with the ease of a Tusken warrior. The three Tuskens, Jaig’s friends, watched carefully from their own mounts. Din sagged against Fennec. 
Jaig, realizing that Din was hurt, slid off of his bantha with practiced ease, his boots kicking up sand, and strode over, hooking an arm underneath Din’s shoulders. Din hissed when Jaig’s hand jostled his injured shoulder, but Jaig was gentle enough, for a Mandalorian of his size. 
“His shoulder’s dislocated,” Fennec said, letting Din go. “Know how to set one?” 
“Sure,” said Jaig, with the confidence of any veteran of the Fighting Corps training program. “You wanna do that now,  dar’vod?” 
Din didn’t particularly, but it was a good idea to have his shoulder set before the symoxin wore off, so he sighed and said, “Might as well.” 
“I found these four skulking around Mos Pelgo, about an hour ago,” Fennec said, drawing Din’s attention back to her. He was grateful; Jaig propped Din up against the side of his bantha, which was warm and comforting, despite the bantha’s smell, and encouraged him to stand up straight. Din had had his shoulder set before. He didn’t argue. 
One of the Tuskens began to move his hand. Din knew this Tusken. His name was Douwan, and he had been one of Mos Pelgo’s guards for months now, for as long as Boba had partnered with the town. 
The other two must’ve been Jaig’s other friends. A’Ten, whom Din had met before, and Bassa. 
 We were hunting krayt,  Douwan said, his hands moving fast.  We planned to be gone for many days. But then we saw the smoke in the sky, and returned. We were not fast enough.  
“Neither was I,” Din told Douwan, aiming to reassure the younger warrior. He knew the guilt of coming home to find one’s family killed. Everyone dead, the smoke rising up to the sky. Din’s dream itched at the back of his mind. He ignored it. 
 Then Fennec found us,  Douwan said. His name-sign for Fennec was the same as Ushib’s, which made Din smile even though Jaig stretched Din’s arm out to its full extent and began lining the joint of Din’s shoulder back up with the socket. It hurt tremendously, even through the gauzy haze of symoxin.  She brought us here. We were waiting to see if any of the  ghuy’ra  would come back.  
“So how are we –  kark – going to find this meeting place of Gorga’s?” Din asked, tears springing to his eyes as Jaig got Din’s arm lined up right. He deliberately didn’t look at Jaig, waiting tense for the other Mandalorian to snap Din’s shoulder back into the right spot. 
Douwan looked at Fennec, who offered Din another knife-sharp smile. “The mercs hit Mos Pelgo first,” she said. “Then they came to the palace. They killed a bunch of Shaking Mountain and Sun Rock outriders on the way.”
“I know,” said Din. “I saw.” 
“But they  didn’t,”  said Fennec, flicking her eyes over at Jaig, which was the only warning Din got before Jaig braced Din with one arm and  shoved with the other, pushing Din’s shoulder back into place. 
Din swore. Jaig didn’t let up. One of the Tuskens made a sympathetic noise. 
“Go for the Spotted Anooba,” Fennec finished, once Din stopped swearing. Jaig let Din go and Din immediately tucked his arm against his chest. The pain flared, hot and bright, but Din knew from experience that the worst of it was over. Jaig returned to his bantha, rummaging around in its backs for something to use as a sling. 
Din let his ears stop ringing, then blinked at Fennec. “Gorga’s mercs didn’t go for the Spotted Anooba?” 
She shook her head. “No,” she said. “A’Shek and his tribe were too far southeast. I’m sure Gorga  would’ve had them attacked, if they’d been closer, but they were well-away. A’Shek saw the smoke from the palace, much like Douwan here saw the smoke from Mos Pelgo.” 
“But A’Shek doesn’t ride a bantha,” said Din, realizing what had happened. “He – the Spotted Anooba have  speeders.”  
 Like ghuy’ra, one of the Sun Rock Tuskens complained, but everyone ignored him. 
Fennec grinned. “They have speeders,” she agreed. “They must’ve been on our trail within an hour or two. A’Shek picked me up in the desert, after I’d managed to get myself free.” 
“How  did you manage to get yourself free?” Din asked. He assumed that she’d done what Din had, which was play dead and then lean into the element of surprise. 
Fennec held up her left hand and Din got a good look at it for the first time since Fennec had grabbed him in Mos Pelgo. Her right hand was normal, wrapped in its usual black glove, but her left hand was swollen, the skin around her thumb blue and purple, the joint crooked. 
“Broke my hand,” Fennec said, dry as the desert. “That’s why I only gave you one tab of symoxin instead of two. We have to share, I’m afraid.” 
 She wrecked a speeder too, to hear A’Shek tell it,  Douwan put in. He and the other two Tuskens had stayed atop their bantha mounts, but he leaned down so that Din could see his hands.  He found her walking in the desert and brought her here.  
Fennec ignored Douwan with her usual studied grace. 
“A’Shek and his have gone scouting for me,” Fennec said, circling back to Din’s question. “They peeled off after your Zygerrian and her lackey – with any luck, she’ll go straight for this place Gorga’s arranged for his little show, and we can follow.” 
“How are we going to follow?” Din asked. “I don’t see any speeders here.” 
Fennec looked at Din, eyebrows raised. “Some of us,” she said, “carry comm links that  work, Djarin.” 
Din winced. He probably deserved that. 
There was, Fennec told him, after she’d given Din a few seconds to let her scathing commentary about his broken comm sink in, not much the six of them could do now except wait for A’Shek and his scouts to return. 
The suns were starting to slant down towards the western horizon, but there were still eight or nine hours until midnight. The Sun Rock raiders took that time to water their bantha, to polish their weapons and to get ready. 
Din had already tended to most of his gear on his flight over from Yavin-4, so he split another tab of symoxin with Fennec and leaned back against Jaig’s bantha to rest, careful not to jostle his bad leg. Fennec gave him another bacta injection there too, just below Din's knee, and one in his shoulder. Din preferred bacta gel if he had to handle bacta at all, since the gel only felt cold and numbing while having bacta inside his body was numbing, but oddly heavy, but Fennec didn't have any patches and Din needed to be able to fight when A'Shek came back. 
The bacta that Fennec had given Din was helping. As the day wore on, Din felt it working. Felt the swelling around his damaged joints ease, the sharp pain of a fresh break dulling to the prickling ache of healing bone. Jaig helped Din pin his arm up in a sling and the symoxin did its work, dulling the pain in Din’s various injuries while the suns slid lower and lower. 
The Tuskens passed a canteen and a few black melons around. Din was too sore to eat, but he took the water. He tried not to be nervous. 
 Gorga’s going to execute Boba,  he kept thinking.  He’s going to make it a karking party. 
But Din had traveled with A’Shek before. A’Shek knew his business. He’d find Boba. And then Din could go and get him, broken leg or not. 
 And put a blaster bolt between that Zygerrian’s eyes, maybe,  Din thought.  Gorga too, if I can manage it. Or I can try my best to cut him in half.   The darksaber was a reassuring weight at Din's side. Din wouldn't mind killing Gorga with it. That felt – right. More right that turning the darksaber against the alor had. Than using it to frighten or hurt his own people had. 
Once he’d made sure that Din’s shoulder was more or less alright, Jaig flopped down in the sand next to Din, using his bantha for shade, and turned to look at him. His helmet, once painted black and lined with blue, was more grey and silver now. Jaig had fallen a time or two out in the desert; his helmet was scuffed, much of the paint abraded away. A set of three vicious-looking claw marks had been scored down one of Jaig’s pauldrons, and Jaig’s kute was torn there too. 
 A krayt dragon? Din wondered. Douwan had said that they’d all gone krayt-hunting, a common pastime among young warriors looking to prove themselves. Krayt pearls were more valuable than credits, among the Tuskens. A warrior who had four or five pearls to his name usually had his pick of wives, and pearls were a treasured gift to a spouse or a parent or a child. 
Jaig didn’t have any krayt-pearls on him that Din could see, but that didn’t mean that the hnut had been unsuccessful. 
“So,  dar’vod,” said Jaig, after a while. “How was the thing on Krownest?” 
Not for the first time, Jaig’s candor made Din smile. 
“You probably would’ve liked it,” Din said, honestly. “There were – there were a lot of Mandalorians there. More than I ever thought I’d see in one place.” 
“Were they – were they like us?” Jaig asked. There was something hesitant in his tone. 
Din settled himself more comfortably against the side of Jaig’s bantha and thought about how to answer. 
There had been plenty of Mandalorians at the summit who’d reminded Din of Jaig. Kip Awaud, for one, bluff and cheerful and eager to throw himself into the tangle of flailing limbs and elbows that had constituted a  getshuk game. Torryg Saxon, eager to prove himself. Cyri Ordo, who had left the shelter of her clan to see the galaxy, and even Mandalorians like Aiken Anson or Rearden Hokan, who had been brave enough to speak out against something or someone they didn’t believe. 
But that wasn’t what Jaig was asking. He was asking after his own people. The Children of the Watch.  
Din answered Jaig honestly anyway. 
“There were a lot of Mandalorians like us,” he said. “And some Children of the Watch, too. That’s – our people. Your people, I guess. I’m, uh. Officially disowned.” 
Din thought of the  alor sinking down into the darkness below the lake. About her standing over Din, ready to kill him. She had apologized. The memory of her voice hurt more than Din’s bruised ribs. 
Jaig shifted. “What does that mean?” he asked. 
Din shrugged. It meant very little, honestly, in the face of more pressing concerns like rescuing everyone who’d been taken, getting Boba back and cutting Gorga the Hutt in half with the darksaber. 
“It means that… things are going to be different for me, now,” said Din. 
He could hear Jaig frowning. “Different how?” the kid asked. “Are you Mandalorian or not?” 
Din tilted his head back and looked up at the sky. The hard blue of midday was softening. Evening would rise soon. 
“I am Mandalorian,” Din said. “Just – not the kind of Mandalorian that I thought that I was. That’s all.” 
“So… you’re not  dar’vod anymore?” 
Din chuckled and shrugged with his better shoulder. “I’m Din,” he said. “But you can call me what you want, Jaig. I’m still Mandalorian, but I just – chose a different Creed.” 
Jaig was silent for a minute, and then he said, half-scathing, half-surprised, “You can do that?” 
Din kept looking up at the sky. He was aware of Jaig watching him, of Fennec watching him. 
“Yes,” Din said. “You can.” 
Jaig was quiet for a long time. Long enough for the symoxin to settle in, soothing Din’s various hurts into a quieter background hum. He hoped that A’Shek would be back soon. Din wanted to go find Boba. 
“But – what if someone else tells me that I  can’t?” Jaig asked, and he sounded young and frightened, like Din had turned his galaxy upside down and was shaking it to see what would fall out. 
 Oh, Din thought. 
He should have guessed. Jaig was riding a bantha. His Tusken friends had invited him krayt-hunting, which had been a rite of passage for young Tuskens for as long as the suns had risen over the sands. 
 He wants to know if – if he can be both,  Din thought.  If he can be Mandalorian  and  Tusken. If that would break the Creed.  
“Tell them to kark off,” Din said, honestly. “Your Creed – it’s  yours. It’s not anyone else’s. No one else can decide for you if you’re Mandalorian or not.” 
“But – ”
“But nothing,” said Din. He curled his left hand around the hilt of the darksaber. He was glad that he hadn’t lost it in the desert. “I’m the  mand’alor. You can be whoever you want to be, Jaig, and if anyone tells you otherwise, they can answer to me.” 
“The  mand’alor?” Fennec said, breaking into the conversation. 
 Probably for the best, Din thought. Jaig had fallen into a shocked silence, and Din didn’t know what he was thinking. Hopefully Jaig was thinking about the Creed. About how to be himself under it. But maybe he was just thinking about the heresy Din had just committed in front of him, and how to punch Din in the throat and run off with all of Din’s armor. 
Din cleared his throat and looked at Fennec, faintly embarrassed. “Apparently,” he said, still sheepish that he hadn’t known what the darksaber meant when just about everyone else around him, including Boba, had, “I’m the king of the Mandalorians.” 
Fennec stared at Din for a long moment, and then she threw her head back and laughed. 
 That was how A’Shek found them another hour or so later. The suns had finally started to set, casting the canyon into shades of pink and purple, the night chill creeping in. The Tuskens and Jaig had all ringed their banthas together, using the animals to block the worst of the chill, and Fennec’s laugher and Jaig’s puzzled silence had given way to planning their counterattack. 
Fennec had not been particularly thrilled to hear that Quinlan Vos and the Jedi might be coming. Din had filled both Fennec and Jaig in on what Quinlan Vos had found when he'd started to follow the leads he'd picked up underneath Gella's Place. The kids that Vos and the other Jedi had freed. Gari. Fennec hadn't said anything about Gari or Gida, about what it meant that Gorga'd figured out how to twist the arms of the slaves of Tatooine even from a dozen systems away. Din tried not to be concerned about that. 
"Not because I don't want their help," Fennec said, when Din scowled at her. The bacta she'd taken was starting to work on her too, mending the bruises on her face, her swollen nose, the grotesque bend of her hand. "I just – how are they going to find us to help, Djarin? We can't count on them. We're in this on our own." 
Din scowled, but didn't argue. The Jedi were also several systems away, and Din hadn't exactly left a homing beacon back at the palace. 
"Well," Fennec amended, catching the look on Din's face, as a speeder began to rumble in the distance. "Not entirely alone, Djarin. The Spotted Anooba are back." 
A’Shek’s speeder whined over the sands, the sound growing louder and louder, echoing off the canyon walls as he approached. 
Fennec, when she’d heard the first distant rumble, had been pretty sure that it had been A’Shek approaching, but she stood and went to check anyway, shouldering her rifle. When she returned, the speeder had cut out and A’Shek was following her, A’Timma and A’Tin, two of A’Shek’s warriors, trailing behind him. 
The chieftain of the Spotted Anooba greeted the Sun Rock scouts first, and then he looked at Din and laid his fist over his heart. 
Din’s right arm was still in its sling. He planned to leave it there until he and the others made it to wherever the Hutt mercs were keeping Boba and the rest of their people, so Din placed his left hand over his heart instead, even though it was awkward, and inclined his head to A’Shek. 
 You survived too,  A’Shek said, tracing the words in the air.  Good.  
 Glad you’re alive too, Din replied. It was hard to sign with one hand. He let his good hand fall and switched to spoken Basic; he hoped that A’Shek wouldn’t be too offended. 
“Did you – did you find Boba?” Din asked. 
A’Shek didn’t leave Din in any suspense. 
 Yes,  he said.  We found Boba.  He was still using the sign for ‘king.’ A’Shek looked at all of them, Din and Fennec and Jaig and the Sun Rock, then continued.  He lives, for now.  
That was ominous. The hairs on the back of Din’s neck stood up. 
“Where is he?” Din asked. 
A’Shek signed something, but it didn’t make sense. The sign required both of A’Shek’s hands. He brought them together, fingertips facing the sky, the heels of his hands pressed together, then curved his fingers to make a dome. A’Shek rotated his wrists, opening and closing the dome, like a bird’s beak. 
 No,  Din thought. He knew what sign A’Shek was making, but didn’t understand why he’d be making it.  Not like a bird’s beak.  
“A’Shek,” Din said, slowly, “the sarlacc is dead. Boba killed it.” 
A’Shek was making the sign for the Great Devourer. For the beast that had lived for hundreds of years in the Pit of Carkoon, growing fat on the unlucky  shabuire Jabba threw to it while his court roared and cheered. 
 A spectacle,  Din thought, cold horror lodged in the middle of his chest.  And an execution.  
 Yes,  said A’Shek.  The Great Devourer is dead. But there is more than one devourer in the sands.  
“Djarin,” said Fennec, her tone almost conversational. “My  tuskra’s not very good, but I could’ve sworn that you just told A’Shek that the sarlacc was dead. Why is A’Shek asking about the sarlacc?” 
Din swallowed. A’Shek’s gaze didn’t waver. 
“He’s not asking about the sarlacc,” Din said. “He’s telling me where Boba is.” 
“Boba – oh no,” Fennec said, going pale underneath her bruises. 
Din made himself take a breath. A’Shek’s hands started moving again. Din didn’t want to understand what they were saying, but he couldn’t help it. He  knew.  
“He’s saying,” Din said, translating for Jaig too, “that Gorga’s – that Gorga is going to finish what Jabba started.”
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The sarlacc pit that Gorga the Hutt had found in the farthest reaches of the Great Dune Sea was much smaller than the Great Pit of Carkoon. If Din hadn’t known what he was looking at, squinting through the scratched glass of a very old and very battered pair of binocs, he would have looked right past it. He wouldn’t have even known that it was there. 
The sand rolled away from Din in every direction. This part of the Great Dune Sea was bare and barren. A’Shek had told Din on the ride over that none of the tribes ever ventured into this part of the desert unless they absolutely had to, driven here by a band of settlers or a rival tribe, ordered here by an elder to repent for a crime. The Spotted Anooba called this corner of the desert the  ashay. The nothing. 
 And,  A’Shek had said, signing with one hand while he steered his speeder with the other,  the sarlacc is the least of its dangers.  
 If I’d made it out here on my own, I would’ve ridden right past this,  Din thought.  I wouldn’t have stopped. There’s nothing to see, not unless you know what you’re looking at. Or what you’re looking for.  
Now that Din  was looking, he thought that he could just barely see a faint flicker of movement in the far distance. A silver-grey lump glittered, and Din supposed that it could be a ship or a transport. 
The movement flickered again, but stopped before Din could focus on it and figure out if the movement was a sarlacc’s long tentacle waving through the air, searching for food, or if it was just the shifting of the sand in the wind. 
He fiddled with the binocs for a few more seconds and squinted through the cracked lenses hard enough to restart his headache. 
Far out in the sands, Din saw something move again. 
“Are we sure it’s a sarlacc?” Din asked, trying to figure out what the dim shape was. 
It  was waving, undulating the way a sarlacc’s tentacle was supposed to, but this was the Great Dune Sea. The desert lied. With enough distance, everything waved and wavered, shimmered in the air like a mirage, even a mountain or the rounded towers of Boba’s palace. 
 I hope it’s a mirage, Din thought. He knew that it wasn’t, of course. Mirages only shone during the daytime, coaxed from the sands by the heat of the suns, and the suns were long set past the horizon now. The moons were thin on the eastern edge of the desert. The sands were too cold to raise a mirage. 
 Still, Din thought. He didn’t want the shape that he could see out in the distance to be a sarlacc. 
Fennec, laid out flat on her belly just like Din was, a borrowed Tusken cloak pulled over them both to help them blend in against the dull beige rocks of the ridge they’d climbed up, wordlessly held out her hand. 
She’d spotted the movement first and had handed the binocs over to Din to confirm what she’d seen. Din didn’t want to confirm anything. He handed off the binocs and kept squinting off over the desert, even though without the gear or his helmet, Din could only see a few miles out across the sands. His pulse throbbed dully in his temples. 
“Hard to say,” Fennec reported, after taking a few seconds to look for herself. “These binocs are shit. But there’s nothing else out here, and we are where A’Shek said we should be.” 
A’Shek had brought them all out here riding three to a speeder. He was waiting with the others – his two warriors, plus Jaig and the Sun Rock – in a cave thirty or forty feet below Din and Fennec. A’Shek wouldn’t be able to see all the way out into the  ashay either, but he had followed Jeka the Zygerrian from Mos Pelgo, where she’d left Din with the two mercs he and Fennec had killed, to here.  
Din couldn’t be sure that what he saw out in the sands was a sarlacc, but A’Shek was certain, and no one knew the Great Dune Sea better than its Tusken raiders. 
Din grimaced. “Kark,” he said, succinctly. 
Fennec replied with a particularly vicious Rylish curse. Din could feel her trembling with anger. 
There wasn’t much else that either of them could say. They were well and truly karked. The sarlacc pit – if that’s what it was, and Fennec was right, Din didn’t know what else it  could  be – was still ten klicks out, and Din and Fennec were currently sheltering on the last tall ridge before the  ashay began in earnest, and earned its name. 
There was nothing between the last ridge and the sarlacc pit. No shelter, no shade and no place to hide. In other reaches, the Great Dune Sea was scattered with mesas and buttes, with canyons and ridges, outcroppings of rock that stood up against the desert. That offered a raiding party a place to hide before their attack, a lost man a brief respite, a traveler shelter and shade. 
But this far out, there were only the sand dunes themselves. 
From the ground, the dunes could probably provide some cover. Without any ridges or canyons to block the wind, the sands had been swept up into enormous dunes, their backs tall and winding, twisting off into the distance. But walking underneath the dunes would take too long. Aside from the sand there was no way to sneak up to the sarlacc pit, and Din was keenly aware that he didn’t have a full Tusken war band to take up against Gorga the Hutt. 
A’Shek had come with two warriors. He claimed that the rest of the Spotted Anooba – A’Shek’s own warriors now bolstered by some of the former slaves that Din had helped A’Shek rescue at the oasis outside of Mos Entha – were on their way, but Din didn’t know if they’d reach the pit in time. The Spotted Anooba’s usual territory was far to the south of here, and while speeders did travel faster than a bantha, they still had their limits. 
The three Sun Rock warriors who’d escaped the mercenaries’ attack on Mos Pelgo with Jaig – Douwan, A’Ten and Bassa – were more than willing to fight too, but all three of them were young warriors. They’d told Din on the ride over that they’d only been blooded in the fight against the Greater Krayt. They’d been full warriors of the Sun Rock for less than a year. 
 That makes six Tuskens,  Din thought.  And Jaig, too – he hasn’t been injured, and he’s a strong fighter, if young. And there’s Fennec, and me.  
Fennec was in better shape than Din was, but she’d taken a few good hits too. She wasn’t limping as obviously as Din was, but she was favoring her left leg, and she kept pressing a hand to her side, just above the start of her prosthetics, when she thought that Din couldn’t see her do it. 
 Together, right now, Fennec and I probably only count as one warrior, Din thought. If both of them had been up at full strength they’d be half a war band all on their own, but as it was, Din could barely walk and Fennec wasn’t much better off. 
 So that makes eight of us, Din thought. 
Eight fighters, against the army that Gorga the Hutt had brought to Tatooine. The army that had shattered the palace and swept through Mos Pelgo, had undone all of the careful work that Boba and Fennec had put in to shoring up Boba’s little kingdom. 

   And we’ve got to get all the way from here to the sarlacc pit, if we actually mean to do anything to it, or to the mercs Gorga’s got out there.  

They had to get ten klicks into the  ashay, from the ridge to the pit, and they had to do it before the rest of Gorga’s mercs arrived to set up an ambush so they could snatch Boba back before the mercs tossed him to the sarlacc to die. 
And they had to do it without being seen, because if they  were seen, the mercenaries that were already out there would pick them off like moisture farmers shooting at womp rats. Din had been shot with a pulse rifle once today. He’d prefer to avoid being shot with another. 
 We’re karked, Din thought again. The desert wavered in front of him. He didn’t know how they were going to pull this off. 
They were going to  try, of course. There wasn’t any other option. Din wasn’t going to let Gorga throw Boba into another sarlacc pit, not without a fight, but – 
 But we need to make it a  fight.  If we kark it up, the mercs’ll see us coming from miles away and take us out at a distance, and then we won’t be any good to anybody.  

   We can’t let that happen.  

Jeka, the Zygerrian who’d taken Din into Mos Pelgo after the Trandoshan had shot him down in the Jundland Wastes, had said that Gorga’s forces would gather back up at midnight. At the height of the moons. From the way she’d talked – and from what Din had found in the canyons, trying to make sense of the dozens of speeder-tracks that had branched off in half a dozen directions – it sounded to Din like the mercs had all split up, peeling away to sell off Boba’s people or squash any brewing rebellion. 
 They had orders to gather back up before midnight,  Din thought.  Because – because Gorga wants to put on a show.  
The mercenaries would come back together to watch Boba die. 
Din checked the position of the moons again, drumming all of the fingers of his good hand against the rock. The moons had only inched up another fraction, still hanging low in the sky. 

   We still have a few hours left before midnight.  

That was good, at least. That gave Din some time to  think.  
“I don’t see any of Gorga’s  beesgan out there, unless that lump is a freighter or a ship,” Fennec continued. “No Boba, either. Though I bet they’re keeping him on lockdown. A’Shek said that he saw a patrol out there, but no sail barges or anything like that.” 
Din stopped squinting off into the desert and propped his chin up with his good hand. Restlessness and worry itched underneath his skin. 
He and Fennec were both sprawled out on their stomachs, lying flush against the ridge, and Din was trying very determinedly not to look down. He had never been afraid of heights before and wasn’t really afraid of them now, but he didn’t need to spook himself with the now-fresh memory of falling. 
“So that’s something, at least,” Fennec added. 
Din grunted. 
“There’s nowhere to hide out there, though,” she said. Din nodded; he understood what Fennec was getting at. If the sarlacc pit was only sparsely guarded, it’d be best to storm it  now, to take out the guards who were out there waiting, get Boba and then hit the sands before reinforcements arrived. 
But this pit, like the Great Pit of Carkoon, was in the middle of nowhere. The only thing around for miles in any direction was sand. If there had been another ridge out there, an outcropping to shelter under or a cave to retreat into, then the nine of them could’ve crept out across the sands. Found a bolt hole, slipped inside and waited until Boba was dragged out into the open before bursting out to grab him. 
 We’ll have to think of something else, Din thought, scowling. There was nothing on the way to the pit to give them any cover and burrowing straight down into the sand was a bad idea. None of them – not even the Spotted Anooba, who had known of this sarlacc, who had named it – knew how far down into the sand the sarlacc had dug itself, and no one knew how many legs or limbs it was keeping out of sight beneath the sands either. 
 But we have to do something,  Din thought, frustrated. He was thinking himself in circles and didn’t know how to stop.  We can’t just – we can’t just let this happen. Not –  
Not to Boba. 
Din screwed his eyes shut for a second, trying to think past his exhaustion and his pain, his grief and his fear, and made himself open his eyes again. He looked at Fennec. Her face was set. She agreed with him. 

   We can’t let this happen. We’re not going to leave Boba here.  

Out above the desert, the stars were glittering, cold and bright. Their familiar shapes were – comforting. Predictable. Din focused on them instead of the desert, trying to pull himself out of his circular thoughts. 
The Summer Scythe, one of the constellations that the Tuskens used to track the turning of the year, was high in the sky, its edge formed by a curving line of seven stars. When the Summer Scythe began to swing down towards the northern sky, the Tuskens knew it was time to harvest their poonten seeds and japoor. Another constellation, the Bantha Mother, was plodding towards the horizon. 
Din had noticed before that the Tusken constellations that he’d learned from Elhama and Usdaq years and years ago often overlapped with the Mandalorian constellations he’d learned as a child moving from covert to covert. Bantha Mother formed the crown of the helmet of the Great Alor, who was always in the sky no matter where Din stood in the galaxy. The Great Alor’s eye – a star that the Tuskens called Um’Ar, the Emerald – shone down on Din, tinged with green.
For a second, Din let himself wonder about what gave Um’Ar its color. Most of the stars in the sky were white or blue. The odd star shone red or yellow, depending on how close it was to dying, but Um’Ar was the only star Din could see that was green. 
 A nebula, maybe? he wondered. Din had seen green nebulae before. Dying stars sometimes ionized, their hearts combining and recombining to make room for new stars. 
Din blew out a breath, wincing at his sore ribs, and pushed himself up to his elbow. His right arm was still in a sling. The Tusken cloak shifted and Din was careful to tug it back into place. Fennec probably wasn’t visible from out in the sands, even without the cloak, but Din and his beskar would glow. 
Din’s whole body throbbed. A’Shek had ridden as smoothly across the sands as he could, but Din had still needed another half-tablet of symoxin when they’d reached the ridge. He’d probably need another before midnight. Din hated to rely on painkillers – already the edges of his thoughts were fuzzier than he’d like – but without them, Din knew that he wouldn’t be able to stand or fight. 
Din looked up at the shape of the Great Alor and thought of Boba, wherever he was, lurching back into consciousness and learning that Gorga intended to feed him to another sarlacc. Boba had done the impossible and survived one sarlacc. Had escaped, when no one else ever had. But escaping  again –  
Gorga would make sure that Boba couldn’t escape a second time. 
 I’m going to fight, thought Din, grimly determined. He wasn’t going to let Boba die like that. 
“Alright,” said Fennec, pushing herself up to her knees first, then to her feet. She held a hand down for Din, who took it and let her haul him back upright. He kept his other hand on his borrowed cloak and tried not to grimace when his leg protested the change in position. If Fennec saw him wince, she graciously ignored it. 
“Staring at it’s not going to do us any good,” Fennec said. “I can’t get a good enough sight to see who – or what – is already out there. Wanna see if A’Shek’s got any bright ideas?”
A’Shek had had several bright ideas so far – the cloak that Din was wearing was his, and it had been A’Shek who’d bullied the Sun Rock, who were still relatively traditional for Tuskens, despite their newfound affection for the people of Mos Pelgo, onto the backs of the Spotted Anooba speeders – and Fennec was right. Staring at the sarlacc pit and worrying about it wasn’t going to solve much of anything. 
“Might as well,” Din muttered. It was hard to think past the sharp, insistent ache in his leg, to focus on coming up with a plan. But A’Shek had been a raider for most of his life; he was used to coming up with plans of attack, used to raiding, and the Spotted Anooba were more familiar with this part of the desert than Din was. 
 Maybe they know if there’s a  ma’qal  under the sands,  he thought. Fennec liked to tell Din that he was something out of a desert tale. The  ma’qal, the river-roads that wound their way far beneath the desert, came from those tales too. 
 That’d be maybe too fitting, though.  In the stories, the  ma’qal hid brave Tusken warriors from their terrible and frightening enemies. They hid escaping slaves from their masters and guided them to freedom. 
 The galaxy doesn’t work like that,  Din thought.  There won’t be any river-roads underneath the sarlacc pit we can use to trick Gorga.  
 But A’Shek – we’ll come up with something, Din told himself, following Fennec stiffly as she crossed the ridge and started to pick her way, very carefully, back down to the cave where A’Shek and the others were waiting. 
They had ridden straight from the canyons outside of Mos Pelgo, stopping only to collect the weapons left by the two mercs Din and Fennec had killed. A’Shek had followed speeder-tracks from Mos Pelgo to the  ashay while Fennec, Jaig and the Sun Rock had waited for him in the canyons outside the town, and A’Shek insisted that Boba had been taken to the sarlacc. 
Din, perched on the back of A’Shek’s speeder, had been assigned lookout duty. Din had looked for the same signs that A’Shek had followed. The desert between Mos Pelgo and the  ashay had been very quiet. He’d scanned the desert for hours and hadn’t seen any sign of Gorga’s army. 
A’Shek was sure, though, and Din didn’t have any other leads. A’Shek’s certainty was all that they had. 
 He followed the tracks,  Din reminded himself.  I didn’t see any, but the desert can hide tracks within just a few hours. A’Shek – he said that he saw mercenaries at the sarlacc pit. There’s nowhere else that they’d take Boba.  
Din flexed his bad hand. Fennec had hit him with another injection of bacta when they’d stopped and stowed their speeders in the deep shadows behind the ridge, and all of Din’s fingers were numb. Watching them move without feeling them made Din’s belly twist. 
Between the bacta and the symoxin, though, Din was able to stand and hobble around on his own. He knew that he’d pay for it later – bacta sped up healing, but Din wasn’t sure that his leg and his shoulder had been set right – but for now Din was grateful that he was able to move around on his own. 
He followed Fennec, sticking carefully to the shadows of the ridge. Din hadn’t seen any binocs or scope sights gleaming in the distance, but that didn’t mean that Gorga’s mercs weren’t watching the sands too. 
 If they’ve got Boba, they’ve got to be watching the sands,  Din thought.  They won’t want to lose him, not after all of the effort and clink that Gorga spent to catch him.  
His stomach twisted again. 
Fortunately, Fennec and Din didn’t have to go far, and Din didn’t have time to fully sink back into his circular pattern of worry and rage again. 
Tuskens tended to know where any and all of the caves, bolt holes, oases and shady places were in the desert, and A’Timma, one of A’Shek’s scouts, had spotted this cave. 
It had once been a krayt dragon’s nest. It was situated about halfway up the ridge, forty or fifty feet above the desert, and the cave’s entrance was still scarred with claw marks, its edges worn down by scales. A sloped path led up to the cave – another up to the height of the ridge, where Din and Fennec had been – and a large jut of rust-colored rock half-hid the mouth of the cave from prying eyes. 
Fennec reached the mouth of the cave first and ducked inside, Din following close behind her, and they rejoined the small, carefully-shielded fire that A’Timma and Douwan had started to stave off the chill of the desert. Both Tuskens were still sitting quietly by the fire, treating the tips of their  gaderffii in the flames. 
In the time since Din and Fennec had left for the top of the ridge, someone had brewed a tin of red tea. A’Shek was deep in conversation with the other Spotted Anooba fighter, A’Tin. Bassa and Jaig were sharpening their knives and A’Ten, the third young Sun Rock warrior, was keeping watch at the mouth of the cave. 
Din looked at the tin of red tea. Boba’d brought Din a cup of  mayam almost every morning that Din and Boba had shared together. His stomach churned. 
For almost all of Din’s life, the well-worn ritual of sipping a cup of caf or tea, of sharpening his knives, checking his gear, had settled Din before he’d gone out on a job. Had quieted his mind and given him focus, just like the post-job rituals of mending new holes in his kute or buffing a scratch out of his armor, tending to his injuries, washing away the grime of a job, had settled Din down after a hunt or a fight. A few sips of bitter tea might help Din focus. 
But his stomach protested and the memory of Boba’s hands, skin warm where his fingers brushed against Din’s to pass Din a cup of steaming tea, felt like getting shot again, so Din walked past the tin with a grimace. 
 Not today, he thought. The cave was too close, too full. Din’s heart had started to pound the second he’d followed Fennec back in, and it had hammered when he’d followed A’Shek in the first time too. 
Fennec had noticed then and offered to go up to the ridge alone, to spare Din’s injuries and to let him get ready for whatever plan of attack they settled on, but Din had refused. He hadn’t been able to stay inside of the cave. 

   Sharpening knives – it won’t be enough. Not to help me focus and not to take on Gorga’s mercs either.  

The awful knowledge that Boba was out there at the sarlacc pit, just waiting for Gorga to arrive, for the rest of the mercenaries to gather for a  show, a demonstration, made Din as restless as a krayt dragon that could smell a rival on the wind. He wanted to pace across the cave, but couldn’t. Not with his leg. 
 Does Boba know where he is?  Din wondered. A’Timma and Douwan’s little fire set strange shadows dancing all over the cave.  Did they – did the mercs tell him? Is he alright? Is he –  
“Well, chief, there’s movement out there, at least,” Fennec reported, flopping down beside A’Shek and A’Tin. Her own frustration – her own fear, too – were locked away behind her usual smooth expression. Din wished that he could do the same, but knew that his own frustration was probably as plain across his face as his exhaustion. 
A’Timma looked up from the fire and offered Fenenc the tin of red tea, but Fennec shook her head. Her braids were still loose, stray hair falling in a curtain across her face, and her bruises didn’t look any better than they had out in Mos Pelgo. 
“But movement’s about all we could see,” she continued. “Couldn’t get eyes on any mercs, or on the boss.” 
 He is there,  A’Shek said, the movements of his hands decisive.  I am sure.  
“How?” Fennec pressed. “We could hardly see anything.” 
 The tracks don’t lie,  A’Shek replied firmly.  And there is nothing else in the empty that a Hutt would want, but for the devourer.  
The signs that A’Shek used for this sarlacc were different from the signs that Din had learned to describe or name the Pit of Carkoon. The White Bantha had used the signs for  hunger  and  enemy; together, the signs made the two-handed beaked shape that was instantly recognizable to anyone who had ever traveled near the Pit of Carkoon.
The signs that A’Shek used for this sarlacc came together to make the same upright, beaked shape, but started differently; A’Shek called this sarlacc  wraith-eater, and moved his fingertips a few times to demonstrate just how a sarlacc devoured its prey.  
 Ominous, Din thought darkly. 
“I’d like a little more to go on that just speeder tracks,” Fennec said. Her expression was still calm, but Din could see the worry lurking in her eyes. “If we’re wrong – ”
A’Shek only shrugged.  Tracks are what I have, he said. 
“If we’re wrong, it’s too late already,” Din put in, wearily. Fennec looked at him, her expression sharpening, but Din could only mirror A’Shek and shrug. 
“We are,” he said. “Jeka said that whatever Gorga’s got planned for Boba is happening at midnight.” Din’s chrono was just as broken as his commlink, but his body had learned the rhythm of Tatooine’s nights and days. They were running out of time. “The moons are rising. We don’t have time to go anywhere else.” 
That was, Din thought, the source of most of his circular, chewing anxiety. 
If A’Shek was  wrong –  if he had followed the wrong tracks into the  ashay – then Din wouldn’t have time to go anywhere else. To do anything else. To find Boba. The desert was too big. If Boba wasn’t here, if he wasn’t at the sarlacc pit, then he was already lost. 
Din shook his head, trying to scatter that thought, but it clung to him stubbornly, persistent as a headache. 

   He’s not lost. He’s here. He has to be here.  

Boba had come to the gathering and had thrown his support behind Din when Din had needed him too. Din – Din wasn’t going to fail Boba, not now, not when Boba needed him. 
“A’Shek – A’Shek’s right,” Din said. “Tracks – if that’s all that we have, that’s all that we have. I don’t know Gorga,” he added, looking at Fennec. “But you do. Or at least you know of him. Is – is feeding Boba to a sarlacc something that he would do?” 
Fennec looked away from Din and into the little scout-fire. The flames threw long shadows over her face. 
“Yes,” she finally said. Her voice was soft. Flat. “Yes. Most of the Hutts would. It’s – poetic. For the Hutts, anyway. Boba escaped a sarlacc once. Making sure that he couldn’t escape a second time – ‘s a good story. Gorga could use it.” 
Gorga the Hutt  would  use it. A story like that – it’d be something that Gorga could wield like a blaster or a  gaderffii. Something that would lend him power. Legitimacy. 
 Like me, defeating Gideon to save my son,  Din thought.  It’d be a story like the darksaber. A story that impressed the Hutts and terrified Gorga’s enemies. 
Din’s heart throbbed with a slow, deep anger. 
“This is – is there anywhere else that Gorga  could go, to make a point like this?” Din asked, looking between Fennec, A’Shek and the Sun Rock. 
Din couldn’t think of any other place that Gorga could or would go. The Pit of Carkoon was empty now; Boba’d killed that sarlacc to escape it. Jabba’s rancor was dead. Din had killed the Greater Krayt that had terrorized Mos Pelgo. Din supposed that Gorga could want to drag Boba before the rest of the Hutt Council on Nal Hutta – Gorga had been feuding with Gardulla, Din remembered – but that would make for a story that would only impress or frighten the other branches of the Hutt Cartel, not the people of Tatooine. 
 No,  Din thought.  It has to be here.  
Just like Bo-Katan had had to name Din as the  mand’alor  before all of the Mandalorians. Just like Din had wanted to fight the  alor  in front of everyone. Had wanted to prove her wrong in front of everyone. Had wanted everyone to  see.  
Gorga would want to kill Boba – to show everyone that he’d killed Boba – here on Tatooine. In front of his own mercenaries and in front of Boba’s people, too. That way Gorga’s story would have the biggest impact. Mercenaries talked. The tale would be all over Tatooine within a few days.   
Din let out a breath, forcing himself to  think. To use his anger instead of spinning around in circles like a three-legged anooba, confused and starving. 
It was a clumsy thing, trying to wield his anger again. Din had grabbed hold of it so tightly facing the armorer on Krownest that he’d cut himself with it too – he’d fought a battle that he hadn’t needed to fight, and had almost gotten both himself and the armorer killed. That fight – those injuries, the cold shock of the water – were so fresh in Din’s memory that Din was wary of taking hold of his anger again. 

   But Boba needs me. I can’t let him die.  

“This is the best lead that we have,” said Din, slowly. “Maybe it’s not the one that we  want – ”  that was the source of Fennec’s strange mood, Din thought. She was dragging her feet because she didn’t  want Boba to be forced to face another sarlacc “ – but it’s what we have.” 
Fennec blew out a breath too, wincing as the action jarred some sore spot she was hiding underneath her coat. 
“Fine,” she said. “We’re in the right place, then. So how are we going to get out there? What are we going to  do?” 
Those were fair questions. Din chewed the inside of his check for a second, shifting all of his weight over to his better leg. 
“My instinct is to ride straight out there,” Din said. “And yours is probably to hide out on the ridge and pick them off with a pulse rifle, right?” 
Fennec shrugged. “Over a ten-klick? Probably not. There’s only one or two sharps in the whole galaxy who can shoot over that kind of distance, and I hope that neither of them are here.” 
“We can’t ride at them head-on, either,” Din said. Jaig made a disgruntled sound. His disappointment almost – almost – made Din want to smile. 
Riding head-on at an enemy was, Din thought, a solidly Mandalorian instinct. Din’s fingers itched for a blaster. For the darksaber, the spear. He wanted to  hunt.  Gorga had broken into Din’s home. He’d hurt Din’s clan. The Mandalorian in Din – the Mandalorian that he’d never lost, that had never died, even though Din had broken his Creed – wanted to make Gorga  pay. Din didn’t want to hide in a cave or to creep across the desert. 
He wanted to hunt. 
 It was a Mandalorian instinct that saw me fall off the side of a cliff, Din reminded himself. He had turned to fire back at the Trandoshan instead of ducking to find cover or dropping down under his own power to get away. Din hadn’t even thought about trying to get away; when the Trandoshan had attacked Din, Din had immediately spun around to fight. 
  He hadn’t thought about refusing to fight the armorer or Aiken Anson, either. Kark, Din had been the one who’d challenged the armorer; he had seen her as a threat, and had wanted to face that threat head-on. He’d been angry with her, furious, hurt, and he’d wanted her to see. To be sorry.  
 But we did fight, and we almost killed each other doing it,  Din thought.  Who did that help?  
 No one  . Fighting the armorer had helped no one. Not Din, not the  alor, not any of the Children of the Watch or the Mandalorians who’d thrown their weight behind Din, who had supported him, who had accepted him. It hadn’t helped Grogu, who’d had to watch Din and the armorer vanish beneath the ice, and it hadn’t helped Boba either. 
It was the same problem that Din had run into weeks and months ago, when he’d started trying to work through becoming  dar’manda. Din had eventually realized that breaking the Creed on Morak had saved Grogu’s life. Keeping the helmet on would’ve gotten Din killed, and then Din wouldn’t have been able to help his child. 
 I did what I had to do on Morak, even though it went against every instinct that I had,  Din thought.  Against everything that I thought that I believed.  
He set his jaw.  I can do what I have to do now. I can be smart about this.  
 Well,  he added just to himself, ruefully,  smart er. 
Hurtling out into the desert from the palace, chasing after the mercenaries on his own, without taking the time to form a plan, hadn’t been particularly smart. It had nearly gotten Din killed. His leg and his shoulder, his ribs, throbbed. 
But Din could learn from his mistakes. He did what he should have done at the palace – on Krownest – and turned to his allies. 
“We need to get out there,” Din said. “Before the rest of Gorga’s mercenaries band back up. One patrol or guard we can take. A whole army… ”
 Walking the sands will take too long, A’Shek said. 
“Can’t take the speeders, either,” said Fennec. “They’re too loud. Djarin, where’s your jetpack?” 
Din grimaced. “Back at the palace,” he said. “And it’s useless, anyway. I – ran into some trouble, on Krownest. I need to get it repaired. Jaig?” 
The younger Mandalorian cut Din a suspicious look – Jaig’s sister and his tribe were on Krownest – but shrugged. “Never had a jetpack,” Jaig said, sounding apologetic. “I tried to learn the Way of the Rising Phoenix with Strill a few years ago, but, uh. It didn’t go very well.” 
 Kark. “Probably for the best, then,” Din muttered. “Jetpacks are fast, but not much quieter than a speeder. If we had one we could get in closer range, maybe, but we’d lose any advantage we’d get through surprise.” 
Din didn’t particularly want to be in the air over a sarlacc pit either. Sarlaccs had been known to catch birds from time to time, and the Tuskens told a story of a sarlacc catching a krayt dragon, back in the time when the krayt dragons had known how to fly. According to the storysingers that had been the start of the dragons’ hatred for the sarlacc, and the reason why krayts now traveled through their secret tunnels underneath the earth instead of through the sky. 
Din had always assumed that that tale, like most of the Tusken stories, was more illustrative than fact, but still. 

   We can’t walk there, can’t fly there and can’t take A’Shek’s speeders there, at least not head-on, not without being seen. So how do we get there?  

Din didn’t have to ask to know that the unspoken fourth option – staying in the cave and doing nothing – wasn’t an option at all. 
It wasn’t for Din, at least, and he knew that it wasn’t for Fennec either. The Sun Rock were furious too. They’d grown fond of the people of Mos Pelgo, and had taken their duties as the town’s protectors seriously. They wanted revenge. 
 A’Shek’s with us too,  Din thought.  If only to shed Hutt blood.  Even as he thought it, Din knew that A’Shek was with them for more than the chance to shed Hutt blood. A’Shek had struck a deal with Boba too. Had promised to support Boba in return for Boba’s own support, their agreement struck underneath a cloud of sweet  khay’raat smoke. 
A’Shek was Spotted Anooba, as fierce a raider as any, but he had his honor too. A’Timma and A’Tin would follow him after Boba, even if it meant facing the sarlacc. 
 We’ll all go,  Din thought, wishing he could pace. None of them would stay here on the ridge. There had to be a way to get to the sarlacc pit without being seen. They just had to  think.  
But pain and exhaustion were crowding around the edges of Din’s mind, of his vision, and the last time that Din had been so affected by a loss – so afraid, standing over the ruin of the  Razor Crest on Tython – he’d had Boba with him. 
It had been Boba who had ushered Din – gently, even then, a detail that Din had forgotten in the moment but remembered now – onto his ship. Who’d promised to help Din get Grogu back, even though the debt between Din and Boba had been settled when Boba’d gotten his father’s armor back. 
 Focus,  Din told himself. Din’s worry for Boba was getting in the way of figuring out how to get Boba  back. Sentiment wasn’t going to help Boba. Only action was. 
“I think,” Fennec started, her eyebrows furrowed in concentration, as Din opened his own mouth to ask A’Shek if he knew of any  ma’qalu that would at least get the nine of them closer to the sarlacc, the dangers of the river-roads aside, but neither of them got to finish their thoughts. 
A’Ten, who’d been keeping watch at the mouth of the cave, began to move his hands excitedly. 
 Douse the fire, douse the fire,  he said, fingers flying.  Someone is coming.  
Everyone stared at A’Ten for a moment, caught by surprise. The  ashay  was empty, after all. There was nothing there to draw a traveler. If someone  was coming – 
 Then they have a reason to be out here, Din realized. He saw Fennec and A’Shek come to the same realization too; all three of them lunged for the fire, which made Din swear as his leg protested the movement. 
A’Shek broke the fire and scattered hot red ashes all over the cave. Din and Fennec stamped out any stray sparks or burning coals that splashed against the rocks, and the cave plunged into darkness. 
A’Ten ducked fully inside the cave too, crouching behind the jut of rock that half-hid the entrance. If Gorga’s mercenaries – because that was the only group that Din could think would be traveling into the  ashay in the middle of the night – had brought thermal imaging binocs with them, Din and his friends were karked, but the cave would give them some cover otherwise. 
Din and Fennec got the last of the fire stamped out – Din’s heart pounding, the jolt of adrenaline almost better for the pain in his leg than a hit of symoxin – just as the first rumbling growls of a swoop bike engine began to echo against the ridge. 
 Not just a swoop bike, Din thought, listening hard. Even though he was deep in the shadows of the cave, he pulled his borrowed cloak tighter over himself to cover up all of his beskar. 

   That sounds like something bigger. A model-tee, maybe.  

Despite what Din might have expected, the speeders didn’t roar past the ridge and fade away, either. The sound of engines grew louder and louder, a wave of noise that Din could feel in his teeth, then cut out entirely. Silence reigned for a handful of seconds, and then voices rose through the night to replace the snarl of the engines. 
Din and Fennec exchanged looks in the darkness. He couldn’t see her very well, but Din felt Fennec’s attention on him. Her expectation, sharp and bright. Din was closer to the mouth of the cave than Fennec was. Her shadow jerked its chin a little. Din nodded back. 
Moving very slowly, Din inched his way towards the mouth of the cave. The voices grew clearer. Din had to listen for a second, his ears still buzzing with engine echoes, but he quickly recognized the same mixture of Huttese and Basic that he’d heard waking up chained to a speeder, on his way to Mos Pelgo. 
Din’s focus narrowed. 
 Enemies, he signed, hoping that the Tuskens could see his hands in the dark. A’Ten was closest to Din, pressed against the rocks; Din saw A’Ten nod out of the corner of his eye and repeat the sign for the others. 
 Hutts, Din said. He hesitated, still hidden in the shadows of the cave. 
If the mercs had binocs or anything that could read a thermal signature, they’d find Din and his friends the second they looked up. Din and Jaig had beskar on, which regulated their body temperature – or would, if Din’s kute hadn’t had so many karking holes and tears in it – but the Tuskens would show up on any scans, and Fennec would too. 
 But if they  don’t  have binocs, or if they don’t look up…  
Aware that he was taking what was probably a  jare’la risk, stupid and foolishly dangerous, Din sank down to one knee, his broken leg complaining sharply, and leaned out of the cave just enough to see beyond the sloping trail that led down to the sands. 
Ridges and outcroppings in the Great Dune Sea tended to gather all sorts of things. Heaps of sand, a hardy cedru tree or two, shade and travelers who had crossed into the desert unprepared for its dangers and needed a place to rest or nurse their wounds. A ridge or rock’s ability to collect things was so well-known in the desert that the Tusken word for a ridge like this one was  tajaa, gathering-place. 
This ridge was no exception. A small cluster of gnarled cedru trees clung to the base of the ridge, offering meager shelter for anyone or anything passing by, and sand had been blown against the ridge into a soft, inviting slope. 
 And,  Din thought, peering down into the silvery sands,  there’s shelter from the wind here. It’s a place to rest.  
The promise of rest had collected a small band of mercenaries. At the bottom of the ridge, three speeders had come to a stop. One was a swoop bike, a dented CK-6 with rusted-through rims that must have survived the Clone Wars, and the other two were large, flat-bottomed landspeeders like the one Din had woken up in, too small to be considered proper barges but large enough to serve as cargo transports. All three of the speeders had been powered down; sand was still shifting around them, but the repulsorlifts keeping them off the ground had been shut off, and now all of the speeders were resting on top of the sand. All three speeders had floodlights on, lighting up the base of the ridge like it was the middle of the day, deepening the shadows all around them. The shadows above them, too. 
 A  ghuy’ra  mistake,  whispered the part of Din that was  tuskra, that had hunted in the Dune Sea with Usdaq and A’Ze and the young warriors of the White Bantha. The mercenaries had given away their position and made it harder for themselves to see out into the desert at the same time. 
 Five mercs, Din thought, counting them all. A brawny male Zygerrian with red-striped fur lounged on top of the CK-6 swoop, fiddling with a small device in his clawed hands. The landspeeders were crewed by two mercs each, one to steer and one, Din thought, to intimidate the captives. 
Both of the landspeeders were full of people. 
 Our people,  Din realized, his heart leaping in his chest.  They have to be – who else would they bring out here? He braced a hand against the rock that half-concealed the mouth of the cave and cautiously leaned even farther out, determined to get a better look. 
 There’s seven mercs, actually, he thought, spotting the sixth and the seventh – a green Devaronian and a human man – talking to each other underneath the gnarled branches of the cedru trees. 
All of the mercs were dressed in Katarn armor and in hastily-rigged traveling gear. The desert hadn’t been very kind to them. The Devaronian’s horns poked up from underneath a sloppy cloth wrap. Other mercs were wearing enormous goggles to protect their eyes from the sands or had tugged bandanas up over their mouths and noses. While Din watched, a few of the humans poured water over the backs of their hands. 
 Sandburn. The mercs must’ve learned that traveling through the desert was often uncomfortable. The unprepared were sometimes stripped down to their muscle and sinew by the wind and the sand. 

   Good.  

Din set the mercenaries aside for a moment and turned his attention back to the landspeeders, which were packed with captives. Binders and chains glinted underneath the harsh glare of the floodlights. No one in the landspeeders looked like they were moving, but the mercenaries had left Kasyyk’s body in the sands after he’d died, so Din hoped that everyone in the speeders was still alive. Din counted them quickly. 
 Seven enemies,  he said, still signing to A’Ten, who was watching and passing Din’s report on to the others.  And twenty-two – twenty-three captives, Din amended. 
A’Ten passed this on, then asked, shifting so that Din could see his hands,  Which captives?  
Din frowned a little in concentration and leaned as far out as he dared. He was forty feet off of the ground and mostly hidden, safe beyond the glare of the floodlights, but if the mercs looked  up – 
If they looked up, they looked up. Din put the worry out of his mind and focused on the captives. 
They were packed in twelve to a speeder, their hands and feet bound. Din couldn’t tell if they’d been bound to each other or to the speeder, like he had been, but he could see a mixture of binders and chains.
None of the captives were wearing the bantha leathers that Boba’d supplied for his palace guards. Their clothes and their gear were mostly made up of the sorts of things that Tatooine’s people wore. Simple, hardy clothes that could stand up to the desert. Gear that was worn, but sturdy. 
In the heap of bodies packed into one of the speeders, Din caught sight of a flash of red. A faded sweater, pocked full of holes, and a familiar bandana. 
His heart leapt again and Din had to squash the urge to jump down from the cave and rush to Cobb Vanth’s aid, cutting through mercs as he went. 
 For one thing,  Din reminded himself, curling his bad hand into a fist to ground himself,  I don’t have a jetpack. Getting down from the ridge without one is going to hurt.  
 And for another,  he thought, relief burning in the back of his mouth,  that’d be a good way to get shot, and Fennec doesn’t have a lot of bacta left.  There were seven mercs. Din could take them – he’d faced worse odds – but he doubted that he could take them without injury.    
He managed to keep himself from tearing down to the bottom of the ridge, but couldn’t keep his heart from soaring, hope bubbling up in his chest. Seeing Cobb – and some of the people of Mos Pelgo too – alive was the best news that Din had gotten since he’d talked to little Gari on Yavin-4. 
 The people of Mos Pelgo, Din reported, signing carefully to A’Ten. 
A’Ten, having been one of the town’s lookouts, having been at least partly responsible for their safety, stiffened, but dutifully passed Din’s report on to the others. His hands shook. He’d want revenge – all three of the Sun Rock warriors would.  
“Mos Pelgo?” Fennec murmured, the words so quiet they were more a shift in the air than a sound. She joined Din at the mouth of the cave and braced herself on the rock too, leaning past Din to peer down through the darkness. Din automatically held out his good arm to help her brace herself. Fennec flashed him a grateful – and slightly amused – glance and leaned against him. 
Din followed her gaze and squinted down through the darkness. Without his visor, Din couldn’t see much with any clear detail, but now that he knew what he was looking at, it was easier to pick out the people that he knew from the heaps of captives. 
Kirsha Littlemoon, one of the guards Boba’d sent to Mos Pelgo after Cobb had signed onto the outfit, shared the same speeder as Cobb, squashed shoulder to shoulder with him. Her face was hidden by the fall of her hair. Cobb himself was lying very still, his face slack, sharp eyes closed, but Littlemoon was moving around some. 
Dyrman, the old man Cobb had often turned to for advice, was in the same speeder too, bruised and chained just like everyone else, but Taanti, the Weequay bartender who ran Mos Pelgo’s cantina, was in the second speeder with Tobes the Bith child and Kesh, the girl who’d once warned Din of a sandstorm. Some of the other guards were scattered across both speeders, as were fistfuls of Mos Pelgo’s ordinary people. 
 Our people, thought Din.  
None of the people chained down in the speeders were part of the crew at Boba’s palace, but they were still Boba’s people. Boba had promised Mos Pelgo his protection. Din had promised to support Boba. Boba wasn’t here on the ridge to keep his promise to Vanth and the others, to protect them, to keep them out of the hands of slavers, but Din  was here. 
 I’ll just have to keep Boba’s promise for him,  Din thought.  I am honor-bound to protect them. To help them.  
Boba was hopefully somewhere close – ten klicks away, or less – but he wasn’t here. And the people of Mos Pelgo were. They were close. They were within Din’s power to help, assuming that he didn’t fall off the side of the ridge and break his other leg trying to get down to them.  
 We just have to get to them,  Din thought.  There’s seven mercs and nine of us. Well, eight, since Fennec and I are both hurt. But seven to eight – we’ve got greater numbers.  
Really, all Din would have to do was get some of Mos Pelgo’s people loose without getting shot, and then it’d be easy to overrun the mercenaries. Most of Mos Pelgo’s people were miners and farmers, not trained warriors, but they’d stood up against the krayt dragon together and there were more townspeople than mercs by three to one. With trained fighters like Din, Fennec, Jaig and the Tuskens to guide them – 
An idea sparked in the back of Din’s mind, as bright as a star. 
He inched back off of the ledge a little, pulling himself out of sight, and caught Fennec’s eye. 
 What if,  he said, keeping his signs small so that he didn’t draw the attention of the Devaronian and the human beneath him,  we don’t try to sneak across the desert at all?  
Fennec and A’Ten both looked at Din blankly for a second, not understanding. Din turned to the others and repeated his question. He saw Jaig catch on first; Jaig’s helmet came up and he cocked his head to the side, thinking hard, and then he slowly nodded. 
 Could work,  Jaig replied. In his black and blue armor, he was nearly invisible in the shadows of the cave. Jaig’s Tusken sign had improved, among the Sun Rock; his hands were fluid and practiced.  But we need to hit them all at once. Take the comms out before they can call for help.  
The rest of the Tuskens and Fennec caught on too. 
“We’ll have to get down there quietly,” Fennec warned. “Around the back of the ridge, probably. If any of the mercs get spooked, it’ll be over.” 
 We can make a distraction,  said A’Shek, sharp and decisive.  Very few tuskra ever risk these sands, but the  ghuy’ra  don’t know that.  
“You’re going to fake an ambush,” Fennec murmured, narrowing her dark eyes thoughtfully. The motion must have pulled at her bruises, but this time she didn’t wince. “And  you – ” she looked at Din “ – want to play dress-up.” 
“It’ll be a real ambush,” Din murmured back, ignoring the second part of Fennec’s realization. She was right about that part. It wouldn’t be a game, but she was right. “A’Shek’s the bait. He’ll draw the mercs’ attention, but in a way that shouldn’t spook them. Tuskens go raiding all the time. There’s nothing strange about that.” 
A’Shek chuckled darkly. 
Fennec’s eyes brightened with understanding. 
“The rest of us – we’ll have to take out the mercs quickly,” she said. “All at once, so they don’t have a chance to comm the crew at the sarlacc pit for reinforcements. So they don’t light up the desert, either. But if we can take out the mercs – ”
“We can take their place,” Din finished. He could feel his heartbeat picking up, anticipation beginning to drum through his chest. “It’s risky, but – ”
But it was the only plan that they had. Din didn’t see any other way to get across the sands without being seen. If A’Shek was right and there were already Hutt guards out at the sarlacc pit, getting there without being spotted would either be impossible or would take too long. They couldn’t manage to sneak out there by midnight. The moons were rising. They were out of  time.  
 If we throw stealth out the window, though,  Din thought.  If we just  go,  dressed as mercs, and we can get close enough to grab Boba –  
It had worked when Din had shed his armor and walked into Gella’s Place. It had been a risk, going in without his armor, with his face bare, but it had worked then. He had found what he’d been looking for. 

   And this – this can work too.  

“We’ll have to move fast,” said Fennec decisively, tracking the mercenaries with a shriek-hawk’s eyes. She was with Din. 
Din nodded. To A’Shek, he added,  This will be dangerous. These men – they have killed Tuskens. They killed all of the scouts between the palace and the canyons. They’ll shoot to kill you, too.   
 So will we,  said A’Shek, chuckling again.  Do not worry, dragon-slayer. I have been shot at by cowardly  ghuy’ra  before.  
A’Timma and A’Tin made rumbling sounds of agreement. All of the Sun Rock warriors – and Jaig, who wasn’t a Tusken at all – nodded too. 
Din looked around the cave at his companions again, adrenaline trickling down his spine, blunting the worst of his lingering pain. The Tuskens were ready. Jaig gave Din a stout nod. Fennec lifted an eyebrow. 
“Alright, then,” said Din. There wasn’t much planning to do for a quick ambush like this. Everyone understood what was at stake. “Then let’s go.” 
Their ragged war band climbed down off the ridge rather quickly, after that. They did have to creep very carefully up to the top of the ridge and then down the other side, positioning themselves around the back of the ridge. Din swore under his breath the entire time, his broken leg throbbing fiercely. He was going to need more symoxin. Pain burned behind his eyes in time with every beat of his heart. 
But Din had learned a lot about pain, with Boba. A broken leg hurt worse than any of the stripes Boba’d given Din with a flogger or even the reed cane, but Din had learned how to live with pain. He’d learned how to make it work for him. To sharpen himself against it, even though Din couldn’t shout “ Gev!” and make the hurt in his leg stop. He could still use it. 
The mercs didn’t look up even as Din’s war band started to move, but Din was sure that they would’ve noticed nine fighters coming down directly on top of them. They didn’t notice the band coming in from the back of the ridge.  
Din’s leg and shoulder protested the work, but Din gritted his teeth and bore up. No one suggested that he stay behind. When they reached the back of the ridge, their feet touching sand again, A’Shek took his two warriors and went back north, loping off into the darkness, towards the sands; they planned to act as if they were coming from the  ashay  like a wild band of Tuskens  , not from the Jundlands or the palace, like Tusken allies of Lord Boba Fett might approach. 
Fennec, Din, Jaig and the Sun Rock warriors stayed behind, slinking around the southern side of the ridge, behind the mercenaries, and tried to work themselves very quietly into position. 
Din kept A’Shek’s cloak, wrapping it around himself tightly. He left his spear behind and curled his fingers over the hilt of the darksaber. Jaig was still pretty hard to see, though Din made a note to either find Jaig another Tusken cloak or to smear the chips and scratches in his  beskar’gam with soot before they went for the sarlacc pit. When the moons hit Jaig just right, the scratches in his armor paint glittered. 
Fennec was a living shadow, as per usual, and the Sun Rock warriors stuck close to the sandstone ridge. The moons were climbing higher, but they were still low enough over the horizon that the ridge was thick with shadows; the six of them had plenty of cover as they crept up behind Gorga’s mercenaries. 
Inching his way through the sand did nothing to help the hot, prickling pain in Din’s leg, but he did his best to ignore it, focusing on the mercs instead. 
All seven of Gorga’s nexu-paws were still clustered around their speeders, passing canteens around and talking to one another, kicking up sand, looking out into the desert or down at their captives. In addition to the Zygerrian and the Devaronian, there were four human mercenaries and one Twi’Lek, all in Katarn armor, their hands and faces clumsily wrapped up against Tatooine’s biting winds. All seven of them were armed. 
Fennec, a few paces ahead of Din, pressed herself closer to the rocks and held up a hand. 
Din fell in behind her and heard the others do the same. They were only ten or twelve feet back from the nearest merc, hidden by the darkness. The Devaronian had left the shadow of the cedru trees and was leaning against one of the landspeeders now, yawning enormously. The other mercs were talking amongst themselves. 
Din, determined to gather any information on Gorga’s plans or what his mercenaries were doing that he could, listened intently. 
“ – get off this dustball,” one of the humans grumbled, reaching up to readjust the makeshift headscarf he’d wrapped around his mouth and nose. His cheeks were chapped raw, skin red and peeling. “Dunno why we’ve gotta wait.” 
“I told you,” growled the Devaronian, voice tight with impatience. “The boss wants to see Fett get his. Can’t do anything with Fett  or these shaggan – ” the Devaronian kicked the side of the speeder he was leaning against, jostling the captives inside “ – ‘til he gets here. No point in whining about it.” 
 Gorga’s not on-planet yet, Din realized. Fennec looked back over her shoulder at Din, the same realization plain on her face. 
“I don’t see why His Nervousness  has to watch,” the Twi’Lek mercenary said. His lekku, a pale shade of green, had been stung and chapped raw by the wind and the sand. “‘S not like you can see what’s going on in a sarlacc’s belly anyway, right? You’d think that a holo of one of us pushing Fett into the pit’d be good enough for him.” 
“That’s the problem, Keemo,” drawled the Zygerrian, turning away from the  ashay  to sweep a contemptuous gaze over the other mercenaries. Din held very, very still. The Zygerrian’s eyes glittered. He could probably see through the dark better than any of his companions, even with the glare of the speeders’ floodlights. “Gorga’s not paying you to  think.”  
The Twi’Lek’s lekku stiffened in outrage. “Listen, Jok,” he spat. “I’ve just about had it with your – ”
“Both of you,” the Devaronian cut in, tone sharp. “Shut the kark up. What’s that out there? Liff, Skitter, cut the lights.” 
Two of the humans obeyed, cutting the lights on their landspeeders. The Zygerrian – Jok, a sibling or a cousin to Jeka or Jaasa or Joorsen, if Din had to guess – dropped the small device he’d been holding and fumbled to do the same. The CK-6’s floodlight cut out last, plunging the ridge into a sudden and deep darkness, though the moons had risen high enough that the sands were cast in shades of blue and silver. 
Din blinked, eyes adjusting, and looked past the mercenaries. He saw what the Devaronian had seen. All of the mercs turned around and peered out into the  ashay, even the Zygerrian. Din saw the Zygerrian go stiff with alarm. 
Fennec didn’t speak, but she held up her hand again and made a  ready? symbol. Din unhooked the darksaber from his belt and gave her a tiny nod. The familiar shape of the darksaber in his hand settled Din, despite what he’d done with it the last time he’d used it in a fight. 
Behind Din, Jaig shifted, tensing like an anooba that had spotted its prey. With the moonlight shining on the sand, Din could just barely see past the cedru trees and the speeders. A’Shek, draped in robes and plodding along at an unconcerned pace, was coming. A darker shadow followed him. 
“Is that – are those more karking sand people?” one of the human mercs asked, pushing his headscarf up and out of his eyes. “Sith hells, but the desert’s crawling with ‘em.”
“Looks like just two, boss,” the Twi’Lek added, peering into the darkness. “No banthas with ‘em, either. These can’t be more of Fett’s pet raiders, can they?” 
 Two raiders?  Din thought, wondering what it was that A’Shek was up to.  Where’s the third?  
“Without banthas? No,” snorted one of the humans. “Not unless you think they walked all the way out here in the time it took us to skim,  beesga. ” 
“We;ve already established that Keemo doesn’t think,” said the Zygerrian silkily. The Twi’Lek went stiff with outrage all over again. Anticipation thrummed in Din’s belly. Coiled in his chest. 
“As for if they’re Fett’s,” the Zygerrian continued. “I doubt it. These sand rats are territorial, and we’re far outside of Fett’s lands. Still, two’s not so bad. They’re not even shooting at us – probably looking to trade. Easily handled. You wanna call it in, Harlow? Deet, if you get the one on the left, I’ll take – ”
The Zygerrian didn’t finish. A bolt of red light took him through the throat and he collapsed backwards, toppling over into the sand with a muffled but decidedly final  thump. There was a fraction of a second of stillness, the mercs frozen in surprise, and then everyone leapt into action all at once. 
Fennec didn’t need to signal Din to pounce. Din stepped out from the shadow of the ridge, ignited the darksaber and rushed the nearest merc, moving too fast for his pain to catch up to him. A stroke of the darksaber took the merc’s arm off at the elbow as he reached for his blaster. A second stroke took his head. 
The Twi’Lek saw Din moving out of the corner of his eye and shouted a warning, scrabbling for a commlink that was hooked to his belt, but surprise was on Din’s side and he had the darksaber buried in the Twi’Lek’s chest before the Twi’Lek could grab the commlink or his blaster. 
The darksaber wouldn’t melt through beskar, at least not easily, but it slid through the Twi’Lek’s molded Katarn armor like a sharp knife through skin. There was no resistance. The stink of melted plaistoid and burning flesh filled the air. 
The mercenary stared at Din, his eyes wide, lekku spasming, and then he fell backwards and hit the sands too, staring sightlessly up at the sky instead. 
From the desert, another bolt of red plasma came screaming through the air and caught a merc in the chest. Fennec sprang out of the shadows like a pouncing tusk leopard and wrapped her arms around that man’s neck as he stumbled; the mercenary struggled, but despite her stature Fennec was  strong,  and she wouldn’t be shaken off. The mercenary’s neck broke with a muted  crack and he slumped back against Fennec, his face going slack with surprise. 
Jaig and the Sun Rock didn’t want to be left out. With a fierce war cry, the Sun Rock rushed to one of the remaining human mercs and swarmed him,  gaderffii blurring. Jaig made straight for the Devaronian and tackled him into the sand with such force that they both fell to the ground, the Devaronian crying out in pain and surprise. 
The violence cut out just as quickly as it had boiled up and taken the mercs by surprise. Din pulled the darksaber free, the blade sizzling, and swept his gaze around the circle of fighters and now-dead mercenaries. 
The whole scuffle had taken less than ten seconds from start to finish, and only one mercenary was still standing. This one was human too and he was fumbling, struggling to tug his blaster out of his holster, his movements slowed and tangled up in the loose scraps of fabric that he’d wrapped himself in to keep the sand out of his clothes, his face, off of his hands.
The merc couldn’t pick just one of them to look at. A’Shek was advancing from the desert. The Sun Rock finished off their mercenary and swung around to face the last one with the keen focus of hunting massifs, scenting blood on the wind. Fennec shoved her dead merc away and pulled a knife from her boot. Only Jaig and the Devaronian were still struggling, kicking up sand as they grappled and rolled, but Din’s credits were on Jaig winning that fight. The Devaronian wasn’t going to get the chance to stand again. 
Din, holding still now, winced as pain caught up with him and roared up his leg, coiling tight in his spine. He clutched the darksaber so hard that the angular hilt dug through his glove. Pressed into his palm. 
 One left,  Din told himself.  One left, and then we can take a second to recover before we go and get Boba. To cut everyone loose.  
Din shoved his pain aside and advanced on the remaining merc, trying not to limp too obviously and telegraph a weakness, though the mercenary’s expression was wild with panic and Din was doubtful that he’d be able to act on a weakness even if he could see it. 
“S-stay back!” the merc shouted, his eyes wide with fear. His voice cracked. Din ignored him and kept coming. 
He knew what he looked like now. The darksaber was singing in his hand. Din still had bruises on his face, a scab on his cheek. His Tusken cloak was tattered, and his beskar shone through the rips and rents in the fabric. 
Din didn’t feel much like an avenging spirit. His leg hurt so badly that he felt more like a shambling corpse, like one more step would be all that Din would be able to take, like he’d fall on his face. 
But Din could see himself reflected in the merc’s eyes. The man there was battered and pale, that was true, but to the merc Din looked like a  ruh’shir,  like a  hara’alli – a night-fire, a spirit of vengeance, as inexorable and terrible as a sandstorm. 
Fennec had been telling Din all along that he looked like something out of a desert tale, sometimes. That he could leverage fear and awe to his advantage, even if Din thought that it was ridiculous. Now Din understood what she’d been talking about. 
He took another step forward and the mercenary’s nerves broke; he was still fumbling for his blaster, some instinct or training keeping him upright, but the mercenary took a step back and bumped against one of the landspeeders. He finally managed to drag his blaster free of its holster and raised it, leveling it at Din’s chest. 
Din kept coming. His body knew what to do, and he knew that if he stopped now that his leg would give out,  hara’alli or no. Taking a blaster bolt to the chest would sting, but Din had been shot before. He knew that his armor would hold. 
 And,  he thought, as he saw the merc’s training take over, hands tightening on his blaster, finger on the trigger,  I still have the darksaber.  
He was glad, in a distant part of his head, that the Trandoshan who’d shot Din down in the Jundlands had kept all of Din’s gear. Din and Fennec had been sparring together for weeks. Fennec liked to use Din for target practice and Din liked to try to dodge her, to surprise her; the first few times he’d managed to swat aside blaster bolts, the darksaber singing as plasma met and burned, she had laughed. 
Din had studied the Jedi’s lightsaber forms for weeks too, had learned them as best as he could, had  used them. The darksaber was familiar in his hand.  
“I mean it!” the merc shouted. Behind Din, a commlink crackled. Fennec stepped over her dead mercenary and came prowling after Din, solid and steady. Out of the corner of his eye, Din saw Jaig kill the Devaronian. 
“Stay away from me!” the merc yelled. “I’ll shoot – !”
 Do it, Din thought, and the mercenary did. He pulled the trigger, face twisting up into a snarl, and Din saw the plasma burning in the barrel of the blaster. 
Red light streaked towards Din and Din, comfortable now with Dooku’s graceful Form Two, with Kenobi’s Soresu, batted the bolt aside. 
His wrist rattled as plasma met. The darksaber sang. A flick of Din’s wrist sent the bolt hurtling off into the desert, harmless, and Din thought almost absently,  If we survive this, I should learn how to send bolts  back.  That’d be a useful trick.  
The merc stared at Din, mouth open in shock. His blaster wavered. Din took another step forward, almost close enough to reach the man with the darksaber now, and raised the blade to bring it down, but he didn’t actually get the chance. 
Cobb Vanth, neither as unconscious nor as tied up as he’d looked from the cave on the ridge, surged up from the bed of the landspeeder, came up behind the merc, wrapped a chain around the mercenary’s throat and dragged him backwards into the landspeeder. 
It was Din’s turn to freeze in shock, startled. Both landspeeders, which had been still and quiet as Din and the others had crept up on the mercenaries, exploded with movement and noise. The mercenary that Cobb had dragged back into the landspeeder was screaming, choking, his legs flailing. Din took a step closer and looked into the speeder. 
The people of Mos Pelgo had the merc by the neck, by every limb. He jerked, scrabbling desperately at Cobb’s arms, but he couldn’t tear himself free of so many hands. He flailed, locking eyes with Din – it was hard to tell which of them was more surprised – and then Cobb’s chains crushed his throat, and he died. 
Cobb shoved the man off of himself and sat up again, unlooping the chain that he’d used to strangle the merc to death. 
His hands were still bound, wrapped in thick chains and manacles, like Din’s hands had been bound when he’d woken up on the speeder in the desert, but unlike Din Cobb wasn’t bolted down to the side or the bed of the landspeeder. He did have chains wrapped around his ankles, though, and those were looped through the chains of Cobb’s neighbor – Kirsha Littlemoon, one of the guards Boba’d sent to Mos Pelgo, who looked extraordinary put-out that she hadn’t been the one to strangle the last mercenary – and he had a metal collar looped around his neck, too. Din could see where Cobb had chewed through a scrap of leather, and remembered that Fennec had said that when she’d last seen Vanth, he’d been gagged. 
 She said that he looked angrier than an acklay, Din remembered. He could still see that anger in Cobb’s dark eyes. A cold, precise fury, as sharp as the claws of an acklay, as the tooth of a vornskr. 
He was alive, though, and well enough to fight, and Din was so relieved to see him that he couldn’t help but smile. Smiling pulled at the bruise on Din’s cheek, but he didn’t care. 
Once he was upright, Cobb looked Din up and down with a critical eye. 
“Well, Mando,” said Cobb, wiping a hand across the back of his mouth. His chains rattled. His face was just as bruised as Fennec’s was, the corners of his mouth crusted with dried blood. He spat down into the sand, then licked some blood off of his teeth. “Took you long enough to get here, didn’t it?”
Din blinked, his thoughts still tilted towards the fight, then shook his head a little. He let the crackling tip of the darksaber fall down towards the sand and held out his good hand for Cobb. 
“Sorry,” Din said. Cobb took Din’s hand and let Din pull him off of the speeder and down to the ground. The chain connecting Cobb to Kirsha was loose, a link pried open; the long, shining length of it fell to the sands too, and Cobb shook out both of his legs gratefully. “Better late than never, though.” 
Cobb snorted and spat again, carefully avoiding Din. “True enough,” he said. He turned and started to help others out of the speeder, starting with Kirsha Littlemoon, who dropped down with surprising grace, considering that her hands and feet were still tied together. She nodded at Din and Fennec both, then bent and started to pry the chains off of her ankles and her wrists with a small knife. 
“We didn’t exactly expect a rescue,” Cobb added, “so even though you’re late, Mando, you’ve made up for it by showin’ up at all. Woulda been a much tougher fight if we’d been on our own. Thanks for doing for the Twi’Lek – he was gettin’ on my karkin’ nerves.” 
“You’re – alright?” Din asked, getting over the last of his surprise. He swept his gaze over the bottom of the ridge again, cataloging details, determined to make sure that all of the mercenaries were dead. 
A’Shek and A’Timma were advancing from the desert too. It had been A’Shek who’d started shooting – he had a long rifle in his hands. A’Tin, the third Spotted Anooba warrior, wasn’t with him.  
“You look terrible,” Din added, his smile fading, as he looked Vanth and the rest of the people of Mos Pelgo over. 
Cobb looked – well. His day obviously hadn’t been much better than Din’s. He didn’t look quite like he’d fallen over the side of a cliff, but he was still a mess. He was still dressed in his usual faded red sweater, the bandana he always wore around his neck a little askew, but there was a fresh, raw blaster burn scored across one of Cobb’s arms, his sweater singed around it, and he’d taken a beating. One of Vanth’s eyes was swollen half-shut and his lip had been split, much of his face turned blotchy and blue. Blood had dried down the side of one cheek and there was more dried blood in his hair, mixed with soot and sand and dirt. 
But he was alive, and Din was glad to see him. 
Cobb, helping a wiry Twi’Lek woman climb out of the speeder while Kirsha worked on his chains, snorted. 
“So do you,  akki,” Cobb said. “I was gonna ask if these skug-suckers’d hit the palace too, but looking at you I can tell – ”
Behind Din, a commlink crackled again, spitting static. Everyone froze. 
 The Twi’Lek, Din thought. He reacted first, pivoting on his good leg. Beside the crumpled body of Keemo, the Twi’Lek that Din had killed, Keemo’s commlink buzzed again. 
Keemo had managed to pull it off of his belt after all. Din had killed him quickly, but not quickly enough. The commlink had fallen into the sand, ignored as Din had gone from Keemo to the next merc, all of them moving fast to keep the element of surprise. No one had noticed it falling. 
Now the commlink blinked furiously, a small red light glowing in the sand like a coal. It crackled again, and this time, Din heard a voice come through across the frequency. 
“  – Esk  Team, Base  Aurek  calling  Esk Team, what’s your status?” a sharp voice demanded. 
Din looked at Fennec. She stared back, half a dozen thoughts flickering across her face, but when Din had gone to help Cobb climb out of the speeder, Fennec had gone over to the other and started to do the same. Her hands were full of Mos Pelgo’s children.  
 Kark, thought Din, looking back at the commlink. 
Keemo must’ve hit the emergency banner on it before he’d died. That was why it was blinking so furiously. The other mercenaries – the mercs at the sarlacc pit, Base  Aurek – couldn’t have seen any of the fighting. Din had only just barely been able to see all the way out to the sarlacc pit because he’d been a hundred feet up in the air and squinting through binocs besides. Unless they had eyes in the sky – and Din did check, his gaze flickering up to the stars for a second, searching for a ship or a drone – there was no way the mercs had seen all the way across the desert to the ridge. 
“ Esk Team, requesting immediate status update,” the sharp voice continued. “Do you need reinforcements?” 
That was the  last thing that Din and the others needed to deal with. Cobb, Kirsha and some of the other Mos Pelgoans could handle themselves in a fight – had stood up against the krayt dragon – but Din didn’t want any of the kids to get caught in the crossfire if the mercs came to subdue them all.
 If we can keep the mercs from finding out that we’ve taken a patrol, we have an advantage, Din thought. 
Not much of an advantage, admittedly, but still. Din didn’t want to give it up if he didn’t have to. He needed every advantage that he could get. 
Mind made up, Din limped over to the commlink and fished it out of the sands. It was a basic model with no holodisplay, the kind of cheap piece of scrap equipment that anyone – like a broke, low-ranked mercenary or a Hutt boss reluctant to spend credits – could pick up at any depot in the Outer Rim. Din saw where Keemo had hit the emergency banner and pressed the button again, deactivating it. The furious red light stopped blinking. 
“ Esk Team, respond,” the commlink snapped. “What’s your status? You hit your banner.” 
 Answer it,  Fennec signed, using the Tusken word for  speak.  
Din winced, but nodded. He cleared his throat, grateful that most of the galaxy had only ever heard him speak through his helmet, his voice modulated through his vocorder, and said, clicking the commlink’s call button, “This is – this is  Esk  Team, Base  Aurek. Sorry about that.” He tried to pick a bland Outer Rim accent.  
“Status?” the voice repeated, still sharp. 
 Kark, Din thought again. He didn’t know any of the mercenaries’ code phrases or status markers. “We’re – we’re fine. We’re all fine here,” Din said.  
Fennec, having set a small Togruta child down safely on the ground, put her head in her hands. Cobb looked half-torn between amusement and irritation, vornskr teeth still bright in his eyes. Din grimaced and soldiered on. 
 Focus, Djarin.  He knew how mercs talked. He knew what they sounded like. “Thanks,” Din continued. “Uh, must’ve hit the banner by accident. False alarm, Base  Aurek. Status is clear.” 
“You commed for backup on  accident? ” the voice – the merc on the other end of the comm – demanded, his tone spiking up incredulously. “Are you a karking idiot?” 
 Yes, said Fennec, the sign large and exaggerated. Din ignored her. 
“Who is this?” the voice added. “You’re not Keemo.” 
“...No,” Din said. Another idea sparked and he stood up a little straighter, lifted his chin, squared his shoulders. The merc couldn’t see him, but that didn’t matter. “This is – Liff. Jok’s chewing Keemo out for being careless with his kit – idiot got spooked by a womp rat and dropped all of his gear.” 
There was a moment of silence from the other end of the connection. Din tensed, half-expecting another squadron of mercenaries to appear on top of the dunes and open fire. 
Then the other merc snorted and said, “Sounds about right. These rookies – not one of ‘em knows how to hold their nerve. All of ‘em are more skittish than a pack of scurriers.” 
Din said nothing. He hadn’t heard Liff – one of the names that the Devaronian had tossed out, addressing one of the humans who’d been piloting a speeder – speak, so Din didn’t want to push his luck too far. Din had been a hunter for a long time. Hunters and mercenaries ran in similar circles. Din knew how the average Outer Rim carrion cannok talked, but he didn’t want to overplay it and give himself away. 
 Good to know that the rookie mercs are easily spooked, though, he thought. 
“You sure you’re all good out there?” the other merc asked. “No Tuskens or anything?” None of Fett’s people giving you any trouble, are they?  Krill team says that the Pelgo crowd’s a stubborn bunch. They don’t know that it’s over already. We won.” 
Din wanted to bare his teeth at that. Gorga hadn’t fed Boba to the sarlacc yet, so it  wasn’t over. But he made himself file away that sliver of information – that some of Mos Pelgo’s people had been split up and guarded by another team of mercs, that they were still resisting – and keep listening. 
 The mercs must’ve split them all up to keep down any mutinites,  Din realized.  Everyone in Mos Pelgo – everyone at the palace, too – is a fighter.  
Cobb’s bunch was proof of that. They’d been surprised in Mos Pelgo. Knocked down. 
 But not defeated. They’d worked each other loose from their chains. The realization made hope kindle in Din’s chest. 
 Fennec got herself free,  Din thought.  So did I. We stepped in to help Cobb, but his people – they were getting ready to fight back. No one – none of us – is just going to lay down and let Gorga’s people do whatever they want.  
Boba wasn’t going to lie down and let Gorga win.  
“All quiet here,” Din reported, lying through his teeth. “We stopped to make sure everyone is secure and – and knows who’s in charge.” 
The merc on the other end of the comm laughed. “Good job,” he said. 
Din wanted to snarl, to somehow reach through the comm and wrap his hands around this smug merc’s throat, but knew that he couldn’t. The merc – 
 He’s buying it.  There was always the chance that the merc had realized that Din wasn’t Liff – that something had gone wrong for  Esk Team – and was doing the same thing that Din was, that he was stalling for time or for information, trying to keep Din on the comms until a team could be dispatched to investigate, but – 
 But I don’t  think  that’s what he’s doing, Din thought. The mercenary’s tone was even. Cheerful, almost. Din couldn’t hear a burr of tension in his voice. Couldn’t hear any doubt, any mistrust. 

   I just have to keep convincing him that everything is fine.  

Din let himself take a shallow breath and continued. “Status is clear. No sand people – ” Din saw Douwan go stiff with irritation and Din made a  sorry motion with the hand that was still holding the darksaber “ – since we passed through the Wastes. Harlow’s been keeping an eye on – on the cargo. You?” 
“Clear here too,” said the merc. “The sarlacc’s karking loud, but that’s about it. We’ve got you at twenty-one eight, fifty-three five,  Esk Team. You’ve stopped?” 
 Coordinates,  Din thought. Base  Aurek  could track its teams, then.  Through the commlink?  Din wondered.  Or through something else?  
“We wanted to check the navs,” Din said, thinking fast. “We weren’t expecting all of this karking sand. We show that we’re ten klicks out from Base  Aurek. We in the right spot?”
“Standby,” said the merc, and the comm went quiet.
Din blew out a careful breath and pressed the commlink to his chest, making sure not to trigger either the emergency banner or the call button again. Cobb stepped away from the landspeeder, stumbling a little over his chain, and lifted a hand to catch Din’s attention. 
Din tilted his head in Cobb’s direction to show that he was watching.  I’m – I’m doing okay,  he thought. He was grateful that it had taken a few minutes for Din and his allies to work themselves into position behind the mercs, now. Being slow and careful had given Din the chance to pick up at least a few of their names. With luck, Din had pieced together enough of the mercs’ talk to be able to pass as  Esk Team to the main base. 
 With luck,  Din thought,  I can buy us some cover.  
“He’s gonna ask you for a sign-off code, before he lets you go,” Cobb hissed, stopping a few paces back so that his voice wouldn’t get picked up by the commlink. Din made sure that his hand was off the call button anyway. “We’ve been listening to them call in and out all karkin’ day.” 
That made sense. As far as Din could tell, most of Gorga’s crew was relying on their greater numbers, comfortable that they’d managed to surprise both the palace and Mos Pelgo, but he’d known that there had to be a few more experienced – and more cautious – mercenaries in the crew. 
 Like the Trandoshan,  Din thought.  He knew what he was doing. Jeka, too. We can’t assume that all of these mercs are as easy to kill as these idiots were.  
“You know the code?” Din asked, just as quiet. 
Cobb nodded. “It’s Huttese,” he said. “ Porko makacheesa. ” 
 Big payoff.  No one had ever accused the Hutts of being subtle, Din supposed. Din could remember that. “  Porko makacheesa ,” he repeated. 
Cobb nodded, his eyes glittering in the dark. “That should be it, unless he’s changed it on us,” he said. 
Din fixed the phrase in the front of his thoughts. There was no point in worrying about whether or not the mercs had changed up their codes. The comm crackled back to life against his chest and Din pulled it away again, ready to do what he had to do to keep the ruse alive. Everyone around him was still and quiet. No one wanted to give him away. 
“Yeah,  Esk  Team, you’re about a ten-klick out,” said the merc. “Bear north-northwest and you’ll hit us head on – you can’t karking miss it, really. ‘S the only thing around. You might even run into  Jenth Team on your way in – just follow ‘em and you’ll get here.” 
“Sounds good,” Din said, but the merc wasn’t finished. 
“You are coming in, right?” he asked. “You don’t wanna be late,  Esk  Team. You  sleemos  and  Jenth  are the only ones who haven’t commed in to approach –  Resh, Dorn, Osk  and  Krill Teams’ve all checked in.” 
Din grimaced. That made five other squads on route to the sarlacc pit. That wasn’t good. Din and Fennec hadn’t seen them when they’d been up on the ridge, but they had only been looking ahead, searching the  ashay for any sign of the mercenaries, for Boba, and not behind them. 
 That’s going to make this a tougher fight, if they all get there before we do, Din thought. If all of the mercenary squads were six- or seven-man teams, the number of enemies that Din and his own allies had to cut through to get to Boba had just multiplied. 
 It doesn’t matter, Din told himself, curling his fingers around the darksaber. Seven mercs or seven hundred – it didn’t matter. Din wasn’t going to leave Boba to die. 
“Yeah, we’re coming in,” Din said. He looked around at his friends, at the battered people of Mos Pelgo, and they all nodded back to him. Their faces were set too, chins lifted, hands curled into fists. Din’s own determination was mirrored back at him in their faces. “Just gonna check all the chains one more time. Once Jeka’s done chewing Keemo out, we’ll be on our way.” 
“Good,” said the merc. “We got a ping from the boss; he’s back in sublight and heading this way. He’s supposed to touch down within the hour. Don’t be late, yeah? He might toss you into the pit after Fett!”
The merc started to laugh, chortling to himself, but Din didn’t. He waited until the merc stopped before pressing the call button. “Copy that,” Din said, flatly. “Show us going, Base  Aurek. We’ll be there soon.” 
“Tell Keemo that if he’s broken anything, it’s coming out of his cut,” the merc instructed, chuckles fading. He paused again, then said, “I show you going,  Esk  Team.  Choy ap jee-jee naga?”  
For a second, Din didn’t understand. 
 ‘What do I want?’  he thought, bewildered.  I want Boba back. I want these  skugs  off our planet. Why does a merc care what I want?  
Cobb’s face tightened, and Din blinked.  No. He’s asking – what do  we  want. It’s the sign-off code.  
“ Porko makacheesa,  ” Din replied easily.  Thank the stars for the ahra. Din wasn’t surprised that even captured and defeated, Cobb and his people had been sharp enough to listen in for code phrases, but he was glad that Cobb was on his side and not the Hutts’. 
Cobb’s intel was good. “Acknowledged,” said the merc. “See you soon,  Esk  Team. Base  Aurek out.” 
The comm went dead. Din made sure that the thing was switched off, then tucked it into his belt. If it was how the mercs were tracking their teams, Din didn’t want to raise their suspicions by leaving it out here, and listening for other calls across the comms might give Din more information. He looked back to Cobb, who had one grey eyebrow raised, looking half-impressed despite himself. 
“Quick thinking,” he said, approvingly. “Think they bought it?”
Din could only shrug, which he did, then winced as he pulled his aching shoulder. “I hope so,” he said. “Hutt reinforcements are the last thing that we need.” 
Cobb grunted in agreement. “You two,” he said, looking between Din and Fennec, “have a plan, don’t you? You didn’t spring up here just to cut us loose. Though we do appreciate the help,” Cobb added. “Went much cleaner with you here than it would’ve otherwise.” 
Din and Fennec exchanged another look. Gida had been the hole in Boba’s outfit, but any of the  ahra could’ve been coerced into filling the same role. Some of Vanth’s people had to have spied for Gorga – Gida hadn’t ever been to Mos Pelgo, as far as Din knew, and she wouldn’t have been able to trade any information on the town for her brother’s safety. 
But the moons were rising, and the worst of Gorga’s damage had already been done. The palace had fallen. So had Mos Pelgo. If one of these people was a Hutt spy, there wasn’t much damage they could do by calling the Hutts. They’d cost Din and Fennec the element of surprise, but that was the worst of it. No spy could stop Din from going after Boba. Not now. 
Fennec set her mouth. She agreed, and looked back at Cobb. 
“We’re going to get Boba,” she said. 
Din, remembering how wary Cobb had been of Boba at first – how reluctant he’d been to join the outfit, how he’d barely wanted to set foot inside the palace at all – tensed again, half-expecting Cobb to tell Fennec that going after Boba was too stupid, too dangerous. A risk that she – and Din by extension – shouldn’t take. 
But Cobb only nodded. 
“Figured as much,” he said. “What’s the play? Anooba in bantha’s furs?” 
“If you mean that we’re going to put on a bunch of Katarn and try to pitch a Hutt into a sarlacc hole,” Fennec said, nudging one of the dead mercs with her toe, “then yes. Unless you’ve got a better idea. You’ve been listening to them, haven’t you? What was your plan for getting out of this?” 
“I don’t think that we had much of a plan, exactly,” Cobb hedged. One of the other Mos Pelgoans – a young human woman who’d introduced herself to Din once as Jo, with no other name – snorted. 
“There wasn’t a plan at all, Marshal,” she said. Like Kirsha, she’d started the process of prying off her neighbors’ chains with a small knife. There was a cut at her temple and a bruise on her chin, and she was patiently working her knife into the links of a chain that had been strung between the Togruta child’s feet. “At least not in  our speeder. We were operatin’ under more of a ‘when the time’s right, hit ‘em as hard as you can’ sort of scheme.” 
Cobb sighed. He reached up to rub the back of his neck, but couldn’t quite reach with the chain. “There wasn’t a plan for us either,” he admitted. “I think it was mostly ‘hey, they set our houses on fire, so let’s kill ‘em if we can’ for us.” 
“The town’s still standing, mostly,” Din cut in, impressed with the  ahra’s grim determination. Their determination was almost – 
 Well,  he thought.  It’s almost Mandalorian.  It reminded Din of his own determination. Of how he’d felt in the cantina in Nevarro City, waiting to die. Din had been determined to take as many of the Imperials with him as he could. He wondered briefly if there was a word for that sort of feeling in  mando’a, then shook himself a little to clear it away. If he lived – if both of them lived – Din could ask Boba later. 
“I was – we came from that way,” Din continued. He tilted his head in the direction of Mos Pelgo, which was now miles and miles away across the sands. “There was some damage, and you’ve lost most of your polta beans for the season, but most of the houses were still standing. The cantina, too.” 
Someone still in one of the landspeeders let out a whoop at that news. Someone else shouted, “Well, that’s all we  really need, ain’t it?” 
“Well,” said Cobb, mouth turning up in a smile, “that’s somethin’, at least. And to answer your first question, Lady Shand, yeah, we did a bit of listenin’. ‘S what people like me are good at, after all.” 
Din looked sideways at Fennec and tried to say  Lady Shand? with his eyebrows. She ignored him. 
Kirsha Littlemoon, now free of her own chains, went over and started to work on Vanth’s. She was efficient enough with her little knife, but Din shook himself again a little, clearing off the rest of his distant surprise, and remembered that he had a laser sword. 
He’d let the point of the darksaber drift towards the sand when Cobb had sat up in the landspeeder, unwilling to accidentally hit an ally, but now Din brought the blade back up again and said, “Here, let me help.” 
Kirsha looked at the blade warily – not that Din could blame her, considering the fact that Keemo had died with a hole burned through his chest, and that there was another mercenary in three pieces behind Din – but Cobb just shrugged and offered Din his wrists. 
“So what have you heard?” Fennec said, and Din got to work with the darksaber. 
The darksaber’s blade was hot enough to melt metal, so Din didn’t cut any of the manacles or binders directly off of anyone’s wrists or ankles. Instead he cut chains, freeing arms and legs, and passed whoever he’d just cut loose to Kirsha, Cobb or even Fennec, who proved to be a handy lockpick. 
While Din worked, Cobb and the others – his chief lieutenants being Littlemoon, Jo, the Weequay bartender Taanti and Kubo Rha, another of the guards Boba’d assigned to Mos Pelgo – filled Din and Fennec in on what had happened to Mos Pelgo. 
“They came for us early, before the suns were even up,” Cobb said. Once Din cut the chains between his hands and his feet, Cobb gratefully took advantage of his new range of motion and reached up to smooth down some of his wild hair. “Must’a been watchin’ us for a while. They knew when the guard rotation swapped out. When we’d be most vulnerable.” 
Cobb and Kirsha’s crews had been seeing strangers in the desert for weeks. Din remembered hearing about them, now. Scavengers, they’d all thought. Small-time smugglers who’d drifted in close enough to see that Mos Pelgo wasn’t as sleepy or as easy to bowl over as it looked from the sands, and had turned tail after seeing the Tuskens on the roofs or Kirsha’s fierce crew, the glint of Cobb’s MK-II Paladin rifle in the suns. Cobb hadn’t been worried about any of them, so Din hadn’t been worried either. 
 We underestimated Gorga, Din thought. Gorga had been watching them – the palace, Mos Pelgo, all of it – for some time. 
“They came sweepin’ in before most of us were even outta bed or finished with our first cup’a caf,” Cobb continued. “My pride wants me to say that we gave ‘em a hard fight, but, well. We tried. It was still over pretty fast.” 
“Don’t feel too bad,” Fennec put it, unlocking an enormous set of binders that had been locked around Tobes’ little arms. Why the mercs had wasted such a big set of binders on such a tiny kid was beyond Din. Tobes flung his arms around Fennec’s waist when she finished, which startled her – and jostled whatever injury she was still trying to hide from Din underneath her coat – and she carefully patted the back of his head. 
Din raised an eyebrow at that too, but Fennec continued to ignore him. 
“We had twice as many guards in the palace as you had out in Mos Pelgo,” she said. “And we still got run over. Though they hit us a little later in the morning, I think – it was nearly ten standard when they hit us. The suns were well up. They blew up half the morning court.” 
Din listened, trying to keep his expression even. 
 I wasn’t there, he thought, slicing through Taanti’s chains. The darksaber cut chains just as easily as it had cut through the mercenaries. 

   I wasn’t at the palace and I wasn’t at Mos Pelgo, either. I was – I thought what I was doing on Krownest was more important.  

It had felt important, at the time. Going to Krownest. Keeping his word to Kryze, facing the other Mandalorians. Even fighting the armorer and arguing with anyone and everyone who’d tried to put themselves on Din’s side. Who had tried to win him or bully him onto their side, without listening to Din first. All of it had felt important. 
 And it was,  Din thought. Fighting the armorer – it had been  stupid,  it had put both of their lives at risk, but it had been important to Din. He’d wanted the armorer to see him. To understand that she’d been wrong.  But – was it more important than being here?  
“Skug-suckers blew up half the town, too,” said Cobb darkly. “Some of the runners tried to get a word out to you folks in the palace – we’ve got an emergency kit in the back of the cantina set to all of the old  ahra frequencies, and to a few of yours too – but the mercs had some kind of jammin’ device with ‘em. We couldn’t get a signal out.” 
Jaasa the slaver had had some kind of jamming device underneath Gella's Place. It had blocked the signal from Din’s tracker, the one that Fennec had given him after he and Gida had been attacked on the sand road. It was how Fennec had known that Din was in trouble in the first place, though the concussion grenade that Jaasa’s lackey had tossed down after Din and Vos must’ve caught her attention too. 
“Once the mercs started grabbin’ the kids, it was about over for us,” Vanth continued. His tone was light enough, but his expression was terrible, ferocious. He looked like he had the first time that Din had met him, when Cobb had walked into the cantina wearing Boba’s armor, when he’d taken the helmet off and set it on the table like he hadn’t just offended Din to the bone. He and Din had been prepared to draw on each other, then. Both of them had been prepared to kill. 
“They pulled the same  pfassk with us,” said Fennec, dispassionately. “Tidy job, all told.” 
“What, threatened the weakest of you ‘til they got what they wanted?” Cobb asked. 
Fennec nodded. 
Cobb swore, then spat into the sand again for good measure. Din was almost impressed – as a rule, Tatooine’s people didn’t waste much time or water by spitting. Cobb was genuinely angry. 
“That when they got Fett?” 
Fennec nodded again. 
“Tidy job,” Cobb echoed, then swore. “We were hopin’ – well,” he said. He dragged a hand through his tacky hair again and grimaced. “We were hopin’ that Gorga’s mercs were lyin’ through their teeth to scare us,” he said. “‘S common enough, down here. But we really were headin’ out into the middle of karkin’ nowhere to see him get chewed on, huh?” 
“He’s not going to get chewed on,” said Din, scowling hard. He cast around for more chains to cut and couldn’t find any – all of the people of Mos Pelgo had been freed. Most were milling around, checking on each other or the kids, tending to the various small injuries that they’d picked up either in the raid on the town or the journey since. 
Cutting everyone loose had taken less than five minutes. Din looked around, searching for the band he’d crossed the desert with. A’Shek and A’Timma had rejoined the group and were speaking to the Sun Rock, hands flying. Jaig was sharing his canteen with Dyrman, the old man from Mos Pelgo. 
The third Spotted Anooba warrior, A’Tin, was still nowhere to be seen. 
Din frowned. He watched A’Shek’s hands more carefully, picking out individual signs. A’Shek made the sign for  speeder,  swooping a hand from right to left across his chest, and the sign for  raider,  two hands twisting like they were curled over a raised  gaderffii,  primed for a killing blow. Then he made the sign for  trap, a sudden motion, fingers closing to meet the thumb in a sharp snap like the durasteel jaws of a leg trap closing over a bladeback’s hoof. 
Din put the signs together, and then he understood. 
 A’Tin saw other speeders,  he realized.  Another team of mercs? And he’s following them. He’s – he’s going to spring a trap on them, if he can.  
Din was going to need to talk with A’Shek. If he and A’Tin had a way to communicate – if A’Tin’s trap could be timed – 
Another idea took root in the back of Din’s mind. He turned his attention back to Cobb Vanth and the others, waiting to see if that idea would bloom. 
“Not if we can help it, no, he’s not,” said Cobb staunchly. Din softened a little – he knew that Cobb was a man of his word. “We were just hopin’ that he’d escaped the mercs entirely, that’s all. I liked the idea of Boba Fett lurkin’ out in the canyonlands somewhere, just waitin’ to drop down on this  fexsnatcher – ” he paused to kick the Zygerrian’s corpse with enough force that Din had a pretty good idea of which of the mercs had given Cobb his beating “ – and light up the desert.” 
“He’s at this Base  Aurek, we think,” said Fennec. “At the sarlacc pit. I haven’t seen him since the palace fell, but I was unconscious for a while. I saw you in the canyons, but not the boss. Then they split us all up. I was carted off east; where’d they go with you?” 
“Spent some time out ‘round the Scatter-Stones,” Cobb replied. “Honestly, it felt like they were just drivin’ us in circles to burn fuel and burn time too, though I heard through those comms – ” he nodded at the one that Din was still holding “ – that one team was makin’ for Mos Gamos and the sorrowmarket there. Dunno who they were carryin’, but…” 
But the sorrowmarket wasn’t kind to anyone. Din looked at the darksaber. The hilt had grown warm in his hand. 
“I think that’s where I was headed too,” Fennec said. “Not that I asked the  sleemos guarding me where we were going, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s where we were headed. They were going to make a gift of me to the Pykes.”
Fennec’s words won grimaces all around, and a few Mos Pelgoans spat in the dirt. Pykes were about as popular on Tatooine as the Hutts were.  
“What about you,  akki? ” Cobb asked, looking at Din. “Where’d they haul you off to? They must’ve hit you pretty hard. You kinda look like you took a concussion grenade to the face. No offense.” 
Din rolled his eyes. “You don’t look much better,” he shot back. “And – no. I wasn’t – I was off-planet when the palace – when Mos Pelgo – was attacked. All of this – ” Din gestured with his good hand at his face, at his leg “ – happened later. I was hunting. I followed the mercs’ tracks from the palace to the canyons.” 
“And, what, ran face-first into a ronto?” 
“A pulse rifle, actually,” Din said. 
“A pulse rifle.” 
Din shrugged with his left shoulder. “I fell,” he said. “After. That did more damage than the pulse rifle.”  
Cobb pinched the bridge of his nose, then flinched when doing so jarred his own bruises. “ Dank ferrik, Mando,” he said. “This is a mess.” 
“It is,” Din allowed. “But it’s a mess that we have to deal with. Well.  I have to deal with it,” he amended. “I’m going after Boba. You all – not all of your people are fighters.” 
The Tuskens would come with Din to get Boba back. Jaig and Fennec would come. But the people of Mos Pelgo – 
 We were supposed to protect them,  Din thought. That had been the agreement that Boba and Cobb had made and sealed with blood in the early morning light of the throne room.  They’re not supposed to protect us. But –  
“Not all of us, no,” Cobb agreed, turning from Din to study his own people. “But enough of us are fighters to help out, I think. If you’re gonna dress up as these  jubad’wa mercs and sneak up on ‘em, you’re gonna need some captives too. I’m sure we can string together a volunteer crew. No one younger’n eighteen,” he added hastily, as just about every hand among the Mos Pelgoans shot up. Affection flickered behind Din’s ribs again. “Same rules as the krayt crew. If you’re too young to drink, you’re too young to go up against a Hutt army.” 
“Aw,” Kesh muttered, dropping her hand. 
 But,  Din told himself, finishing his thought,  we could use the help.  
Some of the anxiety coiled tight in his chest began to ease. A speaking glance flickered between Din and Fennec – she was relieved too. 
“C’mon, Marshal,” Kesh complained. “We can help!” 
“Sure you can,” Cobb agreed. “You can help by stayin’ here and keepin’ yourselves – and the younger kids – safe. I doubt we can spare a speeder to get you all back to Mos Pelgo, at least not until this is all over.” He raised an eyebrow at Din to confirm.
Din nodded. “We’ve only got three speeders, and they’re all swoops,” he said. The Spotted Anooba were comfortable on swoop bikes now, but landspeeders were still foreign and strange to them. “If you need to make a quick escape from here,  maybe they’d work, but – ”
But A’Shek’s speeders hadn’t been designed to carry much cargo. They were scouting bikes, warriors’ bikes. 
A’Shek, lifting his head away from whatever conversation he’d been having with the other Tuskens, cut in, his hands moving gracefully. 
 There is a cave halfway up this ridge,  he said, pointing. Cobb watched A’Shek’s hands carefully, eyebrows furrowed in concentration.  It is not as safe as a proper camp, but it is big enough for your children, and well-hidden, too.  
Cobb grimaced. “It ain’t ideal, leavin’ our kids behind,” he said. “But I guess it ain’t ideal leavin’ Fett to get eaten by a sarlacc either, is it? That might give Gorga the Hutt some ideas about what he can and can’t do down here on Tatooine, and that ain’t on. We’ve gotten used to livin’ without a Hutt around.” 
Several of the other Mos Pelgoans nodded, expressions set. 
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Fennec cut in. She said it gently enough, but her tone was firm. “We don’t actually have a plan, Vanth. Before you risk any of your people, you should know that.” 
Din winced, but Fennec was right. Their only plan had been to take out the mercenaries gathered at the bottom of the ridge. To pull on their gear and make for the sarlacc pit, to get close enough to snatch Boba back up and then to run. 
 But there’s going to be more mercs there than we thought,  Din realized. He narrowed his eyes thoughtfully, thinking hard.  I managed to fool the commlink operator, but that was at a distance. Once we get close enough, they’ll be able to see that we’re not really  Esk  Team.  
There were no Zygerrians or Devaronians among Cobb’s people. Din and a few of the men from the town could pass as the human mercs if they were careful about wrapping their faces up and Kubo could take Keemo’s place, but no one could pass for a Devaronian. 

   So what are we going to do?  

“What do we need, then?” Jaig piped up. He was still clustered with the Sun Rock. “Aside from weapons or good luck, I mean.” 
That was a fair question. Din blew out a breath and kept thinking. 
“We need speeder pilots,” he said, slowly. “And we need someone on the swoop bike. We need to disguise ourselves well enough to get past any checkpoints.” 
“I can – I’ll pilot a speeder,” said a human man, raising his hand. He was dressed in bantha leathers and he was young, maybe twenty-five or thirty, and he lifted his chin when Din, Fennec and Cobb all turned to look at him. He had a shock of silky black hair and the beginnings of a patchy beard. His shoulder and one of his hands had been hastily wrapped in makeshift bandages. 
His mouth was set, though, and his hand wasn’t shaking in the air. 
“I know you,” said Fennec, slowly. “Haoran, right? You’re on Kirsha’s crew. One of the guards Boba hired from Mos Eisley.” 
Din stiffened at that. It wasn’t Haoran’s fault. The fact that he was here with the rest of the Mos Pelgoans – had been chained to the speeder with the rest of them – probably meant that Haoran wasn’t one of the  ahra that Gorga had threatened or blackmailed into spying for him, but Din couldn’t stop suspicion from prickling down his back. 
From the look on Fennec’s face – subtle, but sharp as a knife – she couldn’t shake her suspicion either. 
Haoran, if he noticed the way that Din and Fennec were looking at him, didn’t say anything. He just nodded. 
“I am,” he said. “And I’m pretty good with a speeder.” 
“I’ll vouch for him, boss,” Kirsha piped up. “He’s pretty steady.” 
Littlemoon was a sorrowlanes name. For all Din knew, Kirsha had been spying for Gorga too. Trying to protect a sibling, a parent, a child. 
 But we don’t have any choice,  he thought.  We have to trust  someone.  Might as well be Kirsha.  
Fennec was of the same mind, because she just nodded, accepting Kirsha at her word. “That’s one pilot, then,” said Fennec. “Who’ll take the other landspeeder?” 
More muttering broke out amongst the Mos Pelgoans, and then Jo stepped up and raised her hand too. “I will,” she said. 
“I’ll take the swoop, then,” said Fennec. “Everyone else – get your chains back on, but make sure they’re loose enough that you can shake them off when it’s time. Everyone needs at least a blaster. If you can’t find one, you can’t come.”
“What’s the plan for when we get there, though?” a nervous Dyrman called. “I’m all for stickin’ one to the Hutts, but if they’re gonna realize that we’re  not Hutts before we get a good few licks in – ”
Fennec opened her mouth, then closed it with a grimace. She looked at Din. 
There was an idea rattling around in the back of Din’s head, but he wasn’t sure that it would work yet and wanted more time to think about it. It would be dangerous, very dangerous, and it wasn’t just Din’s life that would be put at risk. It would be Boba’s life and Fennec’s, Cobb’s, A’Shek’s and Jaig’s, the life of anyone who went with him, who followed along.  
 Kark,  he thought.  It’s a really bad idea.  
But he didn’t have another plan, not one that had a chance of working, and Din couldn’t help but be aware of the moons creeping upwards in the sky. 
The mercenary on the comms had said that Gorga was almost to Tatooine. That he’d dropped out of hyperspace and was on his way planetside. 

   We’re out of time to come up with something better.  

This was – this was going to have to work. Din would  make it work. 
 I took a light cruiser with nothing but a handful of other warriors and Bo-Katan’s audacity, Din thought, remembering how confidently Bo-Katan had piloted their stolen shuttle into the light cruiser’s landing bay. She had never wavered, not even as they’d borne down on the cruiser and the doors had stayed shut, the Imp on the other end of Kryze’s comm too startled to do anything but stare. 

   We can take some of the mercs by surprise. That can’t be half as hard as pulling the bantha wool over Gideon’s eyes.  

“We’ll think of something,” Fennec said, still looking at Din. He wondered what she could see in his face. If she could tell that he was thinking, that he  did have the bare scraps of the stupidest and most desperate plan he’d ever come up with in a long career of stupid and desperate plans. 
 Paz would kill me,  Din thought, gathering those scraps together in his hands and turning them over, like he’d turned the holocron over and over looking for a way to solve the puzzle.  Annika would kill me. Boba too. 
He could hear Boba’s voice in his memory. The peaks and valleys of his voice. “ Gar jare’la,”  he’d said.    
 Foolish,  Din thought.  Suicidal.  
But Boba wasn’t here, and Din wasn’t going to leave him to die alone. 
“Well?” Fennec said, breaking eye contact with Din to scowl at Vanth’s people. “Let’s get moving. We don’t have much time.” 
At Fennec’s words, everyone sprang into action. The Mos Pelgoans still had doubts, but any doubts that Jaig or the Tuskens had were well-hidden behind helmets and masks and they were all used to long odds anyway. Watching the Spotted Anooba’s calm, practiced movements as they gathered gear and prepared for a fight seemed to take most of the anxiety out of the people of Mos Pelgo. 
A plan still forming in his mind’s eye, Din followed them. Din already had a full kit, more or less. He had a blaster, the darksaber, his spear. Boba’s  gaderffii, too – Boba’s weapon was still stowed with the speeders A’Shek and the others had hidden behind the ridge. 
 He’ll want that back, Din thought. 
While everyone else started to efficiently strip the dead mercs of all of their gear and began to raid the speeders for extra ordnance, Din limped heavily around the ridge and collected Boba’s  gaderffii from where it had been hooked to the side of A’Shek’s speeder. 
The  gaderffii was heavy in Din’s hands. Heavier than his spear and heavier than the darksaber too, which had always been light and easy to wield, even when Din hadn’t been able to do much more than flail around with it. 
 Boba will want it,  Din repeated to himself.  He earned it, living among the Spotted Anooba. It’s part of him just like his armor is.  
Getting the chance to crack Gorga the Hutt’s skull open like a proper Tusken warrior might even brighten Boba’s day a little. Given the last few days that Boba’d had, Din thought that he deserved the chance to strike at his enemy. 
The idea that had taken root in the back of Din’s mind when he’d realized that A’Tin had gone off to sabotage another team of mercs and their speeders did bloom. Unfurled. The details were still fuzzy and the plan was still karking stupid, dangerous, but – 
Din brought the  gaderffii back to the rest of the quickly-forming battlegroup and stowed it away in one of the landspeeders, tucking it out of sight. Then, still wearing A’Shek’s cloak, Din collected some scraps of fabric that the mercs had been using to protect themselves from the wind and sand and wound it carefully over any part of his body that could give him away as a Mandalorian, as Din Djarin, as Gal Dune, as someone the mercenaries might know and would shoot on sight. 
Din covered his hands and his gauntlets, layering strips of fabric carefully over his wrists. His bad arm twinged, but he ignored it. 
Once his hands and arms were wrapped, Din saw to his kit, aware of the minutes as they slipped past. He checked his blaster and made sure it was secure in its holster and tested the edge of the spear, which he then stowed inside the landspeeder with Boba’s  gaderffii. He checked all of his knives and switched off the darksaber, staring at the hilt in his hand. 
 This is a really bad idea, he thought. 
But no better idea miraculously fell out of the sky or popped into Din’s head, so a bad idea was all that he had left. Decided, Din nodded to himself and tucked the darksaber away too. 
He usually kept it on his hip, like a blaster or a knife, but this time Din opened a seam in his kute, flush against his ribs, and put the darksaber there. The hilt was warm against his skin. 
 If I bump it, I’m dead, Din thought, closing his kute back up over the weapon and arranging A’Shek’s cloak so that it hid any lumps or bumps. The darksaber was secure enough. Din rolled his shoulder to test his range of motion and the darksaber stayed where he’d put it. It wasn’t ideal, but then nothing about ending up in the desert, scattered and battered by mercenaries, had been ideal.  
Really, if anything went wrong tonight, Din was dead and Boba was too. He was just going to have to be careful. 
“Ready?” Fennec asked, materializing at Din’s side. 
She’d had the same idea as Din. She’d swapped her usual black-and-orange coat for a scuffed brown leather jacket, trading with one of the Mos Pelgoans who had decided to stay behind and look after the kids and teenagers. The jacket blurred Fennec’s sleek, sharp lines. Instead of her normal long and intricate braid, Fennec had collected all of her loose strands of hair and pulled them together into a bun at the back of her head. She’d looped a loose head scarf around her mouth and nose, too, and the only part of her that Din could see and recognize were her eyes, which glittered in the moonlight. 
“Getting there,” Din muttered. “You?” 
“Getting there,” Fennec echoed. “Here,” she added. “These are for you. Don’t argue.” 
She shoved a full tablet of symoxin and a handful of bacta patches at Din. Din scowled. 
“A half-tablet’s fine,” Din said, even though his leg ached fiercely and his shoulder was sore too, pulled by how quickly Din had been moving and swinging the darksaber. “I can share with you or with Vanth. Or with somebody from Mos Pelgo – they’re pretty beat-up, too.” 
“They are,” Fennec agreed. “But they’re not going to rush a pack of mercenaries and a Hutt boss headfirst and you are, so. Shut up and take the symoxin, Din.” 
Her tone was hard and inflexible. Beskar. Din scowled harder, but he knew better than to keep arguing. He took the tablet of symoxin and swallowed it dry, wincing as it scraped his throat. 
“Happy?” he grumbled. 
“Not until we get Boba back,” said Fennec frankly. The corners of her eyes crinkled a little, though. “But I’ll take making sure that you’re in fighting shape.” 
Din softened a little. “Thanks,” he said, gruff. “You took some too, didn’t you? Don’t think that I didn’t see you favoring your side.” 
Fennec rolled her eyes. “I took a whole tab too,” she said. “And symoxin makes my head fuzzy, so if you see me miss a shot or two on these mercs, I don’t want to hear anything about it.” 
Din laid a hand over his chest. He could feel the symoxin working already. The pain in his leg was still hot, but after a handful of seconds it simmered down from a wildfire to dim embers. The ache in his arm softened to a twinge.  
With the easing of pain, Din felt the pressure at his temples ease too, though he could feel what Fennec was talking about, with symoxin making her head feel fuzzy; the edges of his vision blurred a little. Fog pushed gently at all of his joints. 
“You gonna be good, Djarin?” Fennec asked quietly, and something about the cadence of her voice prickled. Made Din want to put his back up, to bare his teeth, even as the symoxin wrapped all of his limbs in bantha wool. 
 She sounds like she did the night that Boba and I found Ushib in the desert, Din thought. Fennec sounded like she had when she’d told Din to be careful with Boba. Her voice was light enough, but edged with warning. 
“I’m – I’ll be fine,” Din said, trying not to be needled. 
“You sure?” 
“Are you gonna be fine?” Din snapped back. He wished that he hadn’t as soon as the words left his mouth, because Fennec’s face went tight around her eyes. 




  





“I’m not the one who fell off a cliff,” she said, clipped. 
“No,” Din said. He struggled to get his prickling temper back under control. Fennec’s warning – she’d checked in with Din because she wanted him to be alright. She’d brought him painkillers and bacta to make sure that he was doing okay. Snarling at her like an anooba with an injured paw wasn’t going to help anything. 
“No,” Din repeated. He forced himself to calm down. “You’re not. I’m – I really am alright, Fennec. Sore, and worried about Boba, but – ”
Din shrugged. There was nothing to be done about it, except going to get Boba back. But he understood what Fennec was trying to do. 
“He was worried about you too, you know,” Fennec said, startling Din. He looked at her, thrown again. “Boba, I mean,” she added, catching the confusion in Din’s face. “The two of you fought, didn’t you?” 
For a moment, Din wasn’t sure what Fennec was talking about. He blinked. He and Boba hadn’t fought. Boba had stood with Din at Krownest. Supported him. He had offered Din a way out. He – 
 But we fought in the palace, Din remembered, heart sinking. 
Their argument – kicked off by Koska Reeves and the barbed insults she’d lobbed at both of them, by Din’s misunderstanding of Boba and who he was – had only been a few days ago. Less than a week. But so much had happened since then that it felt like Din and Boba had argued years ago. The wound was already healed. Scarred over. 
 Forgiven, Din thought. 
He closed his eyes for a second, chest sore in a way the symoxin couldn’t fix, then made himself open them again. 
“We did,” Din said. “But it was – stupid. We shouldn’t have fought at all. We got over it.” 
“I figured that,” Fennec said dryly. “The boss came back a lot happier than he left, you know?” 
Din hadn’t been in the palace to see Boba come back from Krownest, but hearing that Boba’d been happier, despite everything that had happened there, eased some of the ache behind Din’s ribs. 
“But before he left, he was – well,” said Fennec. “Everyone could tell that he and you had fought. Boba was miserable, and you were gone.” 
“He told me to leave,” Din said tiredly. 
Fennec snorted. “I figured as much,” she said. “A direct order was just about the only thing that  would make you leave. You’d stayed through everything else. The Hutts increasing pressure on all of us, Boba being a karking idiot, nearly getting blown up in Mos Eisley, a few other spats.” She shrugged. “I knew that the only reason you’d leave was if he told you to.” 
Din resisted the urge to pull his shoulders up around his ears, feeling raw and laid bare. Exposed. 
 She sees me,  Din thought.  Like Boba does. She – she can see who I am underneath the beskar. The Mandalorian.  Fennec could see  Din.  
He’d thought that Boba was the only one who’d been able to do that. Who’d taken the time to learn how, stripping Din of his armor carefully over half a hundred shared nights and shared meals, at the end of a whip, under his hands, with his mouth pressed to the thin skin behind Din’s ear as Boba murmured filth and endearments in equal measure.  
Fennec had never whipped Din, kissed him or fucked him, but she’d spent plenty of time with Din too, he realized. They’d almost always shared firstmeal together, just as Din had almost always taken dinner with Boba. Din and Fennec had sparred. Trusted each other. Worked to keep Boba and the palace safe. 
 We’re friends, Din thought. 
He wasn’t used to his friends being able to so clearly and cleanly see through his beskar, but – 
 But it’s Fennec, Din thought. She had saved his life. She cared about Din. 

   And she’s like Boba.  

Boba’d said as much, all the way back at the beginning of all of this. He had said that Fennec was – like him. Someone who liked control. Who could help Din learn about pain, if he asked her. If he’d felt more comfortable exploring pain with Fennec than with Boba, because Boba had been able to see how wary of him Din had been. How unsure. 
But Din had chosen Boba, not Fennec, and honestly, he’d forgotten that she’d even been an option. She’d always been off with Noora or working to keep the palace running smoothly; she hadn’t had much time for Din outside of firstmeal, outside of sparring, and during his time with Boba the only person Din had really been able to think about had been Boba himself, because Boba had been  there.  
He’d been in front of Din, behind him, beside him. It had been Boba’s hands wielding the whip and the cane, Boba’s hands smoothing bacta over Din’s new welts. It had been Boba that Din had first let in past his armor, close to Din’s heart. Fennec had made a space for herself there after that, as had Noora and Kasyyk and Gida too, but Boba’d gotten underneath Din’s armor first. 
Din thought that he knew why Fennec had tried to warn him, all those weeks ago. Why she had tried to tell Din that he needed to be careful. 
 She’s like Boba,  he thought.  She – she didn’t want to see me come to harm.  
Fennec hadn’t minded that Din was letting Boba  hurt him. She hadn’t said anything about Din and Boba’s arrangement with each other until the night that Din had jumped from Boba’s tower and flown off into the desert. 
Affection welled up behind Din’s ribs like blood from a cut. 
 She was trying to protect me, he thought, and he knew without having to ask – the same way that Fennec had known that the only reason Din had left the palace that night was because Boba had told him to – that Fennec had probably gone to Boba the next day and given him the same speech. Warned him to be careful with Din, to guard himself, because both of them had been tilting towards each other bucket-first and Fennec hadn’t wanted them to crack their heads together too hard. 
“I didn’t mean to worry him,” Din said, settling on the least complicated answer he could give Fennec right now. They didn’t have time to get into anything else. What Fennec had tried to do for Din and Boba or even what had  happened. Why Din and Boba had fought in the first place. 
Fennec’s eyes sharpened, but she just shrugged. She was aware of the moons rising too. “Just like he didn’t mean to throw you off the planet,” she said. “But still. He was worried. I’m glad he got his bucket out of his ass and went after you.” 
Din raised an eyebrow. “Really?” he asked. 
Fennec was smiling underneath her headscarf. “Really,” she said. “It’d take a lot longer for me to get him back on my own, you know.” 
Din snorted. “You’d manage it eventually.” 
Fennec tipped her head. “‘S gonna be faster with you,” she said. Then Din saw her put her affection – her concern – away, the hard look of the famous assassin coming back into her face. “You have any ideas, by the way? I don’t like the idea of taking a bunch of sprogs into a warzone.” 
Din snorted. He’d never heard Fennec use Black Sun slang before, but she’d lived in the galaxy’s underbelly for longer than Din had. She’d probably run around with merc crews like this one before. “I do,” he admitted. “It’s going to sound desperate, but – ”
Fennec closed her eyes for a second. Shook her head. “But,” she agreed, heavily, “we missed our chance for good plans about twelve hours ago. Desperate’s about all we have left. Lay it on me, Djarin.” 
Din did. 
Fennec hated the plan. She swore at Din. She pointed out all of the ways that it could go wrong. All the ways that he could fail, that he could die. But when she was done swearing and calling Din an idiot in eight languages, she shook her head and said, “It’s better than anything I’ve got, though, so.  Dank ferrik,  Din. If you die – ”
Din shrugged. “Worrying about it’s not going to change anything,” he said. 
Fennec sighed. 
Cobb Vanth, having caught the tail end of Fennec’s cursing, trailed over, frowning a little. He’d clapped a set of pried-open chains around his wrists again and currently wasn’t bothering to make sure that they looked whole, but Din knew that the  ahra could be counted on. A large blaster was stuffed into the waistband of his pants at his hip. 
“That doesn’t sound too good,” Cobb said, looking between Din and Fennec. “What’s going on?” 
Fennec waved a disgusted hand in Din’s direction. “We’re trying to figure out how to get past what’s probably something like sixty or seventy mercenaries,” she said, sourly. 
“That sounds like a lot of mercs. You got any reinforcements comin’?” Vanth observed, eyes flicking between them. It wasn’t a rebuke or even a denial – he wasn’t saying that there were too many mercs to face off against, that the people of Mos Pelgo were going to back off, to stay away – but it was a question. 
Din took a deep breath. Fennec’s expression was pinched, unhappy. She didn’t like Din’s plan. Cobb wasn’t likely to feel too warmly towards it, either. 
But it was all that Din and Fennec both had been able to come up with, and they needed to get moving  now,  before Base  Aurek  checked their position again and realized that  Esk Team still hadn’t moved, even ten minutes past the end of the comm call. 
 We can’t count on reinforcements,  Din thought. Quinlan Vos and the Jedi knew of the trouble on Tatooine, but there was no guarantee that they’d find Din in time to help or even that they  would help – tending to the injured and finding kidnapped slaves was one thing, but standing up against the might of the Hutt cartel was entirely another. The Jedi might not want to risk the fragile peace they’d built for themselves trying to rescue Boba from a Hutt. 
“Mando,” said Cobb, warily. “You look like you’re about to tell me that I gotta make friendly with the Tusken raiders – sorry, Douwan, you know we like ya now – who’ve been kickin’ over my vaporators for ten years and then drag my whole town out to dance around in the sand like krayt dragon bait.” 
“You didn’t know what I looked like, when I told you that,” Din said. He had worn his helmet throughout the whole krayt debacle. 
“No,” Cobb allowed. “But you do look like it now. I’m not gonna like what you’re gonna tell me, am I?” 
Din grimaced. “No,” he said. “Probably not.” 
He told Cobb anyway. He told Cobb, the Tuskens, Jaig and the fourteen volunteers from Mos Pelgo – he counted, touched that fourteen people had decided to risk their lives for Boba, or at least for the chance to get rid of Gorga the Hutt – what his plan was. 
Cobb didn’t like it any more than Fennec had and said so, loudly and at length, but even he stopped grumbling after a few minutes and threw his hands up. 
“Ain’t nothin’ else to be done,” he said, expression furious. 
Gorga had backed them all into a corner. He’d caught them like an anooba in a durasteel trap, like a colo claw fish at the end of a harpoon. An anooba could get out of a trap, sometimes, and a colo claw fish could thrash its way free, but getting loose was never bloodless. 
Cobb didn’t like it when Din pointed that out to him either, but by then they really were out of time. 
The Tuskens, at least, were on board with no complaints. A’Shek had only shrugged when he heard Din’s plan, and had confirmed that A’Tin had gone into the desert after another set of speeders he’d seen. A’Shek had embraced technology in a way no other Tusken ever had; not only was he content to ride a speeder but he’d equipped his own warriors with commlinks too, and A’Shek would be more than happy to comm A’Tin at the right time and have A’Tin make some noise in the desert. 
 You’re sure you’re okay with this?  Din asked him, ignoring Cobb’s grumbling and Fennec’s pinched expression.  It will be dangerous.  
 You are the dragon-slayer,  A’Shek replied.  We will trust you.  
Douwan – the temporary chief of the Sun Rock, since the rest of the Sun Rock had been killed or captured – nodded. Haoran and Jo nodded too, faces pale, and promised Din that they understood what it was that they needed to do. 
From there, the only thing left to do was make it to the sarlacc pit. Cobb helped Din wrap his head up in a scarf, leaving only his eyes visible, and Din climbed into the front of the landspeeder that Haoran was going to pilot. 
Nine of the volunteers from Mos Pelgo piled in after him, flopping down to arrange themselves like they’d been arranged after the mercenaries had torn through their town. By unspoken agreement Cobb, also wrapped up like a merc, his red sweater and even his bandana exchanged for plain Katarn, climbed into the other landspeeder, mirroring Din. Jo was his pilot and he got the other five Mos Pelgoans and all five of the Tuskens. Jaig hopped into Din’s speeder and Fennec took the CK-6. 
They looked up at the line of kids and teenagers climbing up the ridge to the cave, the older kids clutching knives and a few blasters, a hacked-off bough from one of the cedru trees, and Din saw Haoran and Jo look at each other. Fennec, efficient as always, revved her swoop bike and shot off into the dark. 
The rest of them followed her. 
Silence fell quickly, broken only by the grumbling and growling of their speeders. The  ashay, as they skimmed across it, was almost oppressively quiet. The only sounds that Din could hear were the rushing of the wind and the whine of the speeders. The other usual noises of the desert – droning kirik-flies, the creak of a cedru limb, a conference of japoor reeds murmuring to each other or the far-off cries of a flock of junda birds, the occasional shriek of a krayt dragon, the baying of an anooba-pack – were absent. 
 The Tuskens – they were right to call this place the  ashay, Din thought. The nothing. Din had looked out over the black field of sand dunes from the top of the ridge and had seen with his own eyes that it was empty, but down here touching planetside, he would have at least expected  something. A few trees, some sand dunes with crowns of poonten grass. A lone bladeback or even an underfed womp rat scratching hungrily at the sands. Anything. 
But the dunes were empty. On the shaded sides of each dune, a handful of meager scrubs and shrubs grew, brown and parched, and Din was sure that insects probably lived among the desiccated branches, but without his visor he couldn’t check. The back of his neck prickled. 
 It feels – it feels like Boz Pity, almost,  Din thought. Empty and dead. Utterly still and utterly silent.  Unnatural.  
The strange quiet had everyone else on edge, too. Din had spent over a year with the White Bantha and he’d learned enough of the desert to know that it was never supposed to be this quiet, this still, not really. To someone like Cobb Vanth or A’Shek, like the people of Mos Pelgo, who had lived most of their lives among the sands, the silence must’ve been even worse. Even more unsettling. 
 There’s nothing we can do about it, though, Din thought, looking back up at the stars. The stars, at least, were familiar. The constellations were all where they should be. The Great Alor looked down at Din, his green eye glittering. 

   We just have to keep going.  

Ten klicks wasn’t very far at all. It didn’t take their group – the most lopsided, cobbled-together raiding party that had ever tried to venture across the desert, in Din’s opinion – very long to go skimming across the sands. Haoran kept the speeder moving at a decent pace. Din counted the minutes, eyes on the northern horizon. Five minutes passed, then six, then seven. The desert was silent around them. 
And then  Esk Team crested another sand dune, the desert spilling blue and silver beneath them, and found themselves staring across the sarlacc pit at a squat grey transport shuttle and several more teams of speeders. 
The noise hit them all at once. 
Din had never seen a sarlacc up close before. He’d seen holorecordings of the Pit of Carkoon during the brief time he’d spent at Jabba’s court and he’d the stories, but he hadn’t exactly been highly-ranked enough in Jabba’s court to secure an invitation to any of the executions that Jabba had held back then, and Din hadn’t been interested enough in the sarlacc to risk visiting on his own, either. 
The Spotted Anooba had told Din that this sarlacc was smaller than the one that had inhabited the Great Pit of Carkoon. If that was true, then Din couldn’t imagine how big that sarlacc must’ve been, because this one was  enormous.  
Its pit was fifty or sixty feet in diameter, sloping sharply down from a lip of fragile sand, and Din could tell that the pit was growing all of the time as the sarlacc lashed its sides, searching restlessly for food. 
 Why does it live here?  Din wondered.  Why the  ashay,  of everywhere else in the desert?  
Despite the barren hunting grounds, the sarlacc itself was huge. Its beak was ten feet tall and ten feet wide, each half as thick as a man. When the beak was closed it looked harder and sturdier than beskar. When it was opened, revealing a lashing tongue and rings and rings of hooked white teeth, Din could see all the way down to the sarlacc’s belly. 
His stomach churned. Long, thick tentacles churned through the air above the sarlacc’s beak, twitching restlessly, always searching for food, and the creature was constantly clacking its beak and shrieking. The noise was terrible. It curdled in Din’s gut like blue milk that had gone bad. 
 Can it smell us?  Din wondered.  Does it know that we’re here?  
Behind him, he heard someone shudder and mumble, “Careful, Hao. If we tip over the edge…” 
If the speeder tipped over the side of the pit, there’d be no getting out again. Repulsorlifts wouldn’t do much, and the sarlacc was moving around so restlessly that Din was pretty sure it would catch them if they fell. It would drag them into its mouth, that blunt beak closing over them, and none of them would ever see daylight again. 
 Boba survived that,  Din thought. Boba had fallen into a pit just like this one, disappeared behind a clacking beak, and then he had crawled out again.  How? 
But there wasn’t time to wonder about it, not really. Haoran carefully steered the landspeeder out of range of the sarlacc’s thrashing tentacles, following Fennec and her CK-6, but they were out of time. 
 The mercs are here, Din thought. The grey shuttle was ringed by fifteen or sixteen mercenaries on foot around the transport, all in grey Katarn-grade armor except for a tall, familiar Trandoshan, who was dressed in a reddish poncho and a yellow kit.  
 Sixteen, Din thought, counting correctly, though he wasn’t sure that one more or one less mercenary would make much of a difference. He carefully avoided the Trandoshan’s eyes as they swept over Din and his companions. 
 Should’ve worn my helmet, even if it was broken, Din thought. 
If it had just been sixteen mercenaries on foot, Din would’ve jerked his chin at Fennec and started shooting, but the merc on the comm hadn’t lied to Din; other teams of speeders had come to gather at the sarlacc pit, ringed all around it like spectators coming to watch a pod race or a blood match, and there were dozens of mercs lounging on top of their speeders or dragging captives closer to the pit, cleaning weapons, lazily watching the desert. 

   We’re outnumbered.  

Din had known that they would be badly outnumbered, but uneasiness still passed through Din – and his companions – like a current crackling through a live wire. All around him the people of Mos Pelgo – the Tuskens – even Jaig – shifted, flinched away from the sarlacc and its cries. Doubt pressed down on Din’s ribs like a bruise. 
Their goal was to  save  Boba, not to end up in the sarlacc pit along with him. But Gorga had learned from his first raid on the palace, from the attack on the road that had failed to take Din off the  dejarik  board, from the half-dozen assassination attempts he’d sent against Boba, probing the palace’s defenses. 
When he’d come at Boba’s outfit before, Gorga hadn’t hit them hard enough. Hadn’t thrown enough bodies at Boba and his people. But  now –
“There’s too many,” Din heard someone mutter behind him. “We’re – ”
“Hold steady, now,” Cobb cut in from the other speeder, quiet but firm. His tone brooked no argument. “Stick to the plan. Look at Mando. He’s not afraid, is he?” 
Din was terrified, but his face was hidden beneath his makeshift headscarf. No one could see how scared he was. 
 What if – what if we’re not enough?  he couldn’t help but wonder.  What if there’s too many of them? What if Boba’s dead already? What if –  
 No, Din thought forcefully. He straightened his back. Everyone was looking at him. Their attention caught and pulled. It was almost like being back on Krownest, walking across the ice. Everyone in the landspeeder was watching Din and waiting to see what he would do. 
 I’m going to do what I swore that I’d do,  Din thought.  I’m getting Boba back. There’s no other option, not for me.  
Boba was alive. Din would know if he was dead. He would  know. He didn’t know how, but he knew that he’d know. He’d be able to feel it. To sense it, like a Jedi sensing another across the jungle of Yavin-4. 

   I would know.  

Din reached for the conviction that still lived in the pit of his belly and pulled it up through his chest, pushed it through his fingertips, through his shoulders, his teeth. He tried to project confidence and calm with all of his might. 
“We’re gonna be alright,” Cobb assured his people. “We’re smarter’n them, and if we ain’t smarter, we’re sure as stars more stubborn.” 
 That, Din thought, was true. He let out a careful breath, holding onto that truth, and looked around the rim of the sarlacc pit at Fennec. 
Her eyes were dark with concern, but Din thought that he was probably the only one who knew it well enough to see it. She dipped her head. She was still ready to start shooting, even if they were all outnumbered. 
Din turned his attention back to the cluster of mercenaries around the shuttle and studied them more closely. 
He saw men and women and Traondoshans, a few Devaronians, a Twi’Lek. Dozens of mercenaries in Katarn-grade armor and even more captives. But he didn’t see green armor or black Tusken robes. 
 I don’t see Boba, he thought. Din didn’t want to start shooting unless Boba was here. If he wasn’t, then there was no point in risking anyone’s lives. The idea of revenge was tempting – for Tavva, slumped over the bar, for the Nuxan dead in the sands, for Kasyyk – but getting Boba out mattered more.
Din risked a careful Tusken sign, angling his body so that anyone looking at him from the other side of the sarlacc pit could only see one side of him. 
 WAIT, he signed to Fennec. She blinked in acknowledgement and peeled her swoop bike off to the side, letting Haoran pull up next to her. 
Haoran and Jo had slowed to a careful crawl, giving the edge of the sarlacc pit a healthy berth. One of the mercenaries over by the shuttle raised a hand, catching Din’s attention. Din lifted his own hand back. 
“Mando?” Haoran asked, tone high with nervousness. “What’s, uh, what’s the plan? We still going with the original?” 
Din hadn’t come up with anything better. 
“Keep it steady,” he said, simply. “Follow Fennec.” 
He didn’t bother to offer up any platitudes about whether or not they would all be alright because he didn’t want to lie to the Mos Pelgoans, but there was no point in letting anyone start to doubt the plan either. Every second that Din and his crew managed to keep the mercs from figuring out who they were was another second that they could avoid a firefight. This had become a game of numbers – the longer Din was able to keep his war band at full strength, the better of a chance they had to actually stand their ground. To get Boba and get away, if they couldn’t win against the mercenaries directly.  
 We have to get them to bring Boba out, somehow,  Din thought.  I don’t want to wait until Gorga gets here. He’s probably traveling with half an army on his own.  
Thinking about the possibility of more mercenaries made Din’s vision narrow. They were already facing sixty. Facing  more – 
But A’Shek, quiet in the bottom of the landspeeder beside Din, was paying attention. Out of the corner of his eye, Din saw him press a button on his commlink. 
For a moment, nothing happened. Then, far off in the desert, a faint explosion detonated. By the time the sound reached Din’s crew and the mercs on the other side of the sarlacc pit, the echo was dim and distant. Hardly worth noticing. 
But the mercenaries  did notice, the Trandoshan’s head snapping around to stare off like he could see straight to the source of the sound, and a second later the comm Din had taken from Keemo – and every comm across the pit – crackled to life. A panicked mercenary’s voice split the air. 
“  – rek, Jenth  Team to Base  Aurek, we’re under attack!” 
To emphasize  Jenth Team’s point, another distant explosion echoed. 
 A’Tin’s good, Din thought, impressed.  
“ Jenth  Team, what’s happening?” The mercenary who answered  Jenth Team’s frantic call was the same one who’d called Din when Keemo’d hit the emergency banner. 
 There, Din thought, scanning the gathered mercenaries to see who was in charge of running the comms. A Twi’Lek Din’s age, green-skinned and battle-scarred, had stepped out from a dark doorway in the shuttle and had a comm up to his mouth. The rest of the mercenaries were looking at him. 
The Twi’Lek stepped further out into the moonlight, and Jeka followed behind him. Din’s eyes narrowed. 
“We’re under attack!” the comm crackled, shrill with alarm. “There’s –  kark,  there’s another one! Tsabi,  duck – !” 
The call cut out, but not before everyone listening on the ridge heard a third explosion rattle across the sands. 

   Good.  

 “Jenth  Team, come in,  Jenth Team,” the Twi’Lek snapped, commlink pressed up to his mouth. Haoran, Jo and Fennec had all slowed their speeders to a crawl. They weren’t opposite the other mercs and the grey transport shuttle any more; they were rounding the side of the sarlacc pit, the distance narrowing. 
While Din watched, the Twi’Lek manning the comms swore and Jeka, close behind him, gestured sharply at some of the mercenaries who were lounging on or near their speeders. At her command, three crews – over twenty mercenaries – jumped into action. They dragged any captives that they still had in their speeders out and dumped them in the sands, herding them towards the clusters of beings under guard already gathered near the edge of the sarlacc pit, and then they jumped up into the now-empty speeders and sped off, repulsorlifts throwing up sand. 
Part of Din was grimly disappointed that only twenty mercenaries had been lured away by A’Tin’s distraction, but the other part of him remembered that it didn’t really matter, anyway. Every merc drawn away from the sarlacc pit was one less merc to get through. The teams responding to  Jenth Team’s distress roared across the dunes and were quickly lost to sight. 
 Hopefully A’Tin can get enough captives free to give twenty mercenaries some real trouble, Din thought, and then he put A’Tin and his distraction away in the back of his mind. There was nothing Din could do to help them from here. 
All of the other mercs who’d stayed near the shuttle or to guard the captives weren’t paying attention to  Esk Team any more. Din took advantage of their distraction and took a closer look at the captives as Haoran cautiously nosed his way closer to the mercs. None of the mercenaries were paying attention to their captives either, not even Jeka or the Trandoshan – they were huddled together staring at the comm in the Twi’Lek’s hand, and the rest of the mercenaries were muttering amongst themselves. 
 They’re uneasy,  Din thought.  We surprised them. They’d thought that they’d won out over all of us. No one was expecting any more resistance.  Now that he was closer, Din could see that even these mercenaries, who’d ostensibly  won – who had stormed the palace, stormed Mos Pelgo, who’d gone up against Boba’s outfit and managed to beat them all – were battered. Most sported bruises and bandages. The Trandoshan had a splint on the knee that Din had shot. 
 Good, Din thought again. He and Fennec exchanged another speaking glance. The mercs were tired and battered and probably eager to get all of this over with. To get paid and to get the kark off of Tatooine. They were on edge, too. They’d met fierce resistance. 

   Our people put up a fight.  

Searching the faces of the captives, who were all chained together and shoved so close to the sarlacc pit that the first row of captives flinched every time a tentacle flailed too near their heads, Din found several familiar ones. 
The mercenaries had brought most of the palace’s crew to the pit to watch Boba’s execution. To crush any resistance, maybe, or to demonstrate Gorga’s power. The palace’s guards and its staff and even a fair few of its regular guests huddled together, shivering in the chill air of a desert night. Misery was almost palpable in the air.
 But not all of us are beaten, he thought. Din saw Noora, a cut at her temple and another at her cheek, glaring vibroknives at the Twi’Lek merc who was holding the commlink. He saw Ushib held off by herself, guarded by three mercenaries, her chin lifted high in defiance. Kolburn, a captain of the crews that patrolled Mos Eisley, was down an ear and looked like he could barely see out of one eye, but he was glaring ferociously at the nearest mercenary and sheltering the person closest to him, a purple-skinned Devaronian woman who had helped Kolburn secure Gella’s Place after Din, Fennec and Quinlan had torn through it. 
Some of Mos Pelgo’s people were here too. Din saw Jo stiffen out of the corner of his eye, her speeder wavering as she spotted someone that she knew in the crowd. Tusken warriors – the Sun Rock – had been chained hand and foot. 
A flash of orange, nearly silver underneath the moons, caught Din’s attention. His stomach twisted. 
 Gida, he thought. She was here too, sitting huddled with a few others from the palace, her head bowed, staring sightlessly into the sands. 
Giving Gorga the information that he’d wanted hadn’t saved Gida from his mercenaries, it seemed. 
 She was there when the mercs attacked, Din remembered. Fennec had told him that. Gida’d been dragged up from the kitchens with Ushib. The mercenaries had threatened her. 
A few hours ago, Din might’ve argued that that had been an act on Gida’s part. That Gida had still been working with Gorga’s crew even as they’d torn the palace apart. But she must have known that they would grab her too. That they’d try and sell her for a few credits just like they’d sell everyone else, no matter what information Gida had given them or how willingly she’d given it. 
Like this, slumped in the sand, her shoulders pulled up around her ears, fresh bruises on her arms, her face, Din didn’t look at her and see a traitor. He saw only Gari, Gida’s little brother, slumped in a chair in the Jedi Temple. Alone and afraid. 
 Gorga did this to us,  Din thought. His anger was easy to reach and Din took hold of it now, breathed with it, let it grow. He was going to need anger. Rage.  Esk Team had almost reached the rest of the mercenaries. 
Din’s landspeeder buzzed, his allies shifting, getting ready. Haoran’s shoulders shook. The crew in Cobb’s speeder did the same, chains rustling. Cobb’s eyes flashed in the dark. They were as ready as they could be. 
Fennec slipped even further to the outside, letting Din’s speeder take the lead. So far none of the mercs had taken a second look at  Esk Team – A’Tin’s distraction had worked – but a closer look was coming. One of the mercenaries by the shuttle, a tall, broad-shouldered human with a web of burn scars on one cheek, came loping over. 
“Mando?” Haoran muttered nervously. “Now?” 
Din shook his head, keeping the motion as small as he could. “Not yet,” he muttered back. They were close, but not close enough. Din needed him to get closer. To convince the others that everything was fine. 
“Hey, Liff,” he called. Instead of a headscarf, he’d shielded his eyes with an enormous pair of goggles. “You’re just in time, we heard that the boss’s comin’ from over Mos Gam – hey,” he said, slowing down. 
The mercenary was only ten feet away. Close enough to get a better look at the returning  Esk Team than any of the other mercenaries. Close enough to see that there was no Zygerrian leading them on the CK-6. That the Devaronian was missing. 
Behind the human, other mercs were turning around. Looking to see what had made the man stop in his tracks. Din cataloged their weapons out of practiced habit and their positions out of necessity. 
Some of the captives were starting to look up, too. Ushib took a step forward and all three of her guards leveled blasters at her. Gida looked up from the sands. 
“Where’s Harlow?” the merc said, narrow-eyed. “And Jok? You don’t – ”
Din tuned the mercenary out, focusing his attention on the soldiers still clustered around Jeka, the Twi’Lek and the Trandoshan. The Trandoshan was looking up at the sky, shading his eyes. 
 Looking for Goga, Din thought. Battlefield focus cleared the soft symoxin fog out of the corners of his eyes. The Twi’Lek was still holding the commlink, sharp brows pinched, and Jeka – 
Jeka was reaching into the dark mouth of the transport, motioning for another merc to help her. She hadn’t realized that some of the others were having doubts about  Esk Team, not yet. She hadn’t seen the human merc pause. 
Jeka was pulling someone out of the transport. Her claws were wrapped around a black robe. 

   Boba.  

The sight of Boba’s sleeve was all Din needed. 
“Now,” Din said, and pulled his blaster, taking the human mercenary through an eye. The man toppled backwards, his other eye open in shock, and then the sarlacc pit boiled over into violence. 
Din’s plan, as he’d presented it to the others back at the ridge, was straightforward. There was no cover out here. No place to hide or to sneak up on the mercenaries, no vantage points for a sniper like Fennec to pick them off one by one, so Din’s plan didn’t involve trying to sneak up or pick off the mercenaries at all. 
The plan, such as it was, was to hit Gorga’s crew hard and fast, with everything that Din and his friends had left. To make every shot – every swing of Din’s spear or the Tuskens’  gaderffiit – count.  
With that goal bright as a star in Din’s mind, he took another shot, catching a Rodian mercenary in the chest, hooked a hand down to scoop up both his spear and Boba’s  gaderffii, and vaulted out of the speeder.
Landing in the sands hurt. Even through the warm, foggy haze of the tablet of symoxin Fennec had made Din take, it hurt. His leg threatened to buckle. The world went white behind Din’s eyes. 
But his leg held and his allies held too; Haoran gunned the speeder forward with a ferocious war cry, the  ahra of Mos Pelgo bubbling up and over its sides, and rammed it with as much speed as he could build up into the side of the grey transport. He bowled over a swath of mercenaries doing it and none of them stood up again. The landspeeder struck the shuttle with a thunderous peal. Metal rent. Smoke poured into the air. 
And Din, taking advantage of the mercenaries’ confusion, started to move. 
He tossed his blaster aside. Quarters were close, too close for blaster fire, and Din didn’t want to risk missing the mercenaries and shooting any of their captives by mistake. 
Instead, he shifted the spear over to his right hand, the  gaderffii to his left, and started to fight his way towards the edge of the sarlacc pit, where he had seen Jeka reach into the transport to drag Boba out. 
Haoran hadn’t managed to muster up enough speed to do much damage to the transport. The speeder was crushed, its nose crumpled, its repulsors spitting blue sparks across the sand, but the shuttle itself was only dented. As the smoke started to clear Din saw Jeka lurch back to her feet, one clawed hand still curled around Boba’s arm. Boba was on his feet too. 

   He’s alive! 

Relief jolted through Din and gave him the strength to bash one mercenary’s head in with the wicked club of the  gaderffii.  He cleared another away with his spear, slicing through a leg, an arm, across a chest, down a cheek. The spear was harder to control with one hand than two, but Din was moving too fast for flaws in his form to trip him up or slow him down anyway.    
The mercenaries had been caught by surprise. Din had to duck one blaster bolt that whistled past his head, close enough to singe his headscarf, but chaos reigned and the mercenaries couldn’t seem to figure out what or which threat to manage first. Din was cutting his way through any merc he could reach, but he wasn’t attacking alone. 
Cobb Vanth had drawn his pilfered blaster and was shooting down soldiers with cool precision. He wasn’t a sniper like Fennec, but his aim was plenty good; mercs fell with holes smoking in their chests, their throats, went spinning away into the sand or over the edge of the pit. Kirsha Littlemoon had rallied a crew and was rushing a knot of mercenaries who were guarding some of the captives. A’Shek let out a fierce war cry and made straight for Ushib, brandishing a  gaderffii of his own. 
The mercs tried to rally. They had greater numbers, after all, and if they could get organized and mount a coordinated defense, they could easily turn the tide. But the Twi’Lek manning the comms raised his own to his mouth to call for help and then had to drop his commlink with a yelp as it exploded in his hand, red-orange molten plastoid splashing over his feet.  
 Fennec,  Din thought. A human woman rushed for him yelling, blasters raised. Din twitched the spear and opened the side of her throat. A male Twi’Lek came from the other side and caught the business end of Boba’s  gaderffii.  
Din wanted to keep track of the entire battlefield, but couldn’t. Too much was happening and he had to narrow his focus to keep from catching a blaster bolt to the belly or the face. He'd pulled the collar of his kute up, but he didn't have his helmet; Din couldn't charge into a line of blasterfire like he was used to.
Red light screamed and blurred all around him. A Zabrak merc with one burning yellow eye lunged for Din’s chest and Din had to block him with the spear and  gaderffii both, crossing them over his chest to catch the mercenary before he could bury a vibroknife in Din's side. The impact of the mercenary rattled Din’s teeth. Made his arm ache even through the rush of adrenaline, through the symoxin. 
“The Mandalorian!”  Din heard someone – Jeka – screaming, a high hiss rising over the frantic sounds of fighting. “Get the Mandalorian! Bring him down!” 
Not yet,  Din thought grimly. The Zabrak clawing at him past the dark wood of Boba’s  gaderffii was strong. Din put all of his weight onto his good leg and let his weapons drop, stepping aside; the Zabrak toppled into the space Din had made and wasn’t quick enough to recover his footing. Din slashed the spear over the back of the Zabrak’s leg, hamstringing him, then clubbed him hard in the side of the head when he stumbled. The Zabrak fell sideways into the sands and didn’t get up.
Din took a fraction of a second to check on everything else, pivoting to look for his next opponent. 
They had to make this work. There wouldn’t be any other chances to get this right. The sarlacc was raging, its tentacles thrashing through the air. One hit the ground with a mighty  thwump that rattled through Din’s feet and sent a fresh wave of sand cascading down to the sarlacc’s beak. The mercenaries were recovering. 
Din, Fennec and the Tuskens had taken  Esk Team so quickly because there had been seven mercenaries for eight fighters. They'd been able to hit all of the mercs more or less at once, kill them simultaneously, before any of them had been able to rally.
There were more than eight mercenaries here. 
Din had cut down seven of them on his own before the mercenaries got over their shock and started fighting back. Fennec had dropped three more, Vanth two or three, the Tuskens a handful, the people of Mos Pelgo two handfuls more, but there were still dozens of mercs gathered by the sarlacc pit and despite how tight-fisted Gorga had been with his credits previously, he had shelled out for tougher mercenaries this time around. 
“Look alive, you worms!” the Trandoshan roared, throwing himself towards Haoran, who was stumbling out of his crashed speeder. “Stand and fight!” 
The mercenaries obeyed. The crews guarding the captives leaped forward to meet Kirsha and her ragged band. Ushib rushed one of her jailers, A'Shek still fighting to reach her, and was dropped by a sharp blow to the back of the head. Fennec shot a Rodian mercenary between the eyes but was too slow to duck his returning fire; she caught a blaster bolt to the shoulder and she fell back with a soundless cry, toppling into the sand. 
Din's stomach lurched, but he couldn't turn back around to help her. He had to get to Boba. Everything hinged on it. 
“Don’t make it easy for ‘em!” Cobb roared, his voice rising over the chaos. The mercs were shouting orders at each other, trying to rally their crews. Some of the captives were screaming. The sarlacc shrieked in frustration.  
Din put his worry for his friends aside and flung himself towards Boba. He was still twenty feet away and there were ten, fifteen mercs between Din and Jeka, who still had Boba by the arm. 
The moons spilled silver light over the sarlacc pit. Everywhere Din looked there were bodies. The sands seethed. And Boba was there, regaining his balance, lifting his head up to glare first at Jeka, then at Din, and Din saw the surprise across his face when he realized what was happening.  
Boba looked terrible. His face was cut and bruised, his brown skin turned grey and pallid underneath the moonlight, underneath all of his pain, and there was a blaster burn scored red and angry across one side of Boba’s neck. His ear was torn. His nose was broken. There were new holes in his robes, and it looked like Boba was barely able to stand on his own. Jeka was supporting him just as much as she was holding him back. Boba was chained hand and foot.   
But he was alive. 
Din let out a fierce cry of his own and bareled into a human man. He didn’t care about finesse or form, not any more. All that mattered was getting to Boba, was getting him free – 
Din would never know if it was the wild look in his face that tipped Jeka off, or if she’d always been the one collecting information for Gorga. If Jeka was the one who’d been terrorizing and bribing Gida, Cobb Vanth's ahra, if Jeka'd learned Boba’s outfit and his allies the best, and so knew a little bit better than the other mercenaries just what Boba meant to Din. 
But she saw something in him as he charged at her, bashing other mercenaries aside, or she knew something, because her angular face hardened. She didn’t panic. Jeka the Zygerrian pulled a blaster from a holster at her side, looked Din in the eye, and planted the muzzle of the blaster underneath Boba’s chin. 
Boba froze. Cold fear exploded in Din’s chest. He had known that Boba would be in the line of fire, that this plan would be dangerous for all of them, but seeing the blaster – the dead look in Jeka’s eyes, as serious as the sarlacc – made Din stumble to a halt. His spear wavered. 
Jeka’s eyes glittered. Din saw victory in her face.  
“STOP!”  she thundered. She was looking at Din, but her voice rose above all of the fighting. “Unless you want Lord Fett to die right here!”  
Her voice rolled over the pit, rising above the shriek of blaster bolts, the shouts of fury and pain, even the sarlacc’s hissing and thrashing. 
Death by blaster was faster than death by sarlacc, but the whole point of this attack had been to save Boba’s life. Din locked eyes with Jeka. He froze. 
The battle slowed around him in fits and spurts, then stopped entirely. Fennec lay very still on the ground, smoke rising from her body. Ushib had struggled back up to her knees, but stopped when one of the mercenaries guarding her put a blaster to her temple. 
Cobb stared between Din and Jeka for a long moment, like he couldn’t believe that Din had stopped, Cobb's blaster wavering towards the sand. Kirsha’s crew was overwhelmed, their weapons torn from their hands. The Trandoshan had pinned Haoran to the side of the shuttle. Fennec was unmoving on the ground. The resistance, meager as it was, died as quickly as it had started. 
No one wanted to be the one who got Boba shot. 
Boba was still staring at Din with wide eyes, confused, like he couldn’t believe that Din was here. That this was happening. The sarlacc wailed again. 
Jeka’s lip curled into a ferocious snarl. She jammed her blaster tighter underneath Boba's chin, and locked eyes with Din. “Take his weapons, Bossk,” she instructed, staring at Din. He glared back and tried to wipe everything but rage off his face. “And make sure you do a good job of it, this time.” 
The Trandoshan hissed an affirmative and strode towards Din. Haoran crumpled to the ground when the Trandoshan left. The Trandoshan loped up to Din like he had in the Jundland Wastes and every instinct in Din’s body screamed at him to lash out, to put his spear through the Trandoshan’s throat, but moving would doom Boba, and Din couldn’t do that. 
The Trandoshan came within range of Din, flat yellow eyes shining. “Sssstubborn,” he said, the same thing he’d said to Din when he’d stood above him on the cliff and stepped on Din’s good hand. 
Din bared all of his teeth. There wasn't anything else that he could do. The Trandoshan grinned back, then backhanded Din with enough force that Din lost sight in his left eye for a moment. The desert swam. Red light burst behind his eyes. His ears rang, and Din thought that he fell. 
When Din regained his senses, he realized that he  had  fallen, and he’d been disarmed, too. The Trandoshan – Bossk – had Din by the heel of his bad leg and was dragging Din through the sand, towards Boba and Jeka. Din bit his cheek so hard that the taste of blood flooded his mouth, and he still didn’t manage to stop himself from screaming. His leg  hurt.  
Bossk had Din’s spear and Boba’s  gaderffii  both folded in one hand. He dragged Din to Jeka, then threw Din at her feet. Din  did lose consciousness for a second then, pain white-hot and all-encompassing, agony brushing aside the tablet of symoxin he’d taken like a wind swept a sand dune out of the way, into a new shape, and when he blinked himself back into consciousness, Boba was standing over him, between Din and the Trandoshan. Jeka'd let him go and Boba was standing on his own, though he swayed over Din dangerously. Din had curled up onto his left side, shivering with pain. It was hard to think past how much his leg hurt. 
“Bossk,” said Boba, low and urgent. “Don’t.” 
The Trandoshan’s boot was raised, like he intended to step down on Din and make sure that he wouldn’t be able to stand again. Jeka'd shifted her outraged glare to Boba and her hand was open, like Boba had torn himself away from her. She’d underestimated how karking strong Boba could be, when he wanted or needed to be, and through the haze of his own hurt Din was fiercely glad that Boba still had some fight left in him.  
“It’sss not perssonal,” Bossk said, sounding apologetic, and brought his foot down. 
 This,  Din managed to think, when he finally stopped howling in pain,  was maybe a bad idea.  
By luck or mercy Bossk hadn’t stomped down on the break in Din’s leg, which was just below Din’s knee. He stomped on Din’s chest instead. Din’s beskar took most of the force, diffusing it across his chest, but it still  hurt, Din's sore ribs shrieking, his breath deserting his body. Jeka lunged for Boba, getting her hand on him again. Bossk backed away.   
Din managed to cling to consciousness this time, though, and got to see Boba surge forward like Jeka weighed nothing at all and bash his forehead, hard, into the Trandoshan’s blunt nose. 
Bossk howled too and dropped Din’s spear. He stumbled backwards and Boba immediately pressed his advantage, snarling, but then Jeka remembered that she didn’t have just a clawed hand to control Boba, and aimed her blaster at Din instead. 
She cocked it. Boba froze. 
“This worked on him,” Jeka said coolly. “Let’s see if it works on you too, Fett. Stand down. Go for Bossk – for me, for anyone – and I’ll shoot him. He’s not wearing armor everywhere.” 
Din stared down the dark barrel of Jeka’s blaster, heart thundering. Boba’s life mattered more, right now. If Boba could get free – 
But he wasn’t going to leave Din, leave Fennec, any of them, just like Din wouldn’t have left Boba, and Jeka knew it too. 
Scowling, blood trickling down his face from a fresh gash to his forehead, Boba stepped back away from the Trandoshan. He didn't fight Jeka's grip. If Boba could just break free and run, could get away, then all of this would be worth it, but Din could see all of Jeka's other captives out of the corner of his eye. The mercenaries had blasters trained on Cobb Vanth as they disarmed him. On Kirsha and her crew. On Gida and Noora and all of the palace guards kneeling in the sand. On the children of Mos Pelgo. 
Boba wasn't going anywhere. 
“You  Mandalorians,” Jeka said, spitting into the sand. “You’re something else, aren’t you? Bossk, search him. I want everything he’s got on him. This one is dangerous, even if he looks hurt now.”
Din didn't just look hurt, but Jeka'd seen him unconscious and disarmed before, and knew that Din had somehow managed to get past the guards she'd left him with. She didn't seem keen to want to give Din another chance to surprise her. Din stayed curled up on his side, panting with pain, and focused on Boba instead of on Jeka.
Boba was afraid. Hurt, angry but most of all terrified, and Din couldn't blame him. Everyone that Boba cared about was here. Jeka had all of the cards in her claws, and Boba knew it.
Boba glared ferociously at Jeka, but didn't try to pull away from her or to chase after the Trandoshan. Baring all of her sharp teeth back at Boba, Jeka whipped the grip of her blaster around and caught Boba in the side of the head. Boba grunted and collapsed. Din immediately tried to crawl over and cover Boba with his beskar, but moving made his vision spike red and black. Jeka let Boba go. He landed in the sand beside Din and didn't move to get up again, though he groaned so that Din knew that he was alive.   
The Trandoshan, nursing a bruised muzzle, came back over and sulkily crouched, keeping an eye on Din, and started to search Din for weapons. Din glared at him. He knew the Trandoshan’s name. Bossk was a bounty hunter. A high-level one. He’d never come around the Bounty Hunter’s Guild on Nevarro, but Din had seen him in other cantinas before. He’d seen some of the bounties Bossk had brought in. 
 Boba knows him,  Din thought.  They worked together, maybe. And this  sleemo  still went along with Gorga’s plan.  
“Like I sssaid,” Bossk muttered, taking the vibroknives at Din’s hips, the  verd knife in his boot, patting down Din’s right side for other blasters and blades. “It’sss not persssonal, Boba.” 
“Get karked,” Boba hissed. Beside Din, he started to stir again. Din pressed closer, determined to protect him. His left shoulder bumped against Boba’s right. 
“The rest of you, disarm them all,” Jeka called, speaking to the other mercenaries. “Chain them. If any resist, shoot them or throw them to the sarlacc. I don’t care about your paydays. And check the dead, too – we don’t need any more surprises.” 
Din thought of Fennec, her body smoking in the sand. He screwed his eyes shut and hoped that to Jeka, the expression just looked like pain. Like defeat. She had won, after all. The only one still out in the desert was A'Timma. Maybe he'd managed to free the captives Jenth Team had been hauling out to the sarlacc pit, but at most that'd leave A'Shek and a handful of others, against all of the mercs still left. 
“As for  you,” Jeka growled, glaring down at Din with her fierce yellow eyes shining in the darkness. “You’re worth a lot to Gorga, but I think you’re too much trouble. You can join Fett in the sarlacc’s belly. Wouldn’t want him to go down there without his loyal akk, would we, boys? You can keep each other company while you're devoured.” 
The mercenaries who were still standing – who had recovered from the attack, who felt safe now that all of Din’s friends had been disarmed – all laughed, their voices rising cruelly into the air. Din gritted his teeth and didn’t fight as Bossk finished stripped off Din’s weapons – his blaster and his spear, Boba’s  gaderffii, even the knives tucked away underneath Din’s gauntlets – and kicked Din in the side again for good measure.  
Din’s whole world narrowed, darkness crowding the edges of his vision, pain screaming up his spine, and Din curled up tighter around his injuries, trying to roll away. The force of Bossk's kick pushed Din through the sand. Sand shifted underneath the Trandoshan's feet, underneath Din's side. He could feel air stirring the back of his neck. They were very close to the pit. Close enough to smell the carrion-stink of the beast. To see its tongue move inside of its beak. For a second all Din could see was the sarlacc. Its beak, its lashing tentacles, the rings and rings of hooked white teeth that would trap Din in its stomach until its acid chewed through his kute, his beskar. 
Another kick would put Din over the edge of the sarlacc pit. The sides of it were sheer and steep. There were no handholds, no ridges or cliffs to catch Din this time. If he fell, he wouldn't get out of the pit again. 
But Boba caught him. He did it clumsily, his hands bound together, but he did it. He caught Din by the edge of A’Shek’s cloak and pulled him back away from the edge of the pit, and Din managed to lurch up to his knees, staggering through the sand, before he put a foot or two of distance between himself and the pit and collapsed heavily against Boba’s side. They were both breathing hard. Terror buzzed in the back of Din's mouth.   
The mercenaries laughed harder, cruel and mocking, but Din just sagged against the familiar shape of Boba’s body.
It was impossible to feel his warmth through the wind and Din’s armor, through Boba’s robes, but he was solid and  alive, his hands curled white-knuckled around Din’s borrowed cloak, and when Din forced himself back up to an elbow and looked at Boba, Boba’s battered face was creased with concern. 
Din smiled at him. He couldn’t help it. 
“Hey,” Din said. 
The concern on Boba’s face didn’t fade, not entirely – he could probably see how battered Din was too, could draw his own conclusions about the sort of day that Din had had, since Din and Boba had parted on Krownest – but something else, amusement or exasperation or relief, bright and clear, cracked through his grim expression. 
“Din,” said Boba, roughly. “Hey.” 
They’d only been apart for a day. Twenty-four or twenty-five standard hours. Hardly any time at all, really, when Din considered the whole of his life before he’d met Boba. 
 But I didn’t know if I’d get to see him alive again, Din thought. Standing in the ruin of the palace, looking at that score of carbon across the back of Boba’s throne, at the blood on the floor – 
None of that mattered now, not really. Boba was  here. He was here.
Din was happy to see him. 
“What are you doing here?” Boba asked, pitching his voice low. He hadn’t let go of Dins cloak yet. Jeka, deciding that Din and Boba either couldn't or wouldn't cause any more trouble, had turned her attention to the other mercenaries and was shouting orders, instructing them to secure all of the captives. Her blaster was still aimed at Din, but her aim had drifted from the center of Din's forehead towards his ear. “You weren’t at the palace, Din. You weren’t even on Tatooine. How did you – ”
“I came to rescue you,” Din said. 
Boba stared at him, expression going slack with surprise. 
 Probably because I did such a karking bad job of it, Din thought. He studied Boba more carefully, trying to see which of Boba’s injuries was the worst. 
The blaster burn across the side of Boba’s neck concerned Din. The scab was already yellow and swollen, the skin around the wound flushed angrily. The mercs hadn’t taken as much care with Boba’s injuries as Fennec had taken care of Din’s; the blaster burn looked infected already. 
The various bumps and bruises on Boba’s face weren’t too worrying, though Din was sure that the broken nose and the fresh gash opened up by Jeka's blaster hurt. A tear in one of Boba’s sleeves showed Din a long, scabbed-over cut, but Din was more worried about what he couldn’t see. If Boba had any other cuts or gashes, if he’d been shot anywhere else, if he was nursing a gut wound underneath his ribs. 
But he was  alive, and Din was glad to see him even as the sarlacc shrieked, all of its limbs thrashing. Its hunger was almost palpable in the air. It chewed at Din. 
 Can it smell us?  Din wondered again.  All of us – we’ve been wounded. Can it tell?  
If it could smell them, Din could understand why it was so active now, why it was writhing around like it expected a meal. It  did expect a meal. It was hungry. Din tried not to look at it, focusing his attention back on Boba instead. 
 Alright,  Din thought.  We made it this far.  
Boba was still staring at Din incredulously. His gaderffii lay in the sand a few feet beyond them both, behind Jeka. Din's spear was beside it. Bossk had kept the rest of Din's kit. “You came,” he said, “to rescue me.” 
Din nodded. “Clearly, it’s going well,” he said, aiming for a joke, but it was hard to try to smile with the sarlacc making so much noise, with its hunger howling against Din like the wind in a sandstorm. 
Boba stared at Din some more, then huffed a little. “Is this the part where you tell me that you’ve got a plan?” he asked. His voice was hoarse and raw. Din tried not to wonder if Boba had been screaming. 
Din wanted to drop his head down against Boba’s shoulder. Wanted to press his forehead against the solid weight of Boba’s body like he had so many times before, wanted to let Boba’s weight – the feel of him – soothe Din’s frayed and shattered nerves.  
 There’s a good chance that we’re all going to die today, Din thought. Since there was a good chance that they’d all die, Din didn’t see any reason to deny himself – to deny Boba – even a scrap of comfort, so Din did what he wanted and leaned into Boba harder, tucking his cheek against the curve of Boba’s bicep. 
He didn’t care that Gorga’s mercenaries could see. He didn’t care what the mercenaries realized, what they thought. None of it would matter when Gorga the Hutt arrived. 
A strange sort of calm settled itself over Din. 
“Sorry,” Din said, his own voice hoarse with exhaustion. He was aware that the mercenaries – Jeka and the Trandoshan in particular, their attention swinging around off the others to narrow in on Din and Boba – were watching him. “I’m all out of plans,  cyare. The last two that I tried to pull off didn’t go over so well.”
“I can see that,” Boba muttered. He didn't shrug Din off or pull away, “You look like bantha shit, Din.” 
Din snorted. “So do you,” he said. He shifted, leaning harder against Boba, and used the way that his borrowed cloak fell over him to hide a hand, which he used to shift and reach for the seams of his kute. 
Fennec and Cobb had hated Din's plan. The idea that Din had come up with was risky. Foolish. It relied as much on luck as it did on skill. It relied on the mercs being lazy or overwhelmed, on them being smug and self-satisfied, sure of their victory. And the mercs had won. Din had been disarmed. Boba had been beaten. Bossk had taken every weapon from Din that he'd been able to see. 
But Bossk hadn’t stripped off Din's armor, and he hadn’t found the hilt of the darksaber, either. Bossk had only checked Din’s right side, not his left. He'd let Din curl up on his left side like a wounded animal. He hadn't tried to open or check inside of Din's kute at all. Din and his crew had put up a good fight. A believable fight. And their loss was believable too – Bossk had bought it. Jeka'd bought it. 
Din’s fingers curled over the darksaber's familiar angular hilt.  
None of the mercenaries here had even seen him use it. The ones who had seen him use it had all died back at the ridge, and it wasn’t a weapon that most of these skug-suckers would have seen before. The Jedi had vanished at the end of the Clone Wars, and their lightsabers had vanished with them. 
Din had been counting on that. 
Din was right-handed. He’d practiced most of the lightsaber forms that he’d learned from the holocron, from K’Kruhk, with his right hand. Din had even gotten halfway decent with the darksaber – being forced to use it with his left hand was less than ideal. 
 But I don’t need to fight with my left hand, Din thought. That had never been the plan. All Din had to do with his left hand was cut Boba loose. The mercs had taken both Boba’s armor and his weapons, had left him defenseless before the sarlacc, but Din knew from experience that Boba was plenty dangerous with just his bare hands, and desperation was a good motivator. 
 And they have his  gaderffii  too.  Jeka was standing over it. Bossk had thrown the rest of Din’s gear away, off to the side. If Boba could get loose, could get his  gaderffii – 
Well. They might all still die, but at least they’d die fighting. 
 And between us – between Boba and me – we can take Gorga. We have to,  Din thought.  Or it’s the sarlacc for us and probably for Cobb and Fennec too, and the sorrowlanes for the rest of our people.  
Din had no intention of slowly dissolving inside of a sarlacc’s belly for the next few hundred years. Still leaning hard against Boba, affecting weakness – injury, relief – Din shifted the darksaber over to Boba. He felt Boba’s smallest finger twitch with surprise. 
Din couldn’t talk to Boba mind-to-mind like a Jedi could, but he and Boba knew each other pretty well by now. Boba got over his surprise rather quickly. He curled his hand over top of Din’s. Over the darksaber. 
Boba understood. 
“Isn’t this touching,” Jeka drawled, leering down at them both. She picked up Boba's gaderffii and spun it lazily in her hand, confident now that she’d won. She’d brought the rest of them to their knees. Din saw Cobb forced to kneel by two men. Kirsha Littlemoon was either dead or unconscious, lolling between another pair of mercenaries. A fifth merc was crouched over Fennec’s body, searching her for weapons. 
“We knew that your Mandalorian was your favorite hunter, Fett,” Jeka continued, “but it looks like he’s a little more to you than that, isn’t he? Strange. I wouldn’t want to find all of that beskar chilling  my bed. But maybe it’s fitting that he’ll be joining you in the sarlacc’s belly, huh? With that armor on, he'll outlast you." 
Boba told Jeka what he’d expect to find in her bed – and her mother’s bed, and her grandmother’s bed – in  tuskra. Jeka kicked Boba in the ribs and Boba grunted, curling away from her foot. Din winced. 
Jeka let Boba go, though, not realizing that allowing Boba to shy away from her brought both his bound hands and his bound feet within range of the darksaber. 
 This is going to work,  Din thought, pulse fluttering in his throat. He kept any trace of hope – of relief – off of his face. He didn't want to give Boba away. It has to work. We’re so close. It –  
Din's thoughts were interrupted by a low roar from the sky. In the darkness between the stars, movement flickered.
“Look alive, you Wandrella worms!” the Twi’Lek merc who had been manning the comms – and who now was nursing a burned hand close to his chest – shouted. “Boss’s comin’ in! Look sharp!” 
In the sky, a transport shuttle had started its descent. Din tried to focus on it, his whole world blurry with pain. If it was another shuttle full of mercenaries, Din and Boba  were truly karked, but if it was Gorga – 
The descending shuttle was a much finer model than the featureless gray transport that the mercs had turned into Boba’s makeshift prison. It was a luxury cruiser, a slim, pretty  Barudo-class yacht like Senators and rich socialites in the Core Worlds preferred, more pretty than functional, but sleek and fast. No mercenary from the Outer Rim traveled around in a ship like that. 
Gorga, Din thought. 
Gorga hated to spend credits on quality mercenaries or their equipment, it seemed, but had no problem spending clink on himself. He liked to travel in style. One Barudo-class yacht probably cost more credits than a little mining town like Mos Pelgo would see in five years of good digging. 
The yacht banked over the sarlacc pit, circling lazily above them all once, twice, and then it set down into the sands a safe distance away from the pit. Din didn’t see it land, but he watched as Jeka finally looked away from him and Boba again, bowing in the direction of the yacht. In the skies, another handful of ships – these much more utilitarian hunter-killers, ugly but fearsome – stayed airborne, swooping high above the sarlacc pit. A vanguard. 
Starfighters would pose a problem, but Din couldn't worry about that right now. He focused all of his attention on the landing yacht. 
If the yacht carried Gorga, Din wasn’t going to have a better chance to let Boba know what was going on. Still resting his cheek against Boba’s shoulder, Din murmured, “Gar dar solus.”  
Din still didn’t know a lot of  mando’a. He knew more individual words than phrases. He didn't know how to tell Boba, in perfect grammar, that they still had allies. That the  ahra weren’t as defeated as they looked and neither were the Sun Rock, that Din and his crew had come here to fight and had no intention of letting Gorga win. Din didn't know how to say any of that.
But Din had consulted with Jaig before they’d left the ridge in the desert. He could at least tell Boba that he wasn’t alone.
Din didn’t dare say anything else, not with Jeka so close. Din’s entire plan hinged on Jeka – on Gorga, on all of the mercenaries – thinking that the last resistance from Boba Fett and his people had been stamped out. That it was over. That Din was too injured to keep fighting, too weak to resist. Din couldn’t tell Boba that it  wasn’t.  
But Din felt a tremor go through Boba. He felt Boba's arm stiffen underneath Din’s cheek. His hand tightened around the darksaber. 
“Nu jehaati?”  Boba breathed back, the words stirring Din’s hair.  Truly? Boba asked. 
“Elek,” Din said. He loosened his own grip on the darksaber. Let Boba take it from him. 
And Boba did. He understood. Relief knocked against Din’s ribs. Blazed in his belly. Boba understood. 
Din didn’t have any way to communicate to A’Shek or Fennec or Cobb that Boba was with them, but he was going to have to live with that. Din trusted them. They'd all known coming in that communication after they attacked – and failed in that attack – would be impossible. They’d move when Din and Boba did, and the rest of the  ahra, of Boba’s people, would follow. 
Still leaning against Boba so that his cloak hid what he’d just passed off, Din cracked an eye back open and studied the mercenaries. The Twi’Lek with the comms was still standing beside Jeka, cradling his burned hand, and beyond them Din could see movement. A shape. 
“Look sharp, you idiots,” Jeka hissed, shouldering the Twi’Lek. “You’re supposed to be professionals. Act like it. And make sure all of these  beesgan are properly chained! Lord Gorga will expect us to be perfect.” 
There was another burst of movement as the mercs scrambled to obey Jeka, cuffing ears and checking chains one last time as Gorga approached. 
The Twi’Lek straightened up with all the self-importance that Bib Fortuna had once mustered and declared, his voice wavering a little, “His Magnificence, Gorga Desilijic Aarrpo, Lord of Tatooine, Heir to the Grand Kajidic of the Mighty Desilijic Clan, Nightmare of Nothoiin, Daimyo of Mos Eisley, Mos Espa, Bestine, Mos Gamos, Mos – ” 
“That’s quite enough, thank you,” a new voice cut in, thin with displeasure. “If you list them  all we’ll be here for days, and all this screeching’s already going to give me a headache.” 
The Twi’Lek and Jeka both bowed. 
“Of course, Your Magnificence,” the Twi’Lek said, eager to appease. 
Jeka took over, her voice smooth and silky. She had more confidence than the Twi’Lek – she knew Gorga better, Din would bet. He wondered how long Zygerria and Gorga had made common cause with each other. How long Gorga had been preying on the sorrowlanes. “Your prisoners, Mighty Gorga, as you commanded. The Pretender King Boba Fett, and his most trusted allies.”  
A dull green shape finally slithered into view and peered down at Din and Boba. 
“Well,” said Gorga the Hutt, slithering closer to Din and Boba. Din lifted his head from Boba’s shoulder, determined to meet his enemy’s eyes. 
He blinked. 
Gorga – wasn’t what Din had expected. Din had known Jabba. He’d seen the size of him, the slow, ponderous way Jabba had moved, his loud, demanding voice and his pride. Jabba had always been outsized, even on Tatooine. He’d ruled through fear and awe, and he’d worn both like a set of  beskar’gam. Jabba had been commanding. Powerful. 
Gorga had a high, thin voice and an almost nervous look about him. He had none of the casual menace that Jabba had so easily carried, none of the resonance, none of the weight; Gorga was smaller than Jabba, younger, and hadn’t quite settled on how to present himself. He was a powerful arm of the Hutt Cartel, but to Din Gorga looked – unsure. Unprepared. 
Gorga slid through the sands underneath his own power, too, forgoing the litter that Din’d heard that some Hutts always insisted on, each one carried by dozens of slaves. Gorga was trailed by a small army of Twi’Lek women, all in pretty golden chains and the thin, gauzy clothes of dancing girls. They clutched large medjoo leaves to fan Gorga while he moved or carried sleek metal trays of  tatooni junko  and  bogo naga, heaps of dried fruits or freshly-cut meat. Gorga himself wore a pair of small, unassuming glasses, the lenses chipped and the frames rather battered, but he’d also draped himself with dozens of necklaces, with golden bracelets on his thin wrists and bangles about his tail. He had rings on every finger. 
He was not, Din noticed, carrying a weapon. 
The small phalanx of guards that came trailing behind Gorga and his slaves were all armed, of course. They wore the same Katarn armor as the rest of the mercs and bristled with blasters and knives and electro-staffs. Gorga was well-guarded – between the mercenaries who were still alive and in fighting shape down here and the new guards Gorga'd brought, he was in command of a small army. In between the guards and the hunter-killers still circling high up in the air – 
Underneath the cloak, Boba tugged at the darksaber gently. Din let him take it. 
“I know Boba Fett,” Gorga said, peering down at Din and Boba both. His face pinched. “But who is this other one? I wanted only Fett. The rest – ” Gorga waved a small hand dismissively. 
Jabba had only spoken in Huttese. He’d understood Basic well enough, but hadn’t deigned to speak a common language. Gorga didn’t seem to have that problem; his Basic was smooth. Prim. He spoke like a Core Worlder, not a Hutt lord. 
This is the enemy that's been after us for months? Din thought, incredulous. This is the aru'e who has killed our people? Destroyed the palace? 
Gorga didn't look like much. He looked – bookish. Nervous. Hardly like the creeping threat in Din's nightmares, like the scourge of Tatooine. Din would've expected to see a Hutt like Gorga holding court on Canto Bight or Nar Shaddaa, fixing pit fights or throwing dice. Gorga didn't look like he belonged in a place like this. 
But he does, Din thought. Jeka and Jaasa, the Zygerrian that Gari was afraid of – they work for Gorga. He's the one who's been filling the sorrowlanes with Tatooine's people. 
Gorga didn't have a proud or a cruel face. He didn't look like a slaver. He was – ordinary. Commonplace. 
But he did this to us. Din's broken leg, Boba's bloody face, Fennec smoking in the sands. All of it had been done on Gorga's orders. To pad Gorga's pockets and put credits n his fists. 
“This is Fett’s most trusted associate, Your Exaltedness,” Jeka cut in quickly, stepping forward. The Twi’Lek girls fanning Gorga shied away from him, but the guards, most of them in decorative golden collars, stayed close. Din wondered if any of them, the girls or the guards, were from Mos Eisley. Mos Pelgo. “This is the Mandalorian.” 
“This  is the infamous Mandalorian?” Gorga said. He squinted down at Din. His eyes were bright and beady, like a bird’s. He looked – put out, almost. Disappointed. Like a child who’d swiped a piece of  uj cake behind his parents’ back and found the cake hard and stale. Din tried not to bristle. Gorga dismissing Din was good. “He doesn’t look like much. Where’s the rest of his armor?”
Jeka shrugged. “We’re not sure, Your Elegance,” she said. “This is all the armor he came to us with.” 
Gorga  definitely  looked put out now. “I wanted the full set,” he groused. “The chestplate’s fine enough, but the helmet…” Gorga shook his head. “The helmet is  iconic.” 
Din eyed Gorga, disbelieving. He was talking like Din was a prize kybuck whose antlers Gorga'd wanted to mount on the wall.  
“We have the full set of Fett’s armor,” Jeka said swiftly. “And we have this.” Jeka took another step forward and offered Gorga Boba’s  gaderffii. Din saw Gorga’s eyes widen in delight. His petulance fell away. 
“Oh, very good, very good!” Gorga chortled. “This will do nicely. Good work, Jeka, as always. You got all of Fett's lieutenants, you said?” 
“We aim to please,” she said, but Din saw the way that her eyes gleamed. "And yes – the Mandalorian is here, but Shand lies dead in the sands." She jerked her chin at Fennec's body. "And we brought you all but a few of Fett's sand raiders, and the people of Mos Pelgo too. All are here to witness your victory, my lord. To learn what happens to your enemies, and to learn the price for any... continued defiance."  
Gorga looked over Din and Boba again, a possessive glint in his eyes, then over the rest of the gathered captives. He clucked his tongue. “Is this all of you that are left?” he said. “I don’t see Jok. Where’s his team?” 
For the first time since Din had arrived at the sarlacc pit, Din saw something that looked like doubt – fear – flicker across Jeka’s face. 
“Jok hasn’t made it in from the sands yet,” she said, tightly. “And – this is almost everyone, Your Excellency. There’s a few other crews out in the desert, but they’re – in Mos Gamos. Making you some more credits.” 
Gorga grunted. “They know that I will be taking a cut of any sale they make?” he said. 
Jeka bowed at the waist. “As is your due, Your Magnificence,” she said. 
 Interesting,  Din thought. She hadn’t answered Gorga directly, and more than that, she’d  lied.  Jok was dead and Jeka likely knew it – Jok had been leading  Esk Team. And the other mercenaries weren’t in Mos Gamos selling Din’s friends into slavery down the sorrowlanes – they were out in the desert, trying to deal with A’Tin. 
 She wants him to believe that everything is under control,  Din thought.  That nothing could go wrong. Jeka wasn't as confident in her victory as she looked. 
Behind Gorga, the sarlacc shrieked again. Gorga flinched. Din caught that too. It was just as obvious as Jeka’s lie. Gorga was a  coward. He was frightened of the sarlacc, but wanted to appear strong in front of everyone gathered before him. 
 Not just in front of  us,  his enemies, but in front of his allies too.  
 He’s weak,  Din thought.  His credits – or Zygerria’s ambitions – have gotten Gorga this far, but –  
 But I don’t think that he has what it takes to win. 
Gorga was afraid of the sarlacc, and he was afraid of Din and Boba too. He was too much a coward to get in close, to check to make sure that Din and Boba had been stripped of all of their weapons. He kept his guards around him. Gorga was looking at them and seeing what he wanted to see. Weakness. Victory. He was either too afraid or too complacent to get closer to make sure that he'd won. That they really were defeated. 
“Well, Fett,” Gorga said, addressing Boba for the first time since Gorga had crawled off of his shuttle. He studied the gaderffii that he held in his hands. Boba, like any proper Tusken, had carved the shaft of the gaderffii with symbols and patterns that were important to him. Gorga wouldn't understand any of them at all. “You put up a good fight, for an  ootmian. It’d be a pity to kill you. Are you sure you won’t enter my service?” 
Din hadn’t been expecting  that. He blinked, surprised. Even after all of this, Gorga would be willing to take Boba into his service? He’d accept Boba’s word that Boba would work for him? That Boba wouldn't betray him? Gorga'd spent thousands – hundreds of thousands – of credits on trying to unseat Boba. The mercenaries, the assassination attempts, the ordnance, the weapons. 
Would he really accept Boba's word? Boba's honor? Has he asked Boba to join him before? Boba'd never said anything about Gorga offering him a place in the Hutt Cartel again, but Din hadn't asked, either. 
Din knew that Boba had honor. Once he gave his word, Boba kept it. It was Boba's Way. Beskar, forged true. But Gorga was a Hutt, not a Mandalorian, and Hutt honor only went as deep as their credit accounts.  
“As a slave?” Boba said, raising his voice so that everyone could hear him. His disdain was biting.  
Gorga's face twitched. 
Ah,  Din thought.  I understand. Gorga’d take Boba if Boba accepted a collar and a slave chip. A guarantee that he couldn’t rise up against Gorga without risking the loss of his head. 
Or worse, Din thought. Gorga could plan to use us against Boba. To keep the people that Boba cares about hostage, and to hold us over his head. That was what Gorga and Jeka and Jaasa had done to Gida, after all. To the children they'd stolen from Mos Eisley. If using slaves as blackmail against other slaves had worked on Gida, why wouldn't it work on Boba? Jeka and her crew had already learned that threatening Din would get Boba to stand down, and threatening Boba would do the same for Din. 
Fury rolled through the bottom of Din's chest. 
“No,” Boba added, though Gorga had likely been able to know Boba's answer from his tone of voice alone, and spat at Gorga’s belly. 
Gorga’s face twisted into something like Jabba the Hutt’s expression for the first time. He slithered a little closer to where Din and Boba were curled up on the ground, looming over them. Like this, Gorga did look the part of Hutt lord. Of the King of Tatooine. He left a wide track of smoothed-over sand in his wake. The Twi'Lek girls attending him faltered. None of them wanted to get too close to the edge of the sarlacc pit. 
 I – I dreamed this, Din thought, narrowing his eyes. The wide slithering track of sand sparked a memory.
The tracks in the mud by the riverbank, Din thought. He'd seen them in his dream when he'd gone to wash off the kura stone. The water had been full of bodies. Underneath his fury, unease spiked in Din's gut. Din didn’t move from where he was tucked against Boba’s side. Gorga needed to think that he'd won. That Din was too injured, too weak, too afraid to resist. Din needed him to come a little closer. 
 I’ve been dreaming about this.  
The dream Din had had after he'd fallen in the Jundlands wasn't the only dream that he'd had lately. Din had been restless and dreaming for months. On the  Kirik-Fly, in the Jedi Temple. In Boba’s bed at night, when Din had bolted upright with a cry, with the darksaber in his hand. 

   I was dreaming of Gorga.  

All of his dreams had faded when he’d woken, had been easily banished by daylight and the laughter of the Jedi children, by the warmth of Boba's body, but Din could remember the shape of those dreams now. The darkness, the fear, the sarlacc. The bodies, the wreckage of Mos Eisley, of the palace. Gorga slithering closer and closer, his great body heaving in the dark. 
But this is the first time that I've met Gorga, Din thought. I've never even seen him before today. How have I been dreaming about him? 
Din pressed closer to Boba and tried to ready himself. He could worry about his dreams later.
Gorga recovered, wiping a glob of bloody spittle off his chest, and sneered at Din and Boba both.
“Well!” Gorga said, looking away from Boba. He threw his stubby arms wide, nearly knocking over one of his guards. “Let it be seen that I am not unreasonable. I can be merciful. Boba Fett has needled me at every turn. Defaced the memory of my beloved Uncle. Stolen what is mine and my family’s by right. And still I would spare his life, if he would only kneel and apologize for his crimes against my family.” 
Gorga sighed. Behind him, the sarlacc writhed. Sand spilled away from the edge of the pit. Boba tensed. 
“I can be merciful!” Gorga continued. “My uncle Jabba saw little use for mercy and ran his empire with a strong hand, and that strong hand served him well. But,” Gorga added, slithering back and forth between Din, Boba and the kneeling  ahra, gloating now that he had them under his power, “in his strength, my uncle often… overlooked the opportunity to increase his profits. Strength is well and good, but credits – credits are better.” 
Gorga chuckled. Jeka laughed too and at the sharp look in her eyes the other mercenaries all guffawed, laughing until Gorga was satisfied and waved a hand for them to stop. 
Din and Boba shared a look between them. Jabba'd done this sort of thing too. Exercised his power. Shown off for a crowd. Gorga was leaning into it now, separating himself from Jabba and the other Hutts, claiming to be a better businessbeing, a sharper mind. 
“Is he serious?” Din muttered, hiding the words against Boba’s shoulder. 
Boba snorted softly. “I think he is,” he murmured back. “Really, this is embarrassing. If Gardulla’d set herself against us we could at least take comfort in the fact that  she knows what she’s doing, but Gorga – ”
“Quiet,” Jeka hissed, aiming another kick at Boba’s ribs. Boba grunted when her boot made contact, but obeyed. Gorga was still talking, expounding on his own power and mercy, outlining the ideas he had for Tatooine and its people, most of which involved chains, taxes and the return of a Hutt's iron fist. From the expressions on the faces of the people of Mos Pelgo, no one was feeling particularly enthusiastic about Gorga or his plans. 
“Speaking of profits, what about you, Mandalorian?” Gorga asked, swinging back around to face Din. His expression was expectant. Greedy. Gorga's hunger was almost as sharp in the air as the sarlacc's. “You people are pragmatic. What do you say? I would hate to waste skills like yours on a sarlacc. Join me and you’ll be free again in ten years. Seven if you’re as clever and as good a hunter as they say.” 
Din opened his mouth to say something insulting enough to get Gorga to come closer – Boba was tense beside him, ready to spring forward – but Jeka cut him off smoothly before he could get the chance. 
“The Mandalorian has chosen Fett already, Your Magnificence,” she said silkily. She bowed her head deferentially, but her eyes were still sharp and bright in the dark. “And he is dangerous. Better the sarlacc for this one too. Letting him live would be as good as giving him a knife and your bare throat yourself.” 
Gorga chortled again. "Now, Jeka," he said. "You have given me good counsel, but you shouldn't let your desire for revenge get in the way of making credits. This Mandalorian's a fine hunter – the best in the Nevarran parsec, I heard." 
Din hadn't hunted for the Nevarro Guild for a year now. He ignored Gorga and focused on Jeka instead. 

  Her desire for revenge?

Jeka's expression went flat and dead, like the barrel of a blaster just before it fired. "Jaasa was my sister," she said. "And while seeing this pfasski sleemo spend the rest of his life on his knees would be a sweet vengeance, Mighty Gorga, I know this man is too dangerous to let live. He's chosen Fett. We gave him many chances to make a different choice, but he still came here."
Gorga frowned. “And here I thought that Mandalorians had their sense,” he said. He did come a little closer then, heaving his body through the sand. Boba was so tense that Din could feel it in his own jaw. Boba was holding himself still through sheer force of will alone, the muscles in his arms trembling with the effort. The expectation.
Just a little closer, thought Din. The Trandoshan hadn't chained Din. His hands and feet were free. The symoxin he'd taken back at the ridge had been burned away by fresh pain, but if Din moved fast enough he should be able to keep his feet. Adrenaline would kick in and carry him through. Din knew how to fight through pain.
Jeka has a blaster. Gorga's guards, too. Din had beskar. Boba didn't. Din would need to get between Jeka and Boba. He could do that – get upright on his bad leg, push up and onto his good one, lunge between Jeka and Gorga. Jeka already saw Din as a threat. She'd shoot at him first. And if Din was moving, if he looked like the threat, Gorga's guards would aim for him too. If he could draw enough of them away from Gorga, Boba would have a clear shot. They could end this right here. Mercenaries worked for credits, not honor. If Boba could get Gorga down – if Din could get Jeka – then there wouldn't be anyone left to pay the mercs. Some of the most loyal or most ambitious might stick around to fight, but the majority of the pack should – should – run for the sands.
A'Timma's out there, Din thought. We're not entirely alone. If Boba and I can get Gorga and Jeka –  
Gorga was only a few paces away now. Four or five guards were sticking close, just a few feet from Gorga, either out of loyalty or duty or fear. The dancing girls had all edged away. 
Gorga peered down at Din with a faint confusion pulling at his wide face, like he couldn't figure out why Din hadn't fallen more neatly into the categories Gorga'd shuffled his world into. “What will it take to buy you from Fett, Mandalorian?" Gorga asked. "Credits? Slaves of your own? Blasters or ships? You must see that Boba Fett has  lost. Your devotion to him – it speaks well of you. You Mandalorians understand loyalty. But Boba Fett will soon be dead. You don’t need to die beside him. Serve  me instead, and you will have all the glory your kind desires.” 
Din curled his lip. Gorga didn't know anything about Mandalorians. About Din. Paying out on a contract wasn't the same as true loyalty. Din had taken credits from the Bounty Hunter's Guild, from syndicates, from the Empire, even from Jabba the Hutt. But even when he'd been out on a job or a contract, chasing pucks, Din's loyalty had been to the tribe. None of his clients or his bosses would have ever been able to pay Din enough credits – enough beskar – to buy Din away from his tribe. 
Boba was Din's tribe.
And Gorga was a Hutt. Din hadn't ever met Gorga, but he had met Jabba, and Din knew that Hutts were proud. They thought themselves superior to everyone else in the galaxy. Gorga was willing to speak Basic – probably to avoid having to shell out the clink to buy a protocol droid – but he would, if insulted, bristle up like a charging bladeback. He'd get angry.
If he gets angry, Din thought, pushing through exhaustion and pain to focus, sharpening his thoughts to a keen edge. Maybe I can get him to outpace his guards a little. Get him on his own. 
It was worth a shot. The worst thing that Gorga could do to Din was throw him to the sarlacc, and he was already planning to do that anyway.  
“What does a coward like you know about honor?” Din asked, raising his voice. “About loyalty or glory? Everything you  won here you lied or cheated to get. You won because you threatened to hurt the weakest of us.” 
Gorga flushed a darker shade of green. Satisfaction, bright as a star, flashed through Din. “You – ” the Hutt started, slithering closer with a snarl, hands curling around the burl of Boba's gaderffii like he wanted to bring down on Din’s head, but Jeka intervened again. She took a step closer too, getting between Gorga and Din, though she kept her head lowered respectfully. Her blaster was facing the sand. She didn't even have a finger on the trigger. A few of Gorga's other guards had started forward, but stopped when Jeka intervened, deferring to her.
Good.  
“As I said, Your Splendidness, this one’s not worth the generosity of your offer,” she said. A hunter-killer grumbled as it swooped overhead. “But if it pleases you, I’ll have his tongue out before he goes into the pit. A gift for you, to show all that you are not to be insulted.” 
Gorga tossed his head, still flushed with anger. “They should know that I’m not to be insulted already,” he declared, looking out over the people of the palace and the people of Mos Pelgo. “All of them! Am I not the victor here? Did I not destroy Boba Fett? Have I not stolen his people out from underneath his nose, and turned his city – his palace – against him?” 
A low murmur swept through the  ahra.  
Kirsha was conscious again. Din could see her out of the corner of his eye. She was kneeling, hands chained, head down, but she wasn’t still. She was moving. Small motions, rhythmic, like a child rocking to comfort themselves. 
 Or,  Din thought, satisfaction burning through him again, sharpening his focus,  like a kirik-fly of the  ahra  prying loose the chains of another.  
They just needed a few more seconds, and Din needed Gorga to get in range. He nudged Boba. Boba nudged him back. 
“You are defeated!” Gorga shouted. “I am the Lord of Tatooine, not Boba Fett. Fett is nothing more than a mercenary. A pet akk, growing fat off the scraps that Mighty Lord Jabba tossed him from the throne. And now you all know it. Yes?” 
Silence met his words. 
“Yes?” Gorga repeated, louder. 
Din wasn’t actually sure what it was that Gorga was looking for. What he wanted to hear. He'd wanted Din to bow and scrape, to thank Gorga for his life. To grovel and agree to turn against Boba. Did he want the same of the  ahra? The palace crew? 
Whatever it was that he wanted, he didn't get it. More silence met Gorga the Hutt. He flushed an even darker shade of green now, the gaderffii clutched tight in his fists. Rage made him look more like Jabba. Gorga opened his mouth to demand an answer from the people of Tatooine, but he didn't get the chance. A voice from the crowd cut him off.  
“No!” a voice cried, loud even against the constant shrieking of the sarlacc, against the whine of starfighter engines. Din froze. Boba stiffened too. They both knew that voice. 
“No,” the voice repeated, and Din finally peeled his cheek off of Boba’s shoulder and got a better look at the kneeling crowd arranged around the edges of the sarlacc pit. 
Gida had raised her head from the sands, and she was looking Gorga dead in the eye.  
Now that Din could see her face, he could see that she had fought back too. She hadn't gone quietly. Fennec had told Din that Gida and Ushib had been captured first, dragged up from the kitchens and paraded in front of Boba to convince him to surrender. But Gida hadn't let Gorga's mercs take her without resisting. She had fought.  
Of course she’d fought. She’d earned bruises and cuts and scrapes along with the rest of them. One of her eyes was swollen, like Cobb's had been, and she had a gash across her forehead. Gida had been beaten. Chained. Dragged out here to watch Boba get devoured, then slated for sale somewhere down the sorrowlanes. 
 She wanted to protect her brother, Din thought. Gida was terrified. He could see her fear in her eyes. Her lekku trembled, their intricate lines blurred and marred by smoke and dirt and blood. 
But her chin was raised, mouth set, and even though her shoulders were trembling, she didn’t look away from Gorga. 
She didn't back down, either. Gida was near the middle of the pack of captives. There were several other beings between her and the nearest mercenary. One merc – another Twi'Lek, his skin so fine a shade of orange that he could've been Gida's brother – started to move towards her as Jeka jerked her chin, but Gida didn't back down or try to hide among the rest of the captives. If anything, she lifted her chin higher. 
“You didn’t win  anything,”  she spat. “You didn’t destroy Lord Fett! You lied and you stole and you bought mercenaries to come and do your dirty work for you. You hurt my brother! But you  didn’t win!”  
“Coward!” Dyrman, the old man who spent most of his time drinking spotchka at Mos Pelgo’s cantina, shouted. One of his eyes was swollen shut too, but he was unbowed. 
“Weakling!” Noora jeered. 
“Coward!” repeated a voice that sounded like Fennec’s, floating over the sarlacc pit, but when Din looked back to where her body had been laying in the sand, she was gone. He had to fight down a sharp smile. As Gorga’s speech had unfolded, all of the attention had been fixed on him. No one had seen Fennec roll silently back up to her feet and disappear. 
Boba's people weren't done voicing their defiance, either. As Gida kept her chin up, fiercely defiant, others rose too. The rattling of chains filled the air. Fury seethed. Din's heart began to pound again. Jeka had presented Gorga with Boba's gaderffii, but she'd left Din's spear in the sand. Boba had the darksaber. Gorga was almost close enough to reach. Most of his guards had fallen back, unsure of what to do without a direct order from Gorga or Jeka.   
“Jubad’wa!” 

   “Wermo!”  

“Idiot!” 

   “Hut’uune!” 

The insults came from every corner of the crowd. Noora, Cobb, Gida, Jo; Jaig, held down by a pair of burly Devaronians, was hurling curses in  mando’a  and A’Shek spitting them in  tuskra.  The mercenaries lashed out, striking anyone who lifted their heads, who raised their voices against Gorga, but Din’s plan had  worked. Even with the guards who'd come down to the sands with Gorga, there were more captives now than mercenaries, and the mercenaries couldn’t be everywhere at once. Their defiance had given Din and Boba cover. Brought Gorga within striking distance.   
Predictably, it was Jeka who took control again, not Gorga. Gorga flushed and lashed his tail, swelling up with anger, but it was Jeka who picked Din’s spear up out of the sands and beat it against her Katarn armor, the noise rising clear over the crowd, the sarlacc, the starfighters.  
“SILENCE!”  she roared. With the help of the other mercs and their swinging fists, the crowd quieted. “The next one of you  shaggan who insults Lord Gorga loses their tongue. Slaves don’t need to speak. I’ll start with the children.” 
The threat to the few children among them – all kids from Mos Pelgo, and young adults like Gida – brought the captives back under control, though their silence was mutinous, electric. Jeka hadn’t terrified anyone into compliance; she’d just staved off the inevitable. 
 And no one’s noticed that Fennec’s gone, Din thought. 
He just needed Gorga to get a little closer. That was all. A few more meters, and – 
“A coward, you call me,” Gorga hissed. He turned, tail thrashing in outrage, and slithered quickly back towards Din and Boba. He could move fast, despite his size. He was almost close enough to touch. Gorga lunged for Boba. Din tensed too. 
“Fine!” said Gogra. “You are  slaves, all of you, and slaves are foolish. But when you see what fate awaits those of you who still defy me – !” 
Once again, Gorga didn’t get to finish. A new sound filled the air, cutting him off before he could bend down and drag Boba up, toss him down the side of the pit and into the sarlacc’s maw. A high, roaring sound, whistling somewhere above all of their heads. 
A gout of white-blue plasma split the dark, cutting across the stars like a bolt of lightning, and one of the hunter-killers circling the pit fell out of the sky in flames. Before anyone could react another jet of plasma screamed through the atmosphere and caught a second hunter-killer in one of its wedge-shaped wings; the fighter tried to stabilize but couldn't, and plummeted towards the earth.
Din stared, too startled to react. High up in the sky, a familiar triangular shape blotted out the stars. Against the night sky Din couldn't see the details on its belly – the blue and white and black stripes, the bold colors of House Kryze – but he knew the ship. He couldn't help but know the ship.
Bo-Katan Kryze's light cruiser fired again, taking aim at one of the few hunter-killers still in the air, and even as the light cruiser fired Din could see smaller dark shapes peel away from its flanks, spiraling off to flash smaller bolts of light across the sky. 
Even smaller shapes fell from the light cruiser, trailed by small streaks of fire. First just one shape, then another, and another. Five flames, then seven, nine, eleven, a wedge of fire forming in the sky. A rumble grew louder and louder. 
Din knew that sound. That roar, the shape that was forming; he had trained in the Way of the Rising Phoenix, after all, and he’d seen a phalanx pull together for an attack before. 
 Jetpacks, Din thought. Then – 
“Mandalorians!” a mercenary cried. The roar of jetpacks grew. More and more Mandalorian warriors dropped out of the sky, rushing towards the sarlacc pit, and from the nearest jetpack and the huge shape it was supporting, a narrow line of yellow-green light grew. 
Din stared at it. He couldn't help but know that huge shape just like he'd known the shape of the light cruiser, the roar of jetpacks. He recognized it. Knew who it was. Din recognized that line of light, too, but it made even less sense appearing in the sky than a small army of Mandalorians did. 
 A lightsaber? Din thought. 
“Shoot them! Shoot them down!” Jeka shrieked, recovering first, as Paz Vizsla rocketed overhead and dropped Quinlan Vos, who’d been hanging from Paz’s grip as Paz had made his approach, directly into the middle of a small phalanx of mercenaries.
Vos landed in a spray of sand and immediately flung himself at the nearest mercenary, moving almost too fast to track. His lightsaber blurred. Paz banked and stayed in the air, pulling out a blaster now that he'd dropped off his Jedi cargo, and started firing as white-orange flames filled the air behind him. 
Other Mandalorians in the formation peeled off to land in their own gouts of sand. Blasters screamed. Knives flashed. Din saw Strill in her black armor land and go bounding straight for her brother, shooting a Devaronian merc as she went. Another Mandalorian in white and pale blue – Fenn Rau – decided to land on a merc instead of the sand, kicking a man in the chest so hard that the man's armor dented from the impact. 
Just like they had when Din and his war band had attacked, the mercenaries rallied quickly. They were professionals, after all, and most of them had battle-trained instincts. They'd been surprised by the appearance of the Mandalorians and a Jedi – more than one, Din noted dimly, in the back of his mind, as a Mandalorian in white and green armor dropped K'Kruhk out of the sky – but Gorga's mercs had been fighting all day. They'd put down resistance already. They hadn't been expecting more of a fight, but they were game to retaliate; blaster bolts whizzed through the air, too, aimed at the descending Mandalorians. Din saw some bolts find gaps in beskar, find exposed fuel packs, find weakness. Some of the fighters began to fall. 
But the Mandalorians –  Mandalorians,  Din thought, dizzily – were coming from the sky thicker and faster than the mercs could shoot them all down, some of them carrying Jedi of their own, others bristling with weapons, and the mercs hadn’t been prepared for that.  Din hadn’t been prepared for that. He saw Paz finally land and throw a vicious punch at the nearest large merc. Annika landed beside him, her red armor nearly invisible in the dark. 
Fenn Rau landed. Kippan Awaud. Axe Woves. The three warriors in identical white armor. A Mandalorian wielding a green lightsaber all on his own, fighting side-by-side with Chase Piru, whose lightsaber was blue. Aiken Anson, the scratches in his armor paint shining in the silver moonlight. Torryg Saxon and three of his brothers. Mira Antilles. Ursa Wren. 
“What – ?” Din heard Gorga say. Gorga had stopped paying attention to Din and Boba entirely. He was shocked. Din could see it in his eyes. 
“Fight!” Quinlan Vos roared, his lightsaber whirling, breaking chains. He was flanked by K'Kruhk and Luke Skywalker, who had once saved Din's life from the darktroopers. “Stand and fight, all of you! Stay away from the sarlacc pit!” 
The  ahra and the palace guards – Noora, Ushib and Gida too – roared back and rallied around him. Kirsha had been busy; nearly everyone in her row of captives had pried off their chains and boiled up to tackle mercenaries from behind. The people of Tatooine surged forward. Fennec, alive and well, jumped up onto the roof of the grey transport that Jeka had been keeping Boba in and started shooting. 
Din's thoughts were still stuttering. He couldn't figure out what to focus on. 
Chase Piru lopped off a mercenary’s arm. Paz had a merc in each hand and crushed the two of them together. Rau was fighting side-by-side with the Mandalorian who was wielding a lightsaber in the fierce, dynamic strokes of Form Five, and Annika bounded over to cover young Torr Saxon as he fell – 
“Mee ama unanchay,” said Gorga, blankly, reverting to Huttese in his confusion. His voice wrenched Din away from all of his people, back to the danger that was still close at hand. Gorga stared at the fighting, slack-jawed. The dancing girls had abandoned him entirely, edging away from the sarlacc pit, but he still had a small squadron of guards at his side. Jeka was staring too, her clawed hands curled around Din's beskar spear. 
“I don’t understand,” Gorga said. He didn’t seem to realize that he was moving, backing up, flinching every time a blaster shot whistled by or a Mandalorian felled another mercenary. 
Gorga’s shuttle was too far for him to reach, and there were too many Mandalorians – too many Jedi – in his way. He didn’t seem to realize that either. Gorga just kept sliding backwards, staring at the lightsabers, the blasters, the Mandalorians who were still swooping out of the sky, jetpacks roaring and spitting fire. 
Din felt Boba move before he saw it. The air shifted. Anticipation rose up all at once and Din was moving too, pushing up to one knee, getting his bad leg underneath him to stand – 
"Boss!" Jeka shrieked, seeing Din move, but it was too late to save Gorga. Gorga hadn't been paying enough attention. 
He finally drew close enough for Boba to reach, shifting backwards through the sand, pushing his guards out of the way as Gorga gave in to cowardice and prepared to flee, and Boba exploded into action. The darksaber hissed to life in his hands and Boba cut himself free of his chains in one smooth, easy stroke, as skilled with a  kad  as he was with a blaster, a knife, a whip or a cane,  and in one motion Boba severed the hand Gorga was using to hold Boba’s  gaderffii from Gorga's wrist. 
The  gaderffii fell to the sand. 
For a fraction of a second – less than a heartbeat – everyone was frozen. Gorga's hand was still curled around the haft of the gaderffii. The grey bones of his severed wrist gleamed.
Din moved first, surging up to his feet. His leg screamed, but it didn’t matter. Jeka still had Din’s spear, still had a blaster, and Boba was unarmed. Din had to protect him. 
Din’s instincts were good. He got himself between Jeka and Boba just as Jeka let out an animal scream of hate and punched forward with the spear. The spear sparked off of Din’s cuirass, shrieking as it scraped him from one edge of his breastplate to the other. 
 She would have killed him, Din thought. Jeka's aim was good – if Din hadn't been there, she would've taken Boba through the chest.
But Din’s armor was made of beskar too, just like the spear was, and the spear had never cut his armor, not once. Jeka didn't manage to cut him this time, and she didn't manage to get Boba. Din used his forward momentum to spin, fully blocking Boba from the Zygerrian, and planted himself there like a cedru tree. Jeka was going to have to kill him to get to Boba.  
Jeka screamed again, turning her wild hatred onto Din. He was ready for her. Fast as a striking spit-viper, Din lashed out and caught the haft of his spear before Jeka could tear it away and rear back for another strike. She was strong for a Zygerrian, all sinew, but Din was stronger, and he was  angrier.  
Jeka had helped destroy Din’s home. Hurt Din’s people. She’d hurt Boba. 
Din met Jeka’s furious yellow eyes. 
 Not again, he thought, and pulled the spear from her grasp. 
Her eyes widened. Din saw the moment that she realized that she couldn’t beat Din in a fair fight, not even with Din as injured as he was. He saw her start to turn to flee. 
Din had gotten pretty good with the darksaber, these last few months, but he’d always been good with a spear. He'd learned par'bevii as a child and the rhythms of that form were still with him. Still easy to reach.
Din spun the shaft in his hand, took a split second to aim and punched the spear forward with all his might, straight through Jeka’s Katarn armor and into the side of her chest. 
She opened her mouth to yowl, but only a bloody wheeze escaped. Her eyes were wide with shock, but no pain. When Din pulled his spear free, blood following, Jeka was dead. 
In a less frantic situation, Din might have allowed himself a few seconds to feel a vicious satisfaction at bringing her down. She'd been a slaver. She'd been an enemy.
But a greater enemy was still at Din's back and so was Boba, so Din didn't think about Jeka at all. Threat to Boba neutralized, Din spun back to Boba and Gorga. Gorga was still staring in shock at the place where his hand had been just a second earlier, and Boba was still holding the darksaber. None of his guards had moved. 
All around them, the  ahra and the Mandalorians and the Jedi were fighting together. Protecting each other – Torryg Saxon was still on the ground, but a freed Gida and Chase Piru were standing over him together, Chase swatting blaster bolts aside, Gida menacing the nearest mercenaries with a stolen blaster. Paz and Annika were fighting back to back, Paz’s plasma thrower punching great lines of white-hot light through the desert. While Din watched, Annika saw Noora without a weapon and tossed her one of her blasters, which Noora seized out of the air with enthusiasm. Fennec shot a Devaronian merc before that merc could club Cobb over the back of the head. Cobb was strangling a man who’d tried to pull a knife on Jaig. 
Gorga had lost in a matter of seconds. Moments. He’d lost as soon as the Mandalorians had dropped out of the sky. As soon as Din had passed Boba the darksaber. 
He just didn’t realize that he’d lost yet.
“This isn’t what was supposed to happen,” said Gorga, blankly. He was looking at Boba. One of his guards, either the bravest or the most loyal, took a step towards Gorga like he intended to get between Boba and the Hutt, but Din was faster. All of Gorga's guards wore fine golden collars. They were, quite possibly, also slaves. So Din didn't kill the guard, not outright; he just flicked the spear again, faster than the guard could follow, and cut the guard across the back of the leg. Hamstrung, the guard collapsed. The others, seeing their fellows die, seeing the expression on Din's face, froze. None of them raised their blasters on Boba.
“You – you were supposed to  die,” Gorga said. 
Boba, his own expression fierce and terrible and triumphant, snorted. “You should have tried harder,” he said to Gorga. Boba looked at Din. His dark eyes blazed. “Djarin," Boba said, "catch.” 
And then Boba tossed the darksaber, still lit, back to Din, dropped his shoulder and tackled Gorga the Hutt backwards into the sarlacc pit with all of the force he could muster. 
Din had been tackled by Boba before. Boba was  strong. Hutts were enormous, even younger ones like Gorga, but Gorga hadn’t been ready for Boba to charge him. He’d been too surprised by the Mandalorians swooping down from the sky. By Quinlan Vos and the other Jedi, whose lightsabers were burning and blurring. Gorga hadn’t been braced for Boba to tackle him. 
Boba took advantage of that shock and caught Gorga just below the chin. Gorga flailed for a split second, his small arms waving, his tail thrashing for balance, sand spraying in every direction, and then Gorga lost that balance, the treacherous, always-shifting edge of the sarlacc pit giving way, and toppled backwards into the pit. 
He took Boba with him. 
Din, catching the darksaber on pure instinct, spear dropping to the sand, went after them. 
He didn’t think about it. There wasn’t  time  to think about it. One moment Boba had been by Din’s side and the next he’d gone over the edge of the pit, sand collapsing in his wake, and the sarlacc was  right there – 
Din lunged, terror wiping away his broken leg, his injured shoulder, and he hit the sand chest-first. His eyes stung. The darksaber crackled and heated the sand around it and Din both, with his good hand, caught the edge of Boba’s Tusken robes. 
Boba’s weight and the force of his tackle dragged Din towards the edge of the sarlacc pit. Sand was giving way all around them. Gorga screamed, scrabbling for purchase, but gravity had him and Boba was furious, but he still had the sense to let Gorga go. Gorga toppled down the side of the sarlacc pit, sand cascading around him, and screamed again when the sarlacc’s beak opened. Those rows and rows of terrible, hooked teeth gleamed. 
He might’ve screamed all the way down into the sarlacc’s belly, but as soon as Gorga disappeared into its beak, Din stopped thinking about Gorga the Hutt at all. Instinct kicked in. Din held on to Boba desperately, trying to dig his toes into the sand, to keep them both from falling in after Gorga. 
Boba realized that Din had caught him and tried to help; he swung a hand up and caught Din by the arm, holding on with all of his strength. The sand underneath Din’s belly buckled dangerously, and they slid further down. 
 No, Din thought, wrenching Boba up. He was glad that Boba wasn’t in his armor – Din wasn’t sure that he could’ve held them both up. The darksaber hissed in Din’s other hand. All around it the sand had burned into molten glass and the smell of burning ozone stung Din’s nose. 
“C’mon,” Din grunted, hauling Boba up. The entire galaxy had narrowed to just this. The weight of Boba’s body, the look in his eyes, the sarlacc shrieking beyond him. “C’mon, Boba – ”
“Din,” said Boba, a little desperately. More sand gave way. The sarlacc could sense a meal – even though it had just swallowed Gorga, a sarlacc was like a wurrek. It would eat and eat and eat until it couldn’t any more. Its tendrils lashed the air, the sides of the pit. It shrieked. 
“Din,” Boba said again. Din bared his teeth at Boba. He tightened his grip. Boba was still holding onto him, his fingers digging into the edges of Din’s gauntlet, but Din knew what that look in Boba’s eyes meant. 
“No,” Din shot back. He ducked a tendril as the sarlacc flailed. Another tentacle came creeping up the side of the pit and Din slashed it with the darksaber, fierce satisfaction burning through him as the sarlacc recoiled with a scream, limb burning. 
Din hadn’t done all this just to let Boba  go. He wasn’t going to let Boba go.  
More sand collapsed underneath him. Din was halfway into the pit himself now, hanging out over an edge that kept dropping, and Boba was heavy in his hand, but Din had him. Din had him. 
The sarlacc shrieked. Another tentacle  thwumped into the sand nearby, destabilizing the pit even further. Din started to slide. 
“You have to. I don’t want to take you with me,” Boba said, his face wide open with anguish – with love – but Din shook his head, clung on. 
 “No,” Din said again. Boba loved him too. He could see it in Boba’s face as plain as daylight. Din wasn’t going to let him die. “I won’t. It’ll have to take me too, and I won’t let it.” Din would cut their way out of the sarlacc’s belly, if he had to. He’d take the darksaber to its gut and cut his way into the sands, pulling Boba out behind him. He wasn’t going to let Boba go. He wasn’t. 
“You – ” Boba started, but he didn’t have to finish either. Din didn’t have to cut his way free. It didn’t come to that. The shelf of sand holding up Din’s legs started to give, sand flowing towards the sarlacc like water, but Din hadn’t lied to Boba when he’d told Boba that he wasn’t alone.
Their allies were here. 
A big, strong hand caught Din by the bottom of his cuirass and hauled him back away from the pit. Din hung onto Boba grimly, refusing to let his grip fail, and more hands reached down to lighten the load – Cobb’s hands, fingernails torn, and Jaig’s gloved ones, Gida’s pale orange fingers, cloth-wrapped Tuskens’. They lifted Din out of the pit first and Boba after, dragging them both until they were all well away from the pit, safe from the sarlacc, from the collapsing edge, and Din fell back into the sand against Paz, who’d grabbed him and was still cursing Din and Boba both, his voice distant and tinny in Din's ears.  
Din made sure to deactivate the darksaber, too. He was among friends now. He didn’t want to cut off anyone’s legs by accident. 
Boba spilled against Din’s side, clutching Din’s arm, pale beneath his bruises and his scars. Din clutched him back just as tightly. 
The whole galaxy was spinning. The sand and the stars had gotten all mixed up, as had the faces of Din and Boba’s rescuers. Paz and Jaig were there, their armor blending together in Din’s blurred vision. Cobb too, red-faced and panting, and pale Gida, and A’Shek. 
They had all come to help. To keep Din and Boba from falling into the sarlacc pit. 
Just as quickly as Din's adrenaline had surged, it drained away. All of his limbs were trembling wildly. His head karking hurt. 
But he had Boba. He had Boba. All around them the Mandalorians and the Jedi and the people of Tatooine were routing the mercenaries, killing them or driving them off or rounding them up, striking the chains off of their neighbors, and Din had Boba in his arms.  
“Well,” Paz rumbled first, leaning down to take a closer look at Din. The rest of his rescuers were still clustered around Din and Boba both, peering down at them anxiously, even Gida, and Din was happy to see them. Din could barely understand what Paz was doing here. How he’d gotten here, how he’d found them all, why he’d come in the first place. But he was happy to see Paz. 
“I’d say that makes us just about even,  Din’ika,”  Paz continued. “Don’t you? You were getting your  shebs kicked in.” 
Din stared up at him for a moment, and then he started to laugh. Laughter hurt, pulled at his sore ribs, at his aches and pains, scraped raw against his throat, but Din didn’t mind that it hurt. He had Boba. It was good. 
“Yeah,” Din agreed, once he managed to stop laughing. He flopped down into the sand beside Boba. There was still fighting to be done, probably, but from the sounds all around Din, his allies – his friends – had things well in hand. “I think I might owe you one, actually. I got you off Arkanis. You came and got  me away from a Hutt.” 
“I don’t owe you shit, Vizsla,” Boba piped up, his voice muffled by both the sand and Din’s leg. “You still owe  me a good chair.” 
Dizzy with relief – with gratitude – with love, Din tilted his head back against the sand and started to laugh again. 
“Yeah, alright,” Paz grumbled. “That’s enough of that. Will somebody go get a medic? I think Djarin’s got a concussion.” 
"A broken leg, maybe," Din said. "Though a medic'd be good – Boba definitely has a concussion." 
Boba didn't argue or even bother peeling himself away from Din's side. "I think I've got two or three, actually," he admitted. "There's been two of you this whole time, Djar'ika." 
"'Djar'ika?'" Paz repeated, sounding offended, but Jaig elbowed him in the side and Paz winced, rubbing at the spot. 
Cobb whistled, sounding impressed despite himself. "You're a tough bunch, ain't ya?" he said. He sounded halfway-admiring and halfway-exasperated, which felt right to Din – he wasn't sure how he was still alive either, aside from stubbornness. "We should'a turned you loose against the Hutts years ago, Fett. Might'a saved everyone some trouble. Hey, Mister Jedi!"   
The change in volume – the nearest Jedi was several dozen feet away – made Din and Boba both wince, but Cobb ignored them. The Jedi loped over, and Din saw that it was Vos. 
Vos grinned down at Din. "Hey, Mandalorian," he said. 
"Hey," Din replied. 
"Fett says Djarin here's got a concussion," Cobb said. He wiggled his fingers in front of his chest. For a second Din thought that he was trying to talk in Tusken sign, but the sign was just nonsense. Then he realized that Cobb was mimicking Jedi powers, and Din scowled. 
"So does Boba," Din said. 
Quinlan pulled a sympathetic face. "You do seem to get knocked around a lot, don't you?" he said. Despite the fact that he'd been in the thick of the fighting, Vos didn't look too badly-off. He still had the injuries he'd been carrying on Yavin-4, when Din had dropped Grogu off and found out just how Gorga'd been getting his information, but he hadn't collected any new ones that Din could see. 
"'S fine," said Din staunchly, even though he was shivering with cold and exhaustion. Shock was probably going to set in soon, but Din wasn't too worried about it. He was more concerned with Boba. 
"It will be," Vos allowed, inclining his head with a smile. "But I can help, if you let me." 
Vos had helped Din heal before. It had been strange having him in Din's head, but Din hadn't minded it, not really. 
Boba, however, peeled his face off of Din's leg to squint up at Quinlan distrustfully. 
Din squeezed Boba's hand in reassurance. Quinlan didn't mean Boba – or Din – any harm. If he was offering to help Din heal a little bit, to get Din back on his feet so Din could help rally Boba's crew, the Mos Pelgoans, so Din could sort out which Mandalorians had come and what they wanted, Din wasn't going to complain. Boba wouldn't either, even if he still didn't care much for Jedi. Boba hadn't cared for the other Mandalorians, after all, but he'd come for Din on Krownest anyway. Din was starting to suspect that Boba would do anything for Din, if Din asked him too. 
The thought should have been terrifying, but mostly it was just – warm. 
"Yeah," Din said, looking up at Quinlan. "Alright. Work your Jedi magic." 
"The Force," said Quinlan patiently, but he was still smiling. "Not magic." He reached out with a hand, and Din felt him reach out with more than a hand too. He felt that warm, dark ocean, Quinlan Vos's presence sinking into Din's aching head like a balm, easing some of Din's pain even before Quinlan set his fingers carefully against the side of Din's head. 
It was just as strange a feeling as it had been underneath Gella's Place, but Din was better prepared now. He let Quinlan in. 
Inside of his head, he felt Quinlan smile. Rest, Mandalorian, said Quinlan, sounding fond. The dark ocean rose. 
Hey! Din thought, surprised. He'd been expecting Quinlan to heal him, but this was different. Din felt heaviness in all his limbs. Exhaustion pulled at him. 
I'm fine, Din tried to shout, pushing back against Vos, but Quinlan only laughed, his presence glimmering brightly. 
Sure you are, he said. Sleep, Din. All of us'd be really put out if you dropped over dead, you know. 
"'M not gonna drop over dead," Din growled back at him, but he was tired, and it was hard to fight the pull of Quinlan's mind on his own. Harder still because Din didn't really want to fight Quinlan. He liked Quinlan. The tide of darkness building behind Din's eyelids was warm and comforting, for once. Safe. 
Don't worry, said Vos. I'm putting Fett under right after you. 
Oh, Din thought. Well, as long as it's fair. 
Affection – Quinlan's, but someone else's too, an affection for Din that ran as deep as the roots of a mountain, unshakeable – filled Din up. Quinlan was right. Din was safe. He closed his eyes, and he slept. 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: Violence, the sarlacc being gross and horrifying, mentions of slavery and the less-than-pleasant fate that would await anyone captured by Gorga’s crew should a rescue mission not go off. Serious injury, minor character death. 
Chapter notes:
-The ashay is based on the real-world Rub’ al Khali, the Empty Quarter, which is a sand desert in the Arabian Peninsula. Despite its name, the Empty Quarter does support some life, primarily arachnids, rodents and some especially hardy plant species.
-Shout out to Andor for making “shit” a canonical swear word in Star Wars. Doing the good work.
-A’Shek, A’Timma, A’Ten, A’Tin… probably should’ve thrown in a few more names like Douwan or Bassa, eh? (For real though, the A’-prefix is part of the Tusken naming convention; many male Tusken names start with A’ and many female Tusken names start with T’. I just was not very creative in coming up with more suffix sounds.)
-I think I’ve mentioned this before, but sarlaccs are technically plants! And they’re gross!
-We divert from the use of American Sign Language/ASL as a proxy for Tusken sign, here; some time after I started this fic, the showrunners for The Mandalorian/Book of Boba Fett talked about creating Tusken sign, which is distinct from ASL, so I don’t feel too bad about taking some creative liberties to come up with a way to visualize the sign for “sarlacc.” 
If you’d like to try it out, the ast ‘verse sign for “sarlacc” is two-handed. Holding your hands upright, press the heels of your hands and the tips of your fingers together, curving your hands but leaving your fingers straight to keep your palms apart. 
If you’d specifically like to sign like A’Shek, clack the tips of your fingers together a few times in an “om nom nom” motion, for emphasis. If you are extra dexterous, separate your thumbs and your pinkies to wiggle ‘em around.
-”One or two sharps in the whole galaxy” who can shoot over a ten-kilometer distance is a sideways reference to Crosshair, who Hunter claims can in fact shoot accurately from over ten klicks. Ten klicks is six entire miles; for reference, the world record for the longest confirmed sniper kill is 3,540 meters (2.2 miles). It’s entirely possible that Hunter is full of BS and just talking Cross up to an outsider, but I am predisposed to be disproportionately fond of Crosshair, and think that if he wants to shoot accurately over six miles, he should be able to.
-Pedro Pascal wears glasses and I, as a glasses wearer myself, have decided that without his helmet on, Din can’t see very well and does have to squint at stuff. It adds to his charm.
-“Esk” is an Aurebesh character. The mercenaries named their squads based on letters of the Aurebesh alphabet.
-Do you know what bothers me enormously that I just put together writing this chapter? That droids have ENGLISH letter designations – R2D2, BD-1 – instead of Aurebesh letters??? Resh-2 Dorn-2? Why even go to the trouble of coming up with another alphabet if you’re not going to use it? R2 gets a pass ‘cause he’s from the 1970s, but like. Oh my god. Now I’m irritated.
-Taanti and Jo are canonical Mos Pelgo residents. We learn their names in BoBF. Everyone else is an OC! Many of them are OCs from other Star Wars projects who have been co-opted for this fic.
-The word Din is looking for to describe that kind of fatalistic determination or resolve is nasreyc. Somehow, despite the fact that there’s only one “r” in there, this is pronounced “nar-SAIR-eesh.”
-I actually picked Gorga as the villain for this fic because during the Zygerria arc in TWC, Gorga is on Zygerria browsing the market. He’s the one who looks at Obi-Wan and goes “wow lol these slaves suck :/” and I do hate him.
-This is a fic about a lot of things, but it’s also a fic about Din subverting the expectations of just about everyone that he meets and learning to play that subversion to his advantage!
-It’s also a fic about the redemptive power of believing in your community, babey!! Din loves and trusts his people and is SO OBVIOUS AND SINCERE ABOUT IT that his people can’t help but love and trust him too. The Mandalorians were always going to come to help Din. Even when Din was yelling at them on Krownest. Even when he and Paz were trying to break each other’s noses way back in, like, Chapter 30. They were always going to back him up, because he was always going to embody the best of them.
-I’m really sentimental about it.
-I’m sentimental about all of this, actually. I’ve been crying happy tears for literal days.
-I’m crying right now. 
Your song of the week is "A Quiet Darkness," Houses. This song can cover Oct 12 - 31, since this chapter is so, so late.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which we end where we began (face down in a bacta tank, thinking about our life choices.)



    Chapter Notes

      Whew, okay, the month of December came at me with a crowbar and I'm still looking for my kneecaps, but we're here! Before we get started with the final chapter of a simple thing, I just want to say, from the bottom of my heart, thank you for giving this fic a chance. To everyone who had liked and commented, sent kudos, posted art, who has read along silently, who’s sent me a message, who’s come over to yell with me on tumblr, who has spotted mistakes and asked questions and helped me develop a deeper, richer understanding of this fic and its characters, thank you.
You have been some of the most amazing readers in the world. When I started this fic twenty-four (ish) months ago I had no idea how it would grow. I’d been leery of the Star Wars fandom for years and was very nervous to stick my toes back in the water, but you all met me with love and enthusiasm and I can’t help but hope that some of the love and enthusiasm I’m trying to give back to you has come across in a few of these many, many words.
I am so fucking emotional. Seriously. I love you all. If you hear a wailing upon the wind, don’t worry. It’s just me.
 
Some housekeeping:
-Now that this fic is officially finished, I’m totally fine if you want to add it to a collection! I have collections set to filter through an approval process, but that’s just so I can keep track of where this fic is ending up!
-As I’ve mentioned on tumblr and elsewhere in the notes for these chapters, fanart is always welcome, and you have my permission to print and bind a physical copy of this fic if you like! At some point I plan on going through and pulling together an Iridan-Preferred PDF Layout (™), which I can make available when it’s finished, but honestly I’m exhausted and it’s going to be a while before I work up the energy to argue with it. If you do create fanart or print this fic, feel free to tag me on tumblr (I am ryehouses.tumblr.com) with a picture! I would love to see it!
-My last content edit for this fic is in progress. As of today (January 8, 2023) I am on Chapter 23 (ijaa) and slowly working my way forward. When I’ve finished my edit, I promise I’ll quit fiddling with stuff and I will also update the note at the front of Chapter 1.
-I’ve had a few folks ask if there will be a sequel to this fic. No, there will not be a full sequel. The effort involved in writing this was insane, and I don’t know if I have a full sequel in my body. However, that doesn’t mean that I won’t ever add bobs and bits to this universe! Those of you who follow me on tumblr know that I’m more than happy to post alternate POVs that I have for some scenes and chapters, and I have a few other, much smaller pieces planned for this ‘verse ;)
-If you’d like to request a POV (and it's something that I have; sometimes I don’t have what y’all are looking for, but I do have a LOT of tiny snippets and scenes from other characters’ POVs) please do so on tumblr! It’s easier for me to keep track over there.
-To that end, I have created a series for this fic here on ao3. It’s called “tell me what your heart wants” and it’s linked above! Any future installments in this ‘verse will be linked there.
-The tag for this fic on tumblr is: ryehouses.tumblr.com/tagged/ast%20tag. I keep track of ast ‘verse-related asks under /tagged/ast%20asks. Art is under /tagged/ast%20art.
-I have had interest in seeing the bibliography that I’ve curated for this fic. I will probably post a link to that on tumblr. It is, as you might imagine, quite exhaustive. (I may also post it here to even out the chapter count, because I like even numbers, but we'll see. I'm not sure how that'd work with AO3's terms of service.)
Alright, y’all, now that that’s all out of the way: here we go. <3


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  mirjahaal. 





Din woke up on the  Gra’tua, wincing at the bright, clinical lights of its med bay, and for a moment, Din didn’t understand what had happened or how he’d gotten there. He had closed his eyes on Tatooine. He’d had blood and sand in his mouth. He’d been holding Boba. 
Din’s hands were empty now and his mouth was empty too. The taste of blood, the grit of sand, was gone. The change was so disconcerting that for a split second, Din wondered if he was even awake at all. He’d had strange dreams, lately – dreaming of the med bay on the light cruiser wouldn’t be the strangest. 
Then Din turned his head a little to get away from the searing lights, pain scratching behind his eyes, and saw Annika Skirata sprawled in a chair next to Din’s cot, her head propped up on the heel of her hand, reading from a battered datapad, and Din’s thoughts stuttered to a stop. 
 She was there,  he thought, half-wondering. He remembered seeing her in the sky. On the ground with Noora, fighting off Gorga’s army.  She came with Rau and Kryze and the rest to Tatooine. She came with Strill and Paz.  
She had come to help Din.
The suspicion that all of this was just a strange dream faded. Din didn’t know why Annika had come to help him – why any of the Mandalorians had come to help him – but she  had. And now she was here. 
Annika hadn’t noticed that Din was awake, yet. She was absorbed by whatever she was reading from her datapad. Din held still and just looked at her. The pain in Din’s temples eased.
It was good to see her alive. She’d clearly had a difficult year. Her armor, a lighter shade of red than Din’s had been, back before he’d lost his durasteel kit on Arvala-7 fighting the mudhorn, showed the evidence of hard use. Scuffs and scratches, scrapes of missing paint, a new dent in one of her pauldrons. Fresh carbon burns – from Krownest or Tatooine – blistered across her cuirass. 
She was thinner than Din remembered. The Annika he knew from the covert was broad, well-muscled from training and fighting. The Annika sitting beside Din’s cot was smaller. Shrunken, like her year on the run had whittled her down to sinew and bare muscle. 

   But she’s alive.  

She was alive, and Annika had saved Din’s life on Krownest. Despite how lean and pared-down she’d become, she had been strong enough to pull Din out of the water. Fierce enough to fight on Tatooine – she’d come down from the sky at Paz’s side. Had fought with him. She’d killed some of the Hutt mercenaries and had fought beside Noora. She’d tossed Noora one of her own blasters so that Noora could fight back too. 
More and more of the battle beside the sarlacc pit came back to Din. 
 The last thing that I remember,  Din thought, struggling to prop himself up on a loose elbow, all of his limbs just slightly disconnected from Din’s ability to control them,  I was with Boba. On the sand, above the pit. Rau was there. Paz. The Nite Owls. Din had been leaning against Boba’s side and Quinlan Vos had been assuring Din that it would all be alright, his hand cool against Din’s forehead and the ocean of his presence tugging Din down gently to sleep. 
Din wasn’t on Tatooine any more. He recognized the harsh lights of the  Gra’tua’s med bay, or at least one of its smaller, more private recovery rooms. He’d woken up in a room just like this one the first time, after the darktroopers. The astringent smell of medicine was strong in Din’s nose. 
Someone had found a cot for Din and had tipped him into it. His hair was still damp and the inside of his mouth was briny, full of salt, like Din had been drinking water straight from the seas of Trask without bothering to run it through a filter first. 
 Bacta,  Din thought, remembering something that Fennec had said to him months and months ago, the first time that Din had come to the palace to see what Boba wanted with him.  Everything tastes… blue.  
Din finally managed to get a watery elbow underneath of himself – his left elbow, his right still feeling like little more than a datastick without a port to plug into, distant and separate from the rest of Din’s body – and pushed himself upright. He winced. 
He didn’t know how long he’d been in bacta. A few days at least, going by how badly Din’s leg had hurt on Tatooine and how little it hurt now, but he hadn’t been under long enough for the bacta to erase all of his aches and pains. 
Din took stock of his body quickly, not able to entirely shed the idea – and the concern – that he was injured and in enemy territory. The light cruiser was Kryze’s. She’d brought it to Tatooine to help Din twice now, but it was still  hers  – she’d asked Din to stay on Krownest, to prove himself the  mand’alor, and Din had walked away. Kryze had challenged him – or talked around the idea of challenging him, at least – for the darksaber, and Din had refused to fight her. 
He’d never expected to see the light cruiser again. 
But Din was here, and whatever Kryze wanted with Din – and she must want something from him, because Din knew her well enough by now to know that she only risked herself and her people when she thought she’d gain some advantage or another over her enemies – he knew that he had to be ready. Kryze had caught him by surprise before. 
Din quickly tried to catalog the state of his injuries. His shoulder, dislocated in his fall on Tatooine, was still tender, but he could move his arm and close all of the fingers on both hands, though his right refused to form a fist. His ribs ached faintly. Din could barely feel his right leg at all, which made him suspect that he hadn’t just been dumped into a bacta tank and left to bob along for two days, and his right wrist complained when Din shifted his weight over to it, but Din at least wasn’t dead. He hadn’t fallen into the sarlacc pit and he hadn’t died out in the sands, either.
 How did I get here? he wondered. The last thing he remembered was laughing with Boba, leaning on him, being leaned on. Quinlan had been an ocean of ease and Paz had been there too – Paz had helped Din pull Boba up and out of the sarlacc pit. 

   Where’s Boba?  

Aside from Annika, Din was alone in the small room. Boba hadn’t been tipped into a cot beside him. In fact, the only pieces of furniture in the room were Din’s cot and the chair that Annika was slouched in. 
Din could still feel the textured fabric of Boba’s robes against his fingertips. The strain in the cloth as gravity had pulled Boba towards the sarlacc. The feeling of him slipping away, falling despite Din’s best efforts, was seared into Din’s mind and all of the bones in his hands. 
Din flexed his empty hands. He didn’t like that he and Boba had been separated. 
 This is Kryze’s ship,  Din thought.  And she doesn’t care for Boba. So where is he?  
Boba’d been hurt too. He could just be in a featureless little room like this one on the other side of the med bay, recovering from his own dip in a bacta tank, but he wasn’t  here, and Din wanted him to be. 

   How did we get up here? 

Vos, Paz, the other Mandalorians – someone had brought Din here. Quinlan wouldn’t have left Boba behind and Paz probably wouldn’t have let Boba come to any harm, but the others – 
Din managed to lever himself most of the way up into a sitting position, peering around the room in faint confusion, looking for any sign of where Boba was or what had happened. There was no one else in the room but Din and Annika, and nothing else in it but Din’s cot, Annika’s chair and a small medical station in the corner. Din’s unease deepened. 
Before Din could decide what to do, Annika finally saw Din moving around and raised her head, looking up from her datapad. Din froze. 
He realized abruptly that he wasn’t wearing any armor at all. Din’s helmet was probably still on the  Kirik-Fly and the rest of his kit was gone too, presumably taken by whoever’d dumped Din in a bacta tank in the first place. He wasn’t wearing his kute either, or A’Shek’s borrowed cloak; Din was wearing only a thin white shirt, scratchy enough to have come out of an Imperial’s closet somewhere in the depths of the light cruiser, and a slightly-softer pair of pants. 
Din stared at the straight  resh line of Annika’s visor. Din had shown his face to her at the summit. Annika’d seen it when she’d pulled him out of the water. But then Din had at least had the rest of his armor on, had been safe enough inside of it, ready and willing to defend himself if he’d needed to. 
Here, Din was – bare. Annika could see all of his injuries. She could see him in a way she hadn’t since he’d been a child, back when his ears had been too big for his head, when Din had been frigtened and quiet in the face of the cheerful Zabrak and booming Pantoran kids who’d swept Din up into their orbit when he’d been dropped off with the rest of the foundlings. 
Din didn’t know what Annika looked like any more. As a kid she’d been almost reedy, all limbs, like a falthier colt growing too fast for its frame to keep up. She’d been stick-thin and quick as lightning and her eyes had been yellow, like Paz’s. She’d had a small crown of nubby horns. A mouth full of sharp teeth. She’d smiled often and even when she’d passed her Foundlings’ Trial and put her helmet on for good, she’d laughed a lot. Din had been able to hear the smile in her voice. She’d grown up after their Trial, put on muscle, grown strong and broad, but she’d always been laughing. 
She could see who Din had grown into now, and she wasn’t laughing any more. She could see the scar between his eyes, the bruises, the grey patches at the corners of his jaw and threaded through his untidy hair. She could see where Din had grown old and scarred and tired. He wasn’t sure that any trace of the boy that Annika had first met as a foundling in the Fighting Corps was still left for her to find. 
But Annika didn’t turn her face away. She didn’t shout like Paz had or recoil like Strill. She didn’t dip her head like the armorer, mourning Din like he was dead. She just looked at Din steadily, her visor gleaming in the room’s harsh lights, her datapad slack in her hand. 
Din blinked, all of his thoughts slow and sticky, like his head had been stuffed full of bacta too instead of just submerged in the stuff, and tried to recover. 
“Annika,” Din said, quietly. His skin prickled with discomfort. 
He hadn’t had any time to talk to her on Krownest. She had pulled Din out of the water and called him an idiot, just like she had when they were kids, but then she’d returned to the  alor’s side and Din had gone back to Boba’s. Din had – Din had left her. He’d left Kryze and the narrow mold she’d tried to force him into, had left behind the Mandalorians and their senseless fighting, but he’d also left Annika. 
Annika set her datapad down. She moved slowly, deliberately. Like she was trying not to startle Din. Din’s chest warmed. He told himself that it was annoyance – he wasn’t a child or an injured animal – but he knew that it was mostly just affection. 
“Din,” she said. Her voice was just as warm and rich as he remembered. Din had to screw his eyes shut for a second, had to force himself to breathe. 
He wasn’t sure that he remembered the last time he’d talked to Annika.  Really talked to her, spent more than a handful of minutes with her, said more than just a “hello” or a “thanks” when she’d congratulated him on another successful hunt. 
It’s been more than a year, Din thought. The months before the covert on Nevarro had fallen – before Din had found the kid – had been busy; Din’d been gone for weeks at a time, wandering farther and farther in search of bounties and credits. He hadn’t stayed down among the covert for more than a night or two at once.
 She stitched me up,  Din thought.  That was the last time that we had the chance to really talk.   
Din had had a bad hunt. He’d taken a puck for what Din had thought – what he’d been told – was just a low-level gangster, hardly worth the credits spent fueling up the  Crest,  and he’d tracked that gangster to Hetzal Prime. By the time he’d finally cornered the skug, Din had realized that he’d  actually  cornered a Black Sun lieutenant, one who’d betrayed his fellows for a larger share of some score or other and had been furious to end up at the end of a bounty hunter’s blaster. 
The lieutenant hadn’t come quietly. Din had won out in the end, but the Black Sun son of a skug had managed to score a lucky hit with a knife that had cut through Din’s kute and across the back of his ribs. The wound had been in an awkward place and Din hadn’t been able to stitch it up on his own. He’d dealt with it as best as he could and had bled sluggishly almost all of the way back to the covert, and Annika had finally stitched the injury up for him. 
 She called me an idiot then too, Din thought. Annika’d stitched his ribs up when Din had slunk back into the tunnels, his pockets full of credits but his pride more hurt than his back, and she’d patched him up. Her gloves had been cool against his skin, and she’d called him an idiot because Din had used electrical adhesive to hold the wound together while he’d dragged the Black Sun thug in for the bounty.
Din half-expected Annika to say the same thing now. She was looking at him like she had that night. The angle of her helmet was – disapproving. Disbelieving. For once she’d shed her gloves entirely, the sleeves of her kute pushed up past her wrists, and the sight of her skin – still orange, her hands and wrists delicately and intricately tattooed, like all Iridonian Zabraks – startled Din. 
A wary silence prickled between them. Annika broke it first. “You’re awake,” she said, unnecessarily. 
Din blinked again. “I am,” he said. His own voice was rough and cracked. “And you’re – here. Where’s Boba?” 
That got a reaction out of Annika. She leaned back in her chair, folded her arms across her chest and said, “I am here. Where else would I be?” 
She didn’t say anything about Boba. 
Din frowned. Annika would be – should be – anywhere else. With her people. With the tribe. The  Gra’tua was Kryze’s territory. Tatooine was Boba’s. Neither place was a place Din had expected to see Annika. 
“...Krownest?” Din tried, since that was where he’d seen her last. The  alor was still there, as far as Din knew, and none of Paz’s kids had joined the fight on Tatooine. Neither had Annika’s. The foundlings had to be somewhere. He’d – 
Honestly, Din hadn’t been thinking much about Annika at all. He’d landed on Tatooine and had immediately set everything else aside in favor of worrying about Boba and the Hutts and what would happen if Din couldn’t reach Boba in time. But if he’d been asked, he would’ve assumed that Annika’d either stayed on Krownest, after Din had left the summit, or had disappeared back into the galaxy. Gone off to build a new covert. 
Din couldn’t see Annika’s face, but he couldn’t shake the impression, faint but growing stronger, like an armor-forge slowly building heat, that Annika was frowning at Din too.
“Krownest?” she echoed. “Why would I be on Krownest?” 
“That’s – that’s where the covert is,” Din said, his confusion deepening. “The tribe.” The foundlings, Tosho, Wyrran and the armorer, if she was still alive. “That’s where the Mandalorians are.” 
Annika snorted. “Din,” she said, “I know you got your bucket rung pretty good on Krownest – and on Tatooine too, by the look of you – but the Mandalorians are  here. Or – well, most of them are here, anyway. Those other Skiratas said that they’d rather keep to their own ship instead of this one. Rau comes and goes too, but most of us – most of us are here.”
Din’s frown deepened. That didn’t make any  sense. Why would the other Mandalorians be here? Why would they have packed into the light cruiser? Kryze’s people, the Nite Owls, Din could understand, but Rau, the True Mandalorians – 
“But – this is Bo-Katan’s ship,” Din said slowly, trying to understand. “Lady Kryze’s.” Bo-Katan had once been Death Watch and Rau was a True Mandalorian. Annika was a Child of the Watch. Those three groups – they didn’t mix. Didn’t get along. The Death Watch and the True Mandalorians had once torn Mandalore apart between them, and Bo-Katan had already made her opinion of the  kyr’ade clear to Din. 
“It is,” Annika agreed, and she sounded almost  amused now, a laugh hiding underneath her helmet, and Din didn’t understand that either. 
Din was – Din was her enemy. Not  dar’manda,  a Mandalorian still, but he’d fought and nearly killed her  alor,  if he hadn’t killed the armorer outright. He’d run her through with the darksaber. The armorer had called Din an  aruetii.  An outsider. The armorer couldn’t tell Din that he wasn’t a Mandalorian, but she  could bar him from the tribe. She had barred him from the tribe. 
And Annika was the armorer’s chosen successor. 
“But Lady Bo-Katan offered it up in  your service, once word got around that you were trouble,” Annika continued cheerfully. “And nobody else on Krownest had a ship half as big as this one, so this is the one we all agreed to bring.” 
“You agreed? Who’s ‘we all?’” Din asked warily.
He knew the answer, of course. He’d seen dozens of Mandalorians dropping down to push back Gorga’s mercenaries. Some of the Mandalorians that Din had seen on Tatooine had even made sense. Paz and Strill had come to rescue Jaig. Annika’d come to keep Paz safe. 
But some of the others –  most of the others, Aiken Anson and Ursa Wren, the Saxons, Axe Woves – hadn’t had a reason to drop out of the sky. To risk their own lives for Din’s or for Boba’s. 
 Maybe this  is  still a dream,  Din thought, trying to understand. His head hurt and the saltwater taste in his mouth made Din think of Nevarro City, of his own blood on his teeth as he waited to die.  That’s the only thing that makes any  sense,  because –  
“Sure, I agreed,” said Annika, and she was definitely laughing at Din now. “It’s not every day that I get the chance to go rescue the  mand’alor, is it?” 
Din stared at Annika some more. He tried to remember if Annika’d said anything like that out on the ice on Krownest and could only remember her calling him an idiot. 
“I’m not the  mand’alor,” he finally said. He’d said it often enough that it was easy to get the words out, despite Din’s confusion. “I – I walked away from Kryze. On Krownest. I – ” 
“Got your teeth kicked in, a bit,” said Annika patiently. “And you left to lick your wounds, which is a normal and reasonable thing to do. Or that’s what we thought you were off doing, anyway, until  Strill’ika got a call from her brother that there was trouble on Tatooine.” 
Strill had been the one to call in reinforcements, then. Din didn’t know how she’d managed to rally what had looked like half the fighters at Kryze’s summit, but she was a stubborn kid. He wasn't surprised that she'd dragged several dozen other warriors along. 
“Lady Bo-Katan wasn’t sure if you were involved or not,” Annika continued, ignoring Din as he opened his mouth to try to interrupt her, plowing ahead with all of the cheerful determination that Annika had always been able to muster in the face of things that had made Paz short-tempered and Din silent. 
She’d been like that since all three of them had been kids. 
Din swallowed. 
“But once he heard that there was trouble here, Paz insisted that  you  were right in the middle of it,” Annika said. “Strill’ika  was dead-set on coming after her brother and Paz after you, and I couldn’t let Paz go alone. We were just going to bring Strill’s little ship, but then that Rau fellow overheard us planning and immediately rounded up  his  people to come along, and after that I think that Lady Bo-Katan just offered the  Gra’tua so that Rau wouldn’t outdo her in a show of loyalty.” 
Din tried to process all of that, his mind stuck skipping over his last conversations with Rau, with Kryze. 
Rau – 
Din supposed that he wasn’t surprised, not really, to hear that Fenn Rau had immediately jumped to Din’s defense. He’d set himself at Din’s side on Krownest without thinking much about it. Din didn’t know if Rau had ever faced off against the Hutts before but he  had  faced off against half of Mandalore for Din, so the fact that he’d be willing to take a swing at Gorga wasn’t much of a surprise. 
 He said that he was a Protector,  Din thought, reaching back through his memories for the conversation he’d had with Rau beside the cook-fire, the smell of a dozen different  tiingilar recipes sharp and strong in the air. 
 And he said that the Protectors’ job was to protect the  mand’alor.  That was why the Protectors had been formed in the first place. And Rau – he hasn’t had much chance to fulfill that duty before. There hasn’t been a  mand’alor  in a long time.  
Din still balked, thinking of himself as the  mand’alor. He wasn’t. He couldn’t be. If he’d taken Kryze up on her offer – if he’d stayed on Krownest, instead of leaving with Grogu and Boba – 
 But I didn’t stay, Din thought, cutting himself off before he could tangle himself up in knots and what-ifs. He sat up straighter in his cot. 
Kryze had offered him a place among the Mandalorians.  Leading the Mandalorians. Din had refused it. He hadn’t wanted to fight for it. And if he didn’t want to fight for it – 
“After that, most everyone else just went along with Lady Bo-Katan and Rau,” Annika said. She tilted her head. “It was strange, really. Half of the Mandalorians at that summit – on this ship, even – hate Lady Bo-Katan. Most of them don’t have any reason to be fond of us, either. But  you – almost everyone there climbed aboard this ship to help you. 
“Well, you and Lord Fett,” she added, her tone bright with amusement. “That’s who the other Skiratas were after.” 
Din didn’t know who the other Skiratas were, but he couldn’t keep staring at Annika in confusion and shock, so he flopped back down onto his cot and stared up at the ceiling instead. His thoughts whirled. The white lights made his eyes burn. A lump had risen in Din’s throat without his permission, hard and sharp. He didn’t know what to say. 
The Mandalorians had saved him. 
 Again, he thought. 
When Din had fallen off of the cliff in the Jundland Wastes, he had dreamed of the day that his village had been destroyed by the Separatists. The Mandalorians had saved him then. They’d swooped down from the sky, fifteen or twenty of them, all fighting and all fearless, and they had done what scores and scores of Din’s cousins, his neighbors, his aunts and uncles, his family, hadn’t been able to do.
The Mandalorians – the Death Watch – had beaten the Separatists. They’d saved Din’s life. And they had done it again and again and again. The warriors of Din’s tribe had protected him. Trained him. His brothers and sisters had come out of hiding on Nevarro to save him and Grogu, even though it had been Din’s own fault that they’d been in danger in the first place.  He’d gone against the Empire, not the tribe, but it had still been the tribe that had risen up to protect Din. 
That the tribe – that dozens of other Mandalorians who didn’t even  know  Din, who’d only see him fight twice, heard him speak a handful of times, who had no reason to risk their lives for him – had come to Din’s rescue  again – 
“I don’t understand,” Din said, plainly. His throat hurt and the corners of his eyes were hot.  
Annika chuckled. Din glared at her – he didn’t understand what could possibly be  funny, either – but his glare didn’t deter her. He couldn’t bring himself to be that mad about it, either. It was good to hear Annika laugh. 
The sound of it, bright and clear, settled over Din like a comforting weight. Like armor. Some of the tension pulling tight at Din’s shoulders eased. He couldn’t help it. He didn’t understand what Annika was  doing here, guarding his bedside, any more than he understood why all of the other Mandalorians had come to his aid on Tatooine, but Din was glad that Annika was alive. That she was well enough to sit beside him and laugh. 
If she was sitting with Din, keeping an eye on him, that meant that Paz was probably alright too. That no one else had been too badly hurt.
 Well, no one else but me and Boba, Din thought. He stopped glaring at Annika and pushed himself up onto his elbows again. This time his right arm responded a little better. Annika was still laughing at him, the sound soft and warm. 
Din tried not to soften back at her too obviously. 
“I don’t know what’s funny, either,” Din groused. His fingers itched for his armor. Sensation was returning to all of his limbs, the detached, numb feeling of bacta ebbing like a tide. “You were there on Krownest. You heard what I said. I’m – I’m not the  mand’alor, not really. I won’t fight or kill other Mandalorians for it. So – ”
“So, nothing,” Annika said, waving a careless hand. “Why shouldn’t you be the  mand’alor? Who else could it be, after everything that you’ve done?” 
“I didn’t do anything!” Din protested. “I fought Gideon because I had to. The rest of it – it’s been Kryze’s plan, not mine.” 
Annika snorted. “Everyone pulled together to save  you,” she repeated. 
Din scowled. “Then all I did was run headlong into trouble and need a rescue,” he snapped. “That’s not – that shouldn’t make me the  mand’alor. I don’t understand why – ” he broke off, wary of saying something that would drive Annika away. Annika shook her head. Din glared at her, fierce and frustrated. 
 I don’t want to argue about this. Din’s head still hurt, despite the bacta. His chest hurt. He didn’t want to make Annika angry.
“Where’s Boba?” he asked, trying to change the subject.
“You wouldn’t understand,” Annika said, dodging the question about Boba again. Her tone was light enough that Din knew that she was teasing him, but that was the second time she’d slid around Din’s question, and Annika wasn’t usually the type to avoid a question, no matter how unpleasant the answer might have been. 
Din narrowed his eyes. Boba – Boba wasn’t dead. Din knew that he couldn’t be dead. He’d been alive on Tatooine, and the Jedi had been there. Skywalker might not have had much reason to care for Boba – much reason to heal him – but Quinlan didn’t have any history with Boba, and he’d promised to help. 
 Boba’s alive,  Din reassured himself.  I just don’t know where he is.  
“But I think some confusion’s a fair price to pay for all of the secrets that you’ve been keeping, don’t you?” Annika continued, reaching out with one booted toe to nudge the edge of Din’s cot. Her tone had lightened deliberately. She didn’t want to fight either. 
“I – secrets?” Din said, surprised again. Then he scowled. Annika was trying to distract Din. Din wasn’t going to play along. “Where’s Boba Fett?” he asked for a third time, pushing himself all the way upright. If Annika wouldn’t tell him, then Din would just go find Boba. His leg felt better. He could – he could manage to find Boba without collapsing in the hallway. 

   Probably.  

Annika sighed at Din like Boba sometimes did, the word ‘atin’ hanging unspoken in the air. Then she relented. 
“He’s fine,” Annika said. “Still in bacta. He’s got another few hours left, the medic says. He didn’t have a broken leg like you did, but he had more internal bleeding.” 
“Internal bleeding?” Din said, alarmed. 
Annika held up a soothing hand. “That’s why he got a bacta dip, just like you did,” she said. “He’s going to live, Din. I didn’t want to worry you. Rau’s with him, anyway,” she added, when Din opened his mouth again to ask how long Boba’d been in bacta, or to demand that Annika let him go see Boba immediately. Din didn’t want Boba to be alone. 
“Rau and that eyesore over there – ” she lifted her chin at the door to Din’s small room, which was closed but apparently guarded “ – have been trading off between watching over the two of you. Fett’s still in the med bay proper.”
“But he’ll be alright?” Din asked, anxious despite her reassurances. Boba was strong and durable – the sarlacc hadn’t killed him the first time, after all – but if his injuries had been bad enough to need bacta – 
Annika huffed. “I think so, yeah,” she said. “He seems like a tough sort, and that fierce old Tusken who was minding him overnight finally left a few hours ago, went back to Tatooine. I don’t think she’d leave if he wasn’t doing well. She looked in on you too.”
 Ushib,  he thought. Din made himself relax a little. Annika was right – Ushib wouldn’t leave Boba if he was too sick or too injured. It would offend her sensibilities as a  jida. The reassurance that Boba was going to be alright settled Din more than it should have, though worry still prickled in his chest. 
 Bacta’s pretty impressive stuff,  Din reminded himself.  Boba might end up like me, full of pins and plates, but he should be able to get back up to his feet again.  
Then Din focused on the other part of what Annika had said, and irritation – defensiveness – spiked. 
“Secrets?” Din prompted again, frowning a little. Annika’d said that Din deserved to be confused because Din had been keeping secrets. 
Din hadn’t seen Annika in a long time, but he didn’t have any secrets that he’d kept from her. They hadn’t talked often in that last year before the covert had fallen – not like they’d talked when they’d been children, anyway – but Din hadn’t ever tried to keep secrets from Annika. It usually didn’t work, and aside from that Din trusted Annika. He had almost always trusted Annika. 
Annika apparently thought differently. She leaned forward again, dropping both boots to the floor, and held up a hand to start counting secrets off on her fingers. 
“Let’s see,” she began. Her tone was still light, but Din wasn’t fooled by it, not this time. Steel moved underneath her words. 
“Since the last time I saw you,” Annika said, “you’ve adopted a foundling and started your own clan all on your own.” She held up two fingers, indicating two secrets. “You’ve joined a syndicate.” She held up a third finger. “You’ve made friends with the Jedi Knights. You became the  mand’alor. You got – ”
“I’m – you adopted some foundlings too,” Din shot back, cutting Annika off before she could really get going. “And it wasn’t – none of that was anything that I wanted to keep from you. I wanted the kid to meet you. I did. It was just – it wasn’t safe.” 
Annika softened a little at that. “No,” she agreed. “It wasn’t safe.” Then she rallied again, five fingers up with all of her grievances. “But the syndicate thing, Din?” 
 She means Boba’s outfit, he thought. Since Annika’d come to intervene in a dispute with a Hutt – and since most Children of the Watch seemed to think that Boba Fett was little more than a dangerous, honorless criminal – Din could understand where she’d gotten that idea. 
He still scowled. Boba wasn’t running a cartel. He wasn’t a Hutt. 
“It’s not a syndicate,” Din said.
“No?” said Annika, amused. “Because we flew over Jabba the Hutt’s old palace while we were looking for you, and I’m pretty sure that what the Hutts run is a syndicate.” 
“Boba’s not a Hutt,” Din disagreed. 
Annika eyed him, but let him have the counterargument. “Maybe not,” she said. “But that’s all you’ll deny, is it? You’re not part of a syndicate, but the rest of it’s all true?” 
 The rest of it, Din thought. He weighed his words carefully, then decided that his head hurt too much for politics despite his time in a bacta tank, and told the truth instead. 
“The Jedi aren’t that bad,” Din told her. “My kid’s a Jedi, and all of the Jedi I’ve met have been – helpful. A little strange, but they’re good people. They’ve been taking good care of my kid." 
Annika snorted. 
“And becoming the  mand’alor,” Din said, unsure what Annika’d already heard about all of that, about what she thought, but deciding to lay his cards out anyway, “it was an accident?” 
Annika froze for a moment, staring at Din. He felt her attention catch on him, sharp as a knife. The hairs on the back of his neck bristled.  
“An accident,” Annika said. She said it the same flat way she’d always confronted Din and Paz any of the half a hundred times they’d snuck off to spar as kids and young warriors and had crept back into the covert with broken fingers or broken noses. The same way she’d asked Denn and Tosho just where it was they’d snuck off to that night they’d disappeared on Kashyyyk and had returned covered from head to toe in luminescent spores. 
Annika was unimpressed. 
But there was a question in her voice too, not just unimpressed disappointment. Din remembered that about her too – she’d always been the first one of them to ask questions. She’d always wanted to know not just what had happened but  why it had happened. 
Din looked at her out of the corner of his eye again. He was still half-surprised that she was here at all, sitting at a traitor’s bedside, but – 
But Annika has always liked to know ‘why,’ Din thought. She had always tried to understand. It was, he thought, why the alor had decided that Annika would be a good armorer. A good leader.
Din took a careful breath. His chest was sore but it was a mending pain, like a scar that had closed over and just needed more time to fully heal. 
“Do you – do you want to know what happened?” he asked. 
He wanted to go find Boba. He wanted to go back to sleep. He wanted to find Quinlan and thank him for coming, wanted to find Paz and make sure he was alright, wanted to go find Rau and demand to know what Rau thought he was playing at. 
But none of them were here in the room with Din, and Annika was. And Annika had been Din’s sister. He loved her too. Din had missed talking with her. 
 Boba – if he’s in bacta, he’ll be fine for another hour or two, Din thought. 
Annika looked at Din head-on. She hesitated, probably arguing with herself, but then her curiosity won out and she nodded.
“I do,” she said.  
She was being honest. Her sincerity was like beskar. 
So Din told her. The whole story came out. Din had told it enough times that it should have been easy to tell Annika too. Should have been straightforward, direct; Din had found Grogu and the whole galaxy had changed. Everything else that had happened since then had happened because Din had been trying to protect the kid. 
But for the first time in a long while, Din found himself tripping over the story of how he’d spent the last year. 
It had all gotten so tangled up, these last few days. Kryze had named Din the  mand’alor on Krownest, in front of everyone, but she’d only done it because Din had wrestled the darksaber away from Moff Gideon months before in an effort to avoid getting stabbed with it. He’d only faced Gideon because Gideon had been waiting with Grogu on the light cruiser, and Din had only been on the light cruiser because of the information he’d found on Morak, and he’d only been on Morak because Gideon had stolen Grogu away on Tython. 
The story came out in uneven pieces. Annika hadn’t met Grogu, before the covert had fallen. She hadn’t even known that Din’d taken a contract from the Imperials until after he’d left for Arvala-7. Paz had apparently told her about it, ranting about Din accepting a job from the same Imperials who’d hunted Mandalorians for all of their lives. 
Din just – hadn’t had the  time to talk to her, and he regretted not making time now. When Din had made it back from Arvala-7 and handed the kid over to Pershing, the first thing he’d done had been to go into the forge and get his new armor made. Then he’d come out in his bright, shining beskar, nearly sick with guilt over leaving the kid in Imperial hands, and Din had gone back for Grogu. Annika hadn’t been there with the armorer, learning the forge. She’d been – busy. 
 She was looking after the foundlings,  Din thought now.  She was studying. Learning. Annika had been with the few elders left to the covert. She’d been preparing to lead the tribe. And then Din had gone back for Grogu and everything else had happened quickly, too quickly. Din and Grogu had fled Nevarro without going back to the tunnels. 
“It is good that you left Nevarro when you did,” Annika said, when Din had worked his way backwards to the start of the story. Din’s voice was thin. His throat was sore. Exhaustion pulled at him, soft at the edges. It'd be easy to roll over and go back to sleep. 
Annika had leaned all the way back in her chair again and was tapping a rhythm out on one of her knees, the only sign of restlessness that Din had seen from her since he’d woken up with her at his side. 
“The Imps hit us a day later,” Annika continued. At the mention of the Imperials – the raid – Din flinched. 
“I know,” said Annika, quietly. Their earlier discomfort – Din’s and Annika’s both – had faded as Din had told his story. Annika’d asked enough questions that Din had mostly gotten over his confusion and his irritation. He’d had time to settle back against his cot. To get his thoughts in order. 
“It was pretty bad,” Annika continued. “We – well. You saw.” 
Din nodded. He had. 
“It could’ve been worse, you know,” said Annika. 
“How?” Din asked. Anger – or something like anger, something hard and sharp – scraped against the inside of his chest. “How could it have been worse? It – ”
He broke off, shook his head. Moving made a dull ache crawl down the side of Din’s neck and lodge itself in his right shoulder; two days in bacta had softened that hurt too, but hadn’t erased it entirely. 
 Good, Din thought. Pain had helped Din focus in the desert. It could help him focus now. He curled his hands into fists. His arm ached. 
Din hadn’t been able to talk to Paz about this, not really. They’d been too busy arguing over what being  dar’manda  meant to talk about the raid on the covert, and then they’d been too busy kicking each other’s  shebs around, and then Paz had gone off to Mos Pelgo. 
But Annika – 
“Yes,” said Annika, unsparing. “It could’ve been worse. It was bad, but – but not everyone died. Many of us survived. We could have been wiped out entirely, Din. That’s happened to coverts before.” 
“I saw the helmets,” Din said. “The pyre. Everyone – ”
But Annika was right. Din couldn’t say that everyone had been lost, because they  hadn’t. Annika was sitting right beside him. Din had seen Wyrran and the armorer at the gathering. He’d fought with and against and beside Paz. 
Even if the survivors of the raid considered Din himself dead because he’d broken his Creed, there were still survivors. Still foundlings being raised as Mandalorians, as the future. 
Annika kept watching Din, her fingers drumming a nonsense pattern on her knees. Her head was cocked to the side like a curious junda bird. Din wondered what she saw. 
“Many of us did die,” she said, after another handful of seconds. “That’s true. It was – we thought that we had more time,” she explained. “Paz and the others came back after you got away, and we just – we thought we had more time to leave. A day or two to pack everything up and move in the night, without being seen. You’d taken care of most of the Imps at the base, we thought, and everyone else had put down the Guild. But reinforcements arrived. We weren’t ready.” 
“It was Moff Gideon,” Din said. Gideon had wanted Grogu and Gideon had studied Mandalorians, too. Defeated Mandalorians. He’d been the one who’d broken Mandalore, broken Bo-Katan and her Mandalorian resistance after Gar Saxon had died. 
Gideon’d cut his teeth on the Mandalorians of the Mandalore sector, the Protectors, Death Watch, the  Haat Mando’ade. Satine Kryze’s pacifists and Bo-Katan’s revolutionaries. 
 We didn’t follow any of those Creeds or Ways,  Din thought.  But we really weren’t that different, not really. And what Gideon learned on Mandalore, he brought to Nevarro.  
Annika dipped her head. “It was a bloodbath,” she admitted. “A – a  rohak. A defeat.” 
Din started a little, surprised again. 
Annika had grown up speaking just as little  mando’a as Din had. The only words that she’d known, the last time that Din had talked to her, had been the same handful of curses and commands that all of the foundlings had picked up while they’d been training in the Fighting Corps. Annika’d been adopted by two Mandalorians – Wenyan and Agda – but unlike Paz, she would’ve taught anything that she’d learned from her parents to the rest of them. 
 So where did she learn what  ‘rohak’  meant? Din wondered. He didn’t know the word. 
Paz had said that Annika’d started to spend more time with the  alor, before the covert had fallen. She’d been learning how to work the forge, how to shape beskar, and she’d been learning more and more about Mandalorians too. 
 About the Children of the Watch,  Din corrected himself.  Though – Paz said that Annika’d learned of other Creeds. Other Ways. He said that she’d been – troubled.  
Din studied Annika with new interest. 
 Who was teaching her?  he wondered.  The armorer? Wyrran? 
The armorer had known more about Mandalore than she’d ever shared with the rest of the tribe. With Din. She’d said as much on Krownest. The elders of the Children of the Watch had chosen to forget where they’d come from. To hide it. They’d dropped  mando’a,  their clan names, the  Resol’nare, their history. They’d shed it all like pieces of armor that didn’t fit any more. Like – 
Din paused. 
 Wait, he thought. He saw Annika stop too, realizing that Din had figured something out. She leaned forward again. 

   That’s not right.  

No Mandalorian that Din knew had ever discarded armor that didn’t fit, at least not  beskar’gam.  Din had shed his durasteel plate after it had been compromised on Arvala-7, but his  beskar –  
Beskar could be reforged. It was passed down to any foundling or any child in a warrior’s line, the pieces shaped for each new warrior. Din’d give some of his own armor for Grogu’s, in time. Beskar was reused and remade if it didn’t fit any more, but it was never thrown aside. 
 But the  alor –  the Children of the Watch – they did throw it aside,  Din thought. They’d thrown it all away. The history that Din had learned in pieces and songs from Boba, from Kryze, from Rau. The dozens of different  tiingilar  recipes, the  Resol’nare, the language. The different names for each clan and group and Way. 
The Children of the Watch had decided that none of it mattered any more. That there was no value in it. No use. No point carrying any of it with them. 
 They did it to survive,  Din reminded himself, half-heartedly.  She said that they did it to survive.  Being Death Watch or  Haat Mando’ade had gotten half of the planet – half of the sector – killed during the Civil Wars, and then the Empire’d come and started hunting Mandalorians, so it had been safer to just – abandon that history. Those names. 
Clearly, the way that the tribe had chosen to do things  had worked. Din was alive despite Gideon and Gorga both. Annika was alive too. Much of the tribe had fallen, but Annika was right; not all of them had been lost. The armorer, Wyrran, Pallas, Wenyan – they had raised strong warriors. Survivors. 
 But even if the elders hid their histories to help us survive, we – we should have  learned  all of this,  Din thought tiredly.  We should have been able to choose for ourselves how we wanted to live. Where we wanted to keep our honor.  
Annika was learning  mando’a now, apparently, and Din was too, but they still should’ve had the chance to learn it from their elders. Their parents. From the warriors who had taken them in. Who’d sworn to care for them. 
 Who did care for us, Din thought, the memory of the armorer’s fingers brushing hair away from Din’s forehead bright even against the anger that still burned in his chest. In his heart. He thought of the pride in the armorer’s voice when she’d declared Din and Grogu a clan of two. When she’d forged his signet for him. 
Din was tired of being angry. He was tired of feeling betrayed and tired of turning the Creed over and over in his head too. The armorer had made her decision. Wyrran, Annika’s parents, Paz’s father Pallas. They’d all chosen.  
And Din had made his choice too. He’d agonized over it, fought for it, bled. Din had decided for himself what it meant to be Mandalorian. What the Creed meant to him. He’d done his thinking, and he knew where he stood now. 
He just hadn’t stopped to consider that maybe Annika had been thinking about the Creed too. That she had had – doubts. Questions. 
 She’s had a year to think about it,  Din thought.    
A year, between being named  ven’alor and learning of other Creeds to being confronted with that reality – other Mandalorians, hundreds of them, alive and fierce and fighting – and a year on the run at that. A year out in the galaxy, away from the safety of the tribe. 
It was easy to keep the Creed down in the covert. With all of the tribe  there, reminding each other of the Way, testing and tempering and training all together. But out in the stars, in the black – 
“It was a defeat,” Annika repeated. She didn’t say anything about the Creed. If she could see what Din was thinking – if his anger was blazing across his face – she let Din keep it to himself for now. She didn’t push. “But it wasn’t as crushing as it could’ve been,  ner vod. Most of the kids made it.”
That was true. Paz had taken three foundlings with him and Annika had taken more. And those kids –  and my kid, Din thought – would be the future of the tribe, if any of them made it to adulthood. If they swore to the Creed – any Creed – on their own. They would earn beskar for themselves and they’d wear it, they’d live, they’d go out and have children of their own. They would carry the tribe with them. 
 This,  Din thought, and he could still hear the  alor  saying the words along with him inside of his head, her voice layering over his, warm and steady,  is the Way.  
Din’s anger drained away. He wondered again what Annika thought of the Creed now. 
“It could have been worse,” Din finally agreed. The raid on the covert could have been – should have been, if Gideon’d gotten his way – the end of all of them. Of Paz, of Annika, of all of the kids. 
 Of the armorer. She’d stayed to face the Empire so that Din and Cara and Grogu had been able to get away. She had protected them. She would have died to give them a chance to escape, if she’d had to die. 
“And,” Annika added, “it wasn’t your fault.” 
Din flinched like Annika had slapped him. His shoulders twitched. 
Annika had never been the  beroya  for their tribe, but she was just as much a hunter as any Mandalorian. She smelled blood in the air. “What?” she pressed. “Did someone tell you that it  was your fault? If it was Paz – ”
Din flinched again, tried to recover. He would have preferred it if Annika’d just punched him in the ribs instead. They weren’t broken any more. He could take another hit. “Not – no,” he said. Not even the armorer had blamed Din for what had happened to the covert. She’d blamed Din for breaking his Creed, for turning his back on the tribe and for refusing to recognize that he was  dar’manda, but she hadn’t blamed him for the raid. 
No one had. But Din still knew why Gideon’d taken aim at his covert. He screwed his eyes shut. 
 I’ve – I’ve been used to feeling this way, Din thought. He’d had months to reconcile himself with what had happened on Nevarro. He had seen other shattered coverts too. Din had – put that hurt away. Let the wound scar over. Coverts fell. Villages were destroyed. The galaxy was not kind, not to anyone, and not to Mandalorians in particular. 
Gorga had almost destroyed Boba’s outfit on Tatooine. The people of Mos Pelgo, the palace crew, everything that Boba had been building. That Din had helped him build. That was just – the way that it was. 
Annika tilted her helmet back in a way that told Din that she was rolling her eyes underneath it. Strangely, Din didn’t think that she was exasperated or angry. If anything, he thought that she was – fond. He couldn’t say why he felt that way, but her affection – her relief – hung in the air like something that Din could almost see, almost touch. She was happy that Din was alive and it burned like a light around her. 
“So if nobody told you that it was your fault,” Annika said, slowly, the steady glow of her affection brightening, “why do you think that it was? Is that why you think you can’t be the  mand’alor? ” 
“Because it  was  my fault,” Din snapped, out of his depth and confused. “Because if I’d never taken that job from the Empire – if I’d been smarter about trying to get the kid back from them – ”
 “Haar kad nu gana naasad buirkan,” Annika interrupted, in the longest string of  mando’a  that Din had ever heard from her. “Haar gaan gana.”  
Din blinked, entirely thrown. 
Kad –  that’s ‘sword,’  Din thought, trying to piece the sentence together.  And  buirkan  is ‘duty,’ I think.  He’d heard Bo-Katan use that word before.  A sword – a sword’s duty? Din supposed that a sword’s duty was to cut – it was certainly what he’d used the darksaber for, anyway – but he didn’t understand what that had to do with Gideon’s attack on the covert. 
“I read that,” said Annika, sounding pleased with herself. “In one of the  mii’taylise.”
“In the – you read what?” Din asked, thrown out of his bitter temper entirely. 
“It’s a proverb,” said Annika, which wasn’t an answer at all. “Kar’tayl oya’la.  Wisdom.” 
Din narrowed his eyes. “‘Wisdom,’” he repeated. “That you read somewhere.” 
“I told you.” Annika’s voice was patient. “It was in the  mii’taylise.  The datachips that Vreska gave me, when she named me as her heir. They’re – well, I suppose that you could call them journals, almost. Guidance. But – what I said means that  Gideon’s responsible for what happened to the covert, Din. Not you.” 
“He wouldn’t have come for the covert at all if I hadn’t taken the kid,” Din argued. “If I hadn’t picked a fight with the Empire and the Guild both, and needed you all to rescue me.” 
“‘The sword is not to blame,’” Annika repeated, sitting up straight. Conviction made her sit taller. She looked like an  alor.  “‘The hand is.’ You went against the Empire,  Din’ika,  but it was Gideon who decided to eradicate us in retaliation.  He made that call. Not you.” 
“But – ”
“But nothing,” said Annika. She wasn’t shouting and that was worse, in its way. If she’d been shouting at him, Din could shout back and feel – justified. He could feel like this was an  argument, one that he had a chance of  winning. 
But she wasn’t shouting, and it wasn’t an argument. 
Annika spread her hands. “The Way of the Mandalore,” she said, gently, “is to be both hunter and prey. That day we were prey. We exposed ourselves to protect you, yes, but we did it because you’re  ours, Din’ika. Ner vod.”  

   My brother.  

Din shied away from that too. “I’m surprised that you still think that,” he said. He couldn’t help it. His chest was so full of – of something, rage or grief, guilt, shame, doubt – that it felt like his lungs would burst through his ribs. “I broke the Creed. You shouldn’t…”
Din trailed off again. He shouldn’t have let himself get dragged into this conversation. Not like this. Din was tired and sore and dazed from the bacta tank. Off-balance. He should’ve waited until he’d managed to get back up to his feet. Until he’d had Boba with him. 
Annika just looked at Din. “I shouldn’t what?” she asked. 
Din looked away. 
Paz  would  have started shouting, but Annika just blew out a slow, deep breath, and said, “Din.” 
That was easier to hear, to bear, than  ‘ner vod.’  
“The things that we were taught as kids,” she began, then stopped too, shaking her head. “You broke your Creed on Morak, right? That’s what you said.” 
Slowly, Din nodded. He didn’t trust himself to speak. 
“And we were taught that that meant that – that you were dead,” Annika muttered. Her teasing tone had disappeared. It was hard to tease about something like this. Din could still feel the impact of the armorer’s hammer against his cheek if he closed his eyes, just like he could feel her fingers brushing against his forehead. Like he could feel the way the room had trembled when he’d shouted at her.
“I know what we were taught,” Din said hoarsely. 
He’d learned the Way as well as anyone. The cadence of the Creed. He knew it. He knew it. 
 And I’ve made my peace with it, he thought. He’d settled how he felt about the Creed and about being Mandalorian. He’d settled it on Krownest, shouting down the armorer. Din was Mandalorian, and if Annika didn’t want to accept that, it didn’t matter to Din. Boba would accept it. Fennec. The people of Tatooine. 
 Boba loves me, Din thought, and the words were a shield against anything that Annika could have said to him. Boba hadn’t said the words yet – neither had Din – but Din had seen that truth in Boba’s face. Boba loved him, would have died to keep Din from falling into the sarlacc pit, and that love was really all that Din needed. 

   I am Mandalorian.  

Not a Mandalorian of the Creed, a Child of the Watch, not  Haat Mando’ade  or a Protector, not  Kyr’tsad  or Neutral, but still a Mandalorian. Din knew that. He  knew it.
But Annika – 
“We alone follow the Way of the Mandalore,” the armorer had said to Din. Paz had told Din the same. Annika’d learned of other Creeds and Ways when she’d started to learn the forge, but Din knew what the armorer – what the  mii’taylise that Annika had inherited from their elders – must have said about those Ways. 
 The armorer would’ve told Annika that any other Mandalorian – Rau, Kryze, any of the other Skiratas, anyone outside of the tribe – was false, he thought. 
And Annika  must have believed her, must have agreed to follow and teach the Creed and only the Creed, because the armorer had chosen Annika to succeed her. 
But Annika was still quiet. 
Din let her have her silence. His stomach twisted. He wanted Boba. He had already had this conversation with the armorer and it had ended with Din nearly killing her. He didn’t want to hurt Annika and Din certainly wouldn’t be able to fight her like this anyway. He wasn’t even sure that he could stand, two days in bacta or not.  
Annika was his sister, still. He loved her too. 
“You are not dead,” Annika said. Din saw her moving out of the corner of his eye. Her red armor glinted in the light. There was a sound, then. A hiss. Din’s eyes widened. 
And then Annika said, in her own voice, without the vocoder flattening her words, “And you’re not  dar’manda either.” 
Din turned and looked at her. 
Annika's helmet sat in her hands. Din tore his eyes off of her face, panic thrilling through him. If he didn’t look – if he didn’t see – then Annika could put her helmet back on. The Creed would remain unbroken, at least for her.  
“Annika,” he said, voice strangled. 
She huffed, and still sounded amused. Fond. “Don’t get your beskar in a brick,” she said. “You broke the Creed on Morak. I broke it on Fest.” 
“I – on Fest?” Din said. He didn’t want to look Annika in the eyes, but he couldn’t help but pick out details there on the corners of his vision. Her crown of spikes had grown. They’d been just nubs when Annika’d been a kid, soft and round, but now they were proper horns, sharp and tall. Annika’s black hair was still braided close to her head, a habit she’d picked up as a child. Her cheeks were orange, crossed with thick black tattoos. There was a thin, crooked scar at the corner of her jaw. 
“My youngest got sick,” Annika said. She balanced her helmet on her knee and kept looking at Din, steady and unafraid. Her courage made Din’s heart twist in his chest. 
“Fest was awful,” Annika continued. “It rained and rained the whole time we were there. Then Illai took sick and she wasn’t getting better, no matter what we tried. She needed medicine. I thought that she might die even if I found some, but I had to try. 
“So I did some digging,” Annika said. Din just listened. “I’m not much of a hunter, but I did alright. I found the nearest doctor. But her clinic was set up past an Imperial checkpoint, and I didn’t know how else to get through. Fighting would just bring the Imps down on us again. I had four children with me, one of them sick. I didn’t know if Illai would survive a trip in hyperspace. So I left my armor with my kids, and I went through as just – me. Not a Mandalorian. Just a woman with a sick child. There were thousands just like me on Fest. The Imps didn’t look at me twice.” 
Din sat frozen, pinned to his cot like Annika’d put beskar spikes through his hips, through his knees. His chest hurt. 
“What?” said Annika, lightly. “You think you’re the only one who realized that keeping your kid alive mattered more than any words you’d sworn as a child?” 
“Annika,” Din murmured. He didn’t know what else to say. “You were the  ven’alor.”  
Annika shrugged. “Briefly,” she said. “I’ve been a parent longer, now. You were our  beroya for a lot longer than you were a father. But you still picked your son over the Creed. I picked my daughter. Was I wrong?” 
“No!” Din said, vehemently. He met Annika’s eyes. They were a bright, fierce yellow, the same shade as they’d been when she and Din had been children. 
Annika  was older now, of course. She’d lost her baby fat the same way Din had lost his. Her face was more angular, now. Age had begun to gather at the corners of her eyes, in streaks of grey braided into her black hair. Tattoos flowed down her cheeks, across her nose, underneath her eyes. 
“I didn’t think so,” said Annika, smiling at him. It had been twenty-five years since Din had seen her smile. He’d  heard her smile, of course, had heard laughter in her voice, but seeing it again – 
“You lasted longer than I did, too,” she continued. “You made it almost a year before Morak, right?” 
Din nodded, still shocked. 
“I made it two months,” said Annika. “And I – I don’t know. I had half-forged ideas about dropping the medicine off with my kids – seeing Illai get better – and then leaving. That’s what the Creed said I should’ve done, right? Left my beskar with the kids, then taken off so that I couldn’t infect them. I was  dar’manda. I’d make them sick.
“But then I realized – Dagny’s  thirteen,  Din. She could take care of herself, maybe, but taking care of three other foundlings – it’d be a death sentence to leave them. For them  and  for me. So I stayed. And I started thinking. And the more I thought, the less karking  sense it all made, you know?” 
Din couldn’t help but nod again, some of his shock fading. He  did know. He’d done the same thing, after all. He’d intended to just – disappear. To fade away once he’d finished his obligation to Kryze’s Quest, because that was what the Creed demanded. 

   But the Creed was wrong.  

“Dagny knew I’d taken my armor off, but she never said anything to the other kids,” Annika said. “And I think she was just relieved that she wouldn’t have to try and keep everyone alive on her own, so she never said anything to me, and I just – talked myself into being Mandalorian again. If I ever stopped, anyway.” 
“If you ever stopped?” Din asked. 
“What?” Annika said, still smiling. “You didn’t think that I wasn’t listening, when you were speaking out there on the ice? You made some good points, you know.” 
Din flushed. He’d claimed his right to call himself Mandalorian in front of everyone at the summit. Annika’d been there. She’d heard it. 

   I was always Mandalorian.  

But she’d seen the aftermath, too. The disagreement. Wyrrran had immediately tried to challenge Din to another fight, as had half a dozen other warriors, and then Kryze and her people had gotten involved, Rau and Kippan, Boba, and Din had just – 
Left. Refused to spill any more blood over it. To argue. 
But it sounded like Annika wouldn’t have argued. 
“I didn’t – there were other things going on,” Din said, weakly. 
Annika snorted. “Vreska getting her  shebs kicked, you mean?” 
“She – she kicked my  shebs around a little too,” Din said. He reached up and pressed a hand to the side of his face, where his armor had dug into his cheekbone. Two days in bacta had wiped away all but the faintest ache there, set back at the roots of Din’s teeth. “More than a little.” 
“But you won, and after, you said that you’d won the right to be Mandalorian,” Annika pointed out. 
Din shook his head. Not to deny what Annika was saying – Din  had  said that – but because he just didn’t  understand. 
Annika sighed. “I haven’t – I haven’t told Paz yet,” she admitted, her smile fading. When it was gone, she just looked – tired. Not defeated, but exhausted, like she could collapse into a cot beside Din and sleep for a few days herself. “I was going to, but we were so happy to see each other, and then there was the duel, and then we heard that you were in trouble, and…” she trailed off, shrugging. 
“Yeah,” Din said, feelingly. “I know what you mean.” 
He paused, uncomfortable again. He, Paz and Annika had all been close as kids, but they were twenty years past those days and Paz and Annika were married now. Din – didn’t know what that was like. How things were between them.
But Annika had trusted Din with the truth. Her eyes glittered. Din swallowed his discomfort and said, “Are you – are you going to tell him? Because I won’t, if you don’t want me to.” 
A week ago, Din would’ve told himself that Din and Paz probably wouldn’t be speaking much, now that all of this was over. Paz had the tribe back. He had settled his debt to Din and Boba both, coming to save their lives like he had. Paz didn’t owe Din anything else. 
 But he’s my brother,  Din thought.  It’s not – it’s not about debts. Not really.  
Din didn’t want to lie to Paz. 
“Of course I’m going to tell him,” Annika said, easily. Her expression was calm, unbothered, only betrayed by tension around the corners of Annika’s eyes. “And we’ll have a blazing fight about it, I’m sure. But he’ll come around.” 
“Will he?” Din couldn’t help but ask. 
Annika just shrugged. “He usually does,” she said. “And if he doesn’t, the little  alivodu’e will. The Deshras. They’ll drag Paz along whether he likes it or not, I think.” 
“Strill?” 
Annika nodded, a smile returning. The tension around her eyes faded away. 
Din softened again. “We – Boba and I – call them the  verd’ike,”  he said. Annika was right. Strill’d come around to the idea of Din showing his face, after all, and she’d drag Paz into accepting Annika, too. Paz loved the  verd’ike. He’d let Strill pull him along, especially when surrendering would let Paz keep his wife. “Strill and her brother Jaig,” Din continued. “Paz stole them from their covert, did he tell you?” 
“He did,” said Annika. “But Strill seems the sensible sort – shouldn’t be too hard to steal her to  my tribe, if Paz is – well. If he’s too stubborn about the Creed.” 
“He won’t be,” Din said. “He’s – he and I fought about it, but he came around. As much as he ever does, anyway.” 
Annika, having heard that Paz had come around only after stabbing Din in Boba’s palace, snorted softly. 
“He loves you,” Din said. 
“He loves you too,” Annika countered. “And – well. He’s a womp’s ass sometimes, but he’s – I don’t know. Paz was in the same starship as us, this past year. On the run. Trying to keep his kids alive. He understands what you and I had to face, even if he doesn’t want to.” 
She signed again and dragged a hand down her face, stretching out her tattoos. “I know what the Creed  says,” she said. “I know what we were taught. You and I – we had the same lessons that Paz did.” She tapped the crown of her helmet. “But – ”
“But it doesn’t make sense,” Din finished, understanding. He slumped back against his cot. 
He hadn’t wanted this for Annika. He was glad that she hadn’t broken her Creed just to show Din some solidarity, to prove a point, but if she’d broken it months and months ago, she must’ve sat with the pain of it for a long time. 
 Alone, too, Din thought. Din had had Boba. Annika’d had her kids, but they were just kids. She wouldn’t have been able to share her grief with them. Her guilt. 
 I didn’t know where she was,  Din thought, chest aching.  But if I had, I would’ve gone to help her.  
“No,” Annika admitted. She shot a glance at the closed door of Din’s room, like she was half-expecting the armorer to come barreling in with her hammer raised, but Annika’s expression was set and the armorer didn’t come. “It doesn’t. It made sense when we were kids, but now – I don’t know. I just kept thinking about how hard it was for  my kids.” 
“Your foundlings?” 
Annika nodded, and smiled again. “I got away with four,” she said. “Two boys, two girls. They’re a good bunch, for the most part. Too curious for their own good – Tollak takes after you – but they’re mine, and I’ve been glad to have them. But it’s been hard.” 
That, at least, Din understood. He knew now how hard it was to keep a kid alive in a galaxy like this one, a galaxy that hunted and stole them, that sought to swallow them whole like a sarlacc. He knew now how expensive it was to feed a kid, how much bacta they went through banging their elbows or scraping their knees, how much  time it had taken to look after Grogu, to teach him or comfort him or even just to worry about whether or not he was safe, he was happy, he was growing up in the right place and with the right person. 
Din managed a tired smile back. “Yeah,” he said. “I get it.” He hesitated, then made himself ask, “Did she – did she live?” 
He didn’t have to clarify who he meant. Din had stabbed the armorer through the side on Krownest. He’d held onto her so that she hadn’t drowned in the water, but he’d stabbed her, and Din had seen what the darksaber could do. 
Annika understood. “Yes,” she said, and Din let out a slow, pained breath. 
 I didn’t kill her,  Din thought.  I’m angry with her. I  wanted  to fight with her. But I didn’t kill her.   
Grief sat in the room with Din and Annika. It had a bitter taste. A jagged edge. But it was like a broken bone, finally set, and already Din could feel his grief healing.
I’m tired,  he thought,  of feeling like this.  
Annika had  survived. Her kids had survived. Din had survived. There was no reason to sit here mourning a Creed that would’ve seen them all dead. 
So Din pushed himself back upright again, looked at Annika and said, “You’ve heard all about  my year. Tell me about yours. Tollak takes after me? I don’t know if I ever spent much time with him.” 
Din tried to put a face or a helmet to the name in his head and couldn’t. The foundlings of the covert had all blurred together. Din hadn’t had much time to get to know them. He'd brought them credits and beskar, food when he could, had hunted to make sure that the kids all had medicine when they needed it, blankets when it was cold, but Din had never let himself get too close to them. He'd always been leaving. The kids had needed stability. Warriors who were around all of the time. Warriors they could trust. 
Annika probably knew what Din was trying to do. She let him do it anyway. 
“He does,” she said, lightening again. “He’s heard enough about you to decide that you’re ‘wizard,’ and he wants to be just like you when he grows up. He’s a bit small to get away with getting bowled over even half as often as you do, but he’s got your habit of kicking over every fever-wasp nest he comes across, so.” 
Din laughed. Annika’d been there kicking fever-wasp nests – and poking into gundark caves, climbing wroshyr trees, jumping into lakes and rivers – right beside Din. 
“Grogu’s the same,” he admitted, thinking of the ice spiders on Maldo Kries again. Why Grogu’d decided to go poking around in the spider nests Din would never know, but both he and the kid had had dreams with too many legs for weeks after that fiasco. 
“None of my kids have Jedi powers, though, thank the Manda,” said Annika. “If Tollak and Illai could levitate each other – ” Annika broke off with an affected shudder. 
“It is a surprise, the first time they do it,” Din muttered. His thoughts had caught on Annika’s expression.  Thank the Manda.  
She’d never said anything like that before. Not as a kid, at least. All of the curses and expressions that she and Din and Paz had learned as children and young warriors had been in Huttese or Ryl, in Rodian, Dosh, Shyriiwook. They’d learned a few swear words in  mando’a, but the idea of thanking the Manda, whatever that was, was a new one to Din. 
Annika saw his confusion and tilted her head. She seemed content enough to let the matter of breaking the Creed – of being  dar’manda  or not – go. Din himself was hardly going to tell her that she was  dar’manda. He was hardly going to press her about telling Paz or not, either. 
“I told you,” she said, interpreting Din’s strange expression correctly. “I’ve been reading.” 
“You said that,” Din said slowly, interested despite the exhaustion pulling at him again. “These – what’d you call them,  mii’taylise? Data-tapes?” 
Everything that Din had learned over the past few months he’d learned from stories. Boba’s songs, Rau’s histories. He’d never seen anything in the forge as a child or even as an adult warrior that could pass for a history data-tape or a flimsiplast or even a printed book. 
“Not many,” Annika said. “But there’s a few, yeah. Vreska said that she and the others – the covert elders – took some with them when they left Mandalore. They recorded some of their own, too. As they were building the tribe. I think some of the ones that I’ve been reading were even from  her elders. From her first tribe, on Mandalore. Clan Kast.” 
Din startled. “Clan Kast?” he said. “I know Kast. There’s one here. Allied with Kryze, I mean.” 
“Is there?” Annika just shrugged again. “There were Skiratas here too, but they didn’t know me or my dad. The old clans – they were a lot bigger than we grew up thinking, I think. But the Manda – I learned about it from the journals.” 
“What is it?” Din asked. He set aside the anger that was starting to build beneath his ribs again, pushing against his chest. Anger at the armorer, for abandoning all of that history. At the others for hiding. 
 I’m tired of being angry, he thought. Annika, at least, didn’t seem like she was interested in holding onto any more secrets.
Annika looked up at the ceiling for a moment, clearly thinking too. She’d had that habit since they’d all been children. Din’s mouth twitched, affection blooming to replace his anger. 
“It’s – us,” Annika findally said, after a moment. “The Manda is – Mandalorians.  All  Mandalorians, I think. The living and the dead. The  ka’ra bal ka’ra. ” 
 “The stars?” Din had heard that word before. 
“Stars and kings,” Annika corrected. “The words are the same, because that’s what the stars are, or what our ancestors believed that the stars were, I guess. The  mandalore,  they thought, keeping watch over all of us. Each constellation is supposed to be some great big council of them and they’re always watching over the living  mando’ade, all of us, no matter where we are in the galaxy or how far we’ve been scattered. It’s – I don’t know,” said Annika, breaking off with a faint flush of embarrassment. 
 She’s about as good at hiding it as I am, Din thought, amusement deepening. 
“It’s comforting, I guess,” Annika continued. “I told that story to my kids and they liked it. Thinking that the stars were looking out for us, I mean. I think that we would’ve liked it too, if we’d learned the story as foundlings. Don’t you?” 
Din had looked up at the stars on Tatooine and had thought of all of the constellations that he’d learned to help him find his way through the galaxy. He thought of the Great Alor and his green eyes. 
“We would have,” Din said, softly. 
A strange feeling was building low in Din’s belly. A pressure, almost, like a hand knotted around Din’s insides, just beginning to squeeze. 
“Annika,” Din said. He looked her in the eye again. “I missed you.” 
Annika froze for a moment, her own eyes widening. Then she reached out with a booted foot and kicked the edge of Din’s cot. Not hard enough to hurt or even hard enough to make all that much noise, but just hard enough that she did jostle Din a bit. 
“I missed you too,  viddhi,” she said. That, at least, was a word that Din recognized without needing a translation. Din didn’t speak much Zabraki, the language that Annika's grown up speaking on Iridonia before her world had been shattered during the Clone Wars, but he’d picked up a phrase or two over the years. Especially the words that Annika had used often, and she’d used ‘  viddhi’ a lot. 
 Fool, Annika called him. 
“You want to borrow some of the journals?” she continued. Her tone was deceptively light, but Din heard the burr of anxiety – the first he’d heard from Annika today – underneath her words. She didn't ask Din about being the mand'alor again, but Din could hear that question buried underneath her offer. She wanted to understand. She wanted Din to understand. “We can read them together, while you heal. You’re gonna be in this bed for a few days yet.”
“I’m not that hurt,” Din grumbled, already dreading several days in bed on Bo-Katan’s light cruiser. That wasn’t Annika’s fault, though. He dropped his shoulders. He had no enemy here, and his body knew it. “But I’d – I’d like that,” he said, honestly. 
Despite the tangle of feelings in Din’s chest whenever he thought of the armorer, grief and rage and guilt all knotted together, Din  was  curious about these  mii’taylise that she’d left behind. 
Annika drummed her fingers on top of her helmet again, expression pleased. “Good,” she said. “We can hide in here together. Paz’ll be mad enough at both of us to leave us alone for a bit, so – ”
Din’s heart sank. “Is he still – he’s still angry with me, then,” Din said. He had hoped that he and Paz were settled now, especially since Paz had vouched for Boba at the summit, but maybe what had happened with the armorer – the lake – had stirred Paz’s fury up again. He’d come to Tatooine, but Jaig had still been there. 
 Still,  Din thought, stinging,  I’d hoped –  
But Annika blinked. “Still – ? Oh, you mean about the Creed. No, I think he’s mostly over that. Like I said, it’s been hard on him too, this year, and even if he  wants to keep acting like there’s only one Creed and it’s following it or dying, for us, he’s not an idiot. He knows that you did the right thing, saving your kid.” 
Din’s eyebrows furrowed. “The summit, then?” he guessed. 
Annika snorted. “He’s not mad at  you  for that  shu’shuk,” she said.
Paz wouldn’t be angry with Din for what had happened on Tatooine, Din didn’t think – he couldn’t see  what Paz would’ve been angry about, except maybe being left out during the first few counterattacks against the Hutts. 
Annika finally caught onto Din’s confusion and a bright, mischievous light glinted in her eyes. Din leaned back, warily. She grinned. She looked like she knew something that Din didn’t, which wasn’t uncommon, but  the mischief in her face made Din tense, expecting some kind of blow. 
“Paz is angry with you,” said Annika, slowly and clearly, “because you didn’t invite him to the  wedding, you idiot.” 
Din blinked, confused again. “The what?”
 
 
By the time Annika had finally managed to stop laughing, which felt like several excruciating hours later, Boba came out of his own bacta tank. Din, determined to get away from Annika and her amusement – and his own embarrassment, because Din had been an  idiot – bullied Kryze’s medic into letting him go sit in Boba’s room. 
He could’ve thrown Annika out, he supposed, but it wasn’t  her fault that Din had been an idiot. The medic – yet another of Lysistra Saxon’s sons, this one a quiet but competent young warrior named Wrasse, who checked Din’s shoulder, ribs and wrist with a sturdy sort of efficiency that spoke of experience with Mandalorian patients – made Din stand up and wobble around the room a few times before agreeing to let Din go, but Wrasse decided that Din’s healing leg wasn’t going to give out in the twenty or thirty steps between Din’s room and Boba’s, and just told Din to shout if he fell over in the hall. 
Din didn’t bolt out of his room, exactly. He couldn’t run. His control of his own limbs was improving every minute, but he had broken his leg falling from that cliff. Two days in bacta had set the break and started to mend it, but Din still had to shift most of his weight over to his left leg instead, biting back a stream of curses every time he took a step, and everything below his right knee was tender and sore. 
Annika was smart enough and familiar enough with Din to see that what he really wanted was to be alone with his thoughts for a little while. Boba’d come out of bacta, Wrasse had said, but like Din Boba’d probably stay asleep for a while. Din wouldn’t be alone in Boba’s room, but he’d at least have some quiet. 
So Annika stood up and kept a close eye on Din while he limped around, getting some control of his legs back, and she hovered behind him while he stumped down the hallway too, not touching him but with her hands close by, ready to catch Din if he fell, but she didn’t follow him into Boba’s room. 
Din was grateful. 
Kippan Awaud, his orange armor almost garishly bright against the stark white halls of the light cruiser, had been standing guard outside of Din’s room. He had  not interfered while Annika’d laughed herself silly over Din’s misunderstanding – a piece of information that Din would remember, too, if Kip ever asked Din for a favor – but he did nod at Din, when Din emerged, and followed Din down to Boba’s room. He took up another post by that door instead, sending away the other Protector, who trotted off down the hall with a friendly wave. 
Annika’d said that Fennec had been keeping watch too over the last few days, but Din didn’t see her. She wasn’t at Boba’s door or in his room. She had left A’Timma of the Spotted Anooba behind to guard Boba in her place, though, and A’Timma greeted Din with a one-handed  Hello and promptly leaned against the wall opposite Kip. If Kip resented the implication that A’Timma didn’t trust Kip with Boba’s safety, Kip didn’t show it. 
Annika said her goodbyes at the door, promising to stop by in a day or two to properly introduce herself to Boba. There was still a laugh hiding underneath her helmet, but she didn’t call Din an idiot again, at least.  
Boba himself was sleeping, tipped into a cot in the middle of the room just like Din had been. The sharp smell of medicine was strong in the air. Wrasse, who’d followed Din, checked Boba’s vitals, tapped something into a small datapad and then dragged a chair over to Boba’s bedside for Din to sit in. 
Pride kept Din standing until Wrasse left the room. The door closed behind him, leaving Din and a sleeping Boba alone together, and as soon as the latch clicked, Din collapsed into the chair. 
 Kark, that’s obnoxious, Din thought, rubbing his sore knee. Everyone’s care – Annika’s hand at his back, Kip’s deference, even Wrasse’s inspection – had set Din on edge. He felt old. The lights of the medbay prickled behind his eyes. His ears were still burning with embarrassment. 
 All of the Mandalorians,  Din thought, looking down at Boba,  think that we’re married.  
Boba’s face was softer when he was sleeping. Still scarred, the lines of his life carved too deeply to entirely erase, but not quite as fearsome. His forehead was smoother asleep. The corners of his mouth were more relaxed. The worry was gone, the anger, the fierce intensity that Boba could muster when confronted with a particular problem, a threat, a puzzle. 
Boba’s time in the bacta tank had started to soothe the dark bruises that had marred his face on Tatooine. Had set his broken nose. The blaster burn across the side of Boba’s neck was clean and pink now, still swollen but healing well. Boba looked – better. He looked like he needed the rest. 
Din still half-wanted to shake him awake and shout at him, though. 
 ‘Riduur,’  Din had learned, once Annika’d stopped laughing, did  not  mean ‘ally’ or ‘friend.’ When Koska had first asked Din if Boba was his  riduur,  Din had assumed that she’d been asking him if he and Boba were –  tal’vode. Blood-kin. 
 But she was teasing me, Din thought, still mortified. Koska had been prodding at Din. She’d been a former member of Death Watch, surprised that Din – not so far off from Death Watch and what it believed himself – had chosen to so fiercely defend the son of Jango Fett. 
 Me sticking up for Boba – it didn’t make any sense to Koska,  Din thought.  So she made a joke.  
“What is he?” Koska had asked, her tone light and teasing. “Your  riduur or something?”
And Din, bristling at Koska’s tone, had said, “Yes.”  
He’d said it more than once, too. He’d said it in front of Boba, even, when Koska had shown up before the summit to call Din back to Kryze’s side.
And Boba knew what ‘ riduur’  really meant. He had to know. He’d been shocked into silence when Koska’d called him Din’s  riduur  to his face, and then Boba’d turned up on Krownest and had called Din  his riduur in front of all the other Mandalorians. 
“It’s my right to defend my  riduur, is it not?” Boba had said. Din could still hear the words ringing in the air. Din had taken it then to mean that Boba’d been claiming Din as his ally too, setting himself at Din’s side in front of everyone, but Boba’d known what the word – what he had been saying, and what everyone else would hear  – had really meant. 
 I kind of want to kill him, Din reflected, studying the familiar and beloved lines of Boba’s face. 
Boba had known. He’d  known. But he hadn’t said anything. He’d let Din carry on, oblivious, while the rest of Mandalore had thought that Din and Boba were married. 
 It wouldn’t be a bad thing, though,  said a voice in the back of Din’s head.  Would it? To be married?  
Din looked down at Boba’s sleeping face again – his peaceful expression – and swallowed. 
Of course it wouldn’t be a bad thing, being Boba’s husband. 
Din wasn’t sure what marriage looked like outside of the covert, but by the covert’s standards Din and Boba had already been more or less married for months now. They did everything that a married pair like Paz and Annika did. They took their meals together and spent their nights together in bed. They helped each other put their armor on in the mornings. They shared battle plans and strategies, shared the responsibility of looking after Boba’s tribe. 
 I love him,  Din thought. The revelation was well-worn by now, familiar, a piece of comfort that Din had tucked close to his chest where it could be safe underneath his armor.  That’s what matters in a marriage, isn’t it?   
Marriage in the tribe had always been a simple thing. One warrior went to another and promised to love and to guard and to be with their partner, to raise children together, to honor the Creed, and their partner promised the same. That it was it. It was – unremarkable. Ordinary. A choice that those warriors made again and again every day, just like choosing to follow the Creed. 
If Din and Boba were married – truly married, by Din’s tribe’s standards, at least – not much would change between them. 

   Would it?  

Unease itched underneath Din’s skin. 
Boba hadn’t said anything to Din. They’d had time on Krownest. Not much, but – 
 But enough time to talk about this,  Din thought, remembering their shared night up on the  Kirik-Fly.  Boba’d promised to talk with Din about something later. Maybe he’d meant  this.  Maybe the reason Boba hadn’t pulled Din aside and told him what ‘  riduur’ really meant was because marriage was different among True Mandalorians. Din had learned a lot about Mandalorians these last few weeks, but marriage traditions hadn’t really come up. 
 Why would they? Din thought, half-hysterically. All of Mandalore thought that Din was already married.
Some cultures, Din knew, made marriage a much more complicated business than his tribe ever had. Wookiees courted for months, each step in the process carefully observed by the courting couples’ parents and relatives. On Ryloth, marriages were arranged by caste and on Iridonia most marriages were set up to solidify political alliances. 
 Clan Fett was a noble clan, once,  Din thought.  Do noble Mandalorian clans marry differently? The Great Houses, their subordinate clans, the Mandalorians of Concord Dawn and Concordia, of Kalevala and Mandalore itself. Politics – joha'kaan – were more important to the Mandalorians of Mandalore than they'd been down in the covert. Maybe the Great Clans only married for alliances too. 
The only married Mandalorians that Din knew of outside of his own tribe were Ursa Wren and her husband, Alrich. They’d seemed to get on well enough – Alrich had been proud of his wife – but Din didn’t know how they’d met, how they’d married. If they had married because they’d loved each other or if they’d married to tie one clan to another. 

   What would Boba want?  

The unease in Din’s chest grew. He wanted to shy away from thinking about what would happen if Boba woke up and  didn’t  want to keep being Din’s  riduur,  but the only other directions that Din’s thoughts could go in were towards what would happen if Boba  did  want to get married, properly married, and towards the idea of being the  mand’alor. Din didn’t really want to think about that either. 
 Married and  mand’alor, he thought.  Now I know that I have to be dreaming.  
Except he knew that he couldn’t be, and Annika’s words kept echoing in Din’s head too, tangling with Boba’s voice as he’d announced that Din was his husband to all of the gathered Mandalorians. 
“Why shouldn’t you be the  mand’alor?” Annika’d said. “Who else could it be, after everything that you’ve done?” 
 By that logic,  Din thought,  who else could I share my life with but Boba? No one else had done for Din the things that Boba had done. Sheltered Din, given him work, given him a purpose. Taught Din the difference between hurt and harm. Kissed Din, fucked him, flogged Din and then soothed away those hurts. 
Boba’d said before that there were other beings like him out in the galaxy. That he wasn’t the only one who could show Din how tightly braided pleasure and pain could be, how clarifying. How much Din could want it. 

   But I don’t want anyone else.  

Din rubbed his forehead. He’d never thought much about picking a partner, about settling down. It had been – impossible. Impractical. Din had never been  around, down in the covert. He’d always been out hunting. If he had married among the tribe, he would have always been alone anyway, and he hadn’t wanted to subject any of his fellow warriors to that kind of loneliness either. 
But if Din had chosen to marry outside of the tribe – if he’d chosen to marry an  aruetii, even one as gentle and steady as Omera had been – Din wouldn’t have been understood. He might have been able to spend more time with his spouse physically, to share the same space with them more often, but in Din’s head, in his heart, Din would have still been alone. 
 But Boba – even if he doesn’t call himself a Mandalorian, he knows me, Din thought. Boba understood Din. Din would never be alone with Boba, not even inside of his own head. Not now that the last of their secrets were out in the open. 
Din studied Boba’s face and tried to imagine life without Boba in it. Tried to imagine leaving Tatooine behind, walking away. If Din  wanted  to leave, he knew that Boba would let him. They still had  gev  between them, and Boba thought that Din thought that  riduur only meant ‘friend.’ That Din didn’t know that the word was really a promise. An agreement. 
 A Creed, Din thought. 
If Din left Boba – 
 Where would I go?  he wondered.  Why would I leave?  
Din could always pick up bounty hunting again, he supposed, but he didn’t really see the need to. He’d hunted because it had been a way for Din to feed his tribe. He didn’t have a tribe any more, at least not one that was in hiding. That couldn’t go out and find credits or food or fuel on its own. 
And the thought of drifting across the galaxy in the  Kirik-Fly,  chasing bail jumpers and tax evaders, picking up after the New Republic or the syndicates, felt – hollow. Empty. 
 The  Kirik-Fly  was made for freedom runs. And everyone I knew from life in the Guild’s out of that life now.  
Greef Karga was too busy building schools and collecting taxes to run the Bounty Hunter’s Guild. Cara served Nevarro as its Marshal, not as hired muscle, and the covert was gone from Nevarro too. Even if Din could find where the rest of the tribe had settled, the armorer wouldn’t welcome him back among them. 
Din supposed that he could try to find a place among the Jedi or the  ahra.  Vanth  had  offered to let Din take up polta bean farming in Mos Pelgo and both Quinlan Vos and Luke Skywalker liked Din well enough to tolerate him among them. Grogu’d be happy to have Din close by. Din could try to track down Force-sensitive kids in order to offer them a place at the Academy, maybe. He could fly freedom runs for Cobb and the rest of the  ahra.  
 But I can do that even if I stay with Boba,  Din thought.  He wouldn’t mind sharing my time, not even with the Jedi.  
Not even, Din suspected, with the other Mandalorians. 
It came down, Din thought, to what he wanted. He was sure that he could survive without Boba in his life. He’d do what he’d always done. He’d float through the black on his own, moving from job to job. He’d patch up his own injuries. He would sleep alone. 

   I can survive like that. I have before.  


   But I don’t want to.  

Din was Mandalorian, and Mandalorians weren’t meant to be alone. They were meant for clan.  Aliit.  Din’s fight with the armorer had shown him that his life in the covert was over now, that he couldn’t ever go back, but his life with  Boba –  
 It’s just starting,  Din thought.  If I – if we – want it to. We could be aliit. 
Din and Boba and Grogu. They could be a clan. Fennec and Noora, too. It would be a much smaller tribe than the one that Din had grown up in, but that didn’t matter, not really. 
 I want that, Din admitted to himself. It was easy to admit it like this, with Boba still sleeping. The harsh lights of the med bay weren’t anything like the soft blue dusk of a night on Tatooine, but the familiarity of Boba’s body helped settle Din out of some of his confusion. Helped calm his nerves, his anxiety. 
It was easier to figure out what Din wanted from Boba – what he wanted with Boba – than it was to figure out what Din wanted from or with the other Mandalorians. Din loved Boba. Thinking of spending the rest of his life at Boba’s side felt – natural. Within reach. 
 Boba loves me too, Din thought. He would not, Din didn’t think, object to being married. If they were properly married, nothing would have to change between them but what Din and Boba called each other. 
Boba stirred, sighing in his sleep, and Din’s heart kicked in his chest. 
 I want that,  he repeated to himself, his conviction growing stronger. If he set aside his embarrassment, his irritation – yes, Din wanted to be Boba’s  riduur.  He curled his fingers around his knees.  But does Boba want that too?  
Boba stirred again, shifting restlessly. Din hesitated. Boba did need to rest, to heal, and even though Din was talking himself into knots over all of this, that didn’t mean that he needed to confront Boba about it right now.
Boba had always been a light sleeper, though, not one for lying around once he’d started to wake up, and that held true even after a serious concussion and a few days in a bacta tank. Boba groaned again, moving weakly, and cracked one eye open. 
Din saw Boba cycle through several feelings all at once. Concern first, then alarm at waking up in a strange place, then confusion, then relief when Boba’s eye landed on Din and realized that if Din was here, sitting with Boba, then they must be alright. 
Some of Din’s irritation with Boba faded. It was hard to be angry when Din saw Boba’s fear and confusion melt into simple relief just because he set his eyes on Din. 
Boba blinked at him. Din smiled. Something warm and light unfolded in the air. 
“Hey,” Din said, softly, an echo of what he’d said to Boba at the sarlacc pit when the Trandoshan had dragged Din over to Boba’s side. 
“Hey,” Boba murmured back. Then he blinked again, some clarity coming back, and grimaced. “Ugh,” he said thickly, closing his eye again. “Who put me in a bacta tank?” 
“Wrasse Saxon,” Din said. Boba’s eye popped open again in alarm, recognizing Wrasse’s clan name, and the corner of Din’s mouth lifted higher without his permission. Boba pushed himself up to his elbows and turned towards Din. 
“He put me in a tank too,” Din said, trying to both reassure Boba and tamp down on the affection that he knew was spreading across his own face at the same time. “Relax, Boba. It’s fine. We’re safe here.” 
“Where’s 'here?'” Boba rasped, even as he sank back against his cot, trusting Din’s word. He stayed up on one elbow, but didn’t make any effort to leave his cot. He peered around the room. “This looks Imperial. I’ve been here before, but I think  you were the one in the bacta tank then.” 
“Kryze’s light cruiser,” Din said. He’d forgotten that Boba’d hung around while Din had been in bacta that first time. He’d only left for Tatooine once Boba had been satisfied that Din – then just his ally – would be alright. “We’re still in orbit above Tatooine. Everyone else is fine,” he added, anticipating what Boba’s next question would be. “I haven’t seen Fennec, but I was told that she’s been keeping watch. A’Timma’s here. Ushib kept an eye on you and left this morning when she got word that you’d be okay. The palace is still standing. Gorga’s gone.” 
Boba stared at Din for a long moment, his expression frozen. 
“I know,” Din said, understanding.  “I wasn’t – I wasn’t sure that it all really happened either.” 
“He’s dead?” Boba asked, hoarsely. It occurred to Din then that Boba’d had just as bad a time on Tatooine as Din’d had. Worse, even, because Boba’d been there for the raid. He had seen his own people fall to Gorga’s mercenaries. He’d been taken away from Fennec, from the palace crew, dragged to the sarlacc pit. Beaten. Din was sure that Jeka had gloated. Had told Boba what fate lay in the sands. Boba would have heard the sarlacc shrieking. 
“If the fall didn’t kill him, then he’s in the sarlacc’s belly,” Din said. “He’ll be wishing that he  was dead. Between the Mandalorians, the Jedi and Fennec, the rest of Gorga’s crew has been routed too.” 
“You’ve been back down on-planet?” Boba asked, struggling to sit all the way up. He’d been given Imperial cast-offs too, a thin white shirt with no sleeves, and Din could see a vicious bruise on Boba’s chest, still blue and green and ugly despite all of the bacta. “Gorga’s mercs are gone?” 
“I just got out of bacta a few hours ago,” Din said. “Haven’t had time to go back planetside yet. But – I’ve talked to some people that I trust.” He did trust Annika, even if she’d laughed at Din. The look in her golden eyes was seared into his memory. “She said that the mercenaries are gone. Routed. Tatooine’s yours again.” 
Boba sagged back against his cot like the artificial gravity on the light cruiser had suddenly been doubled. 
“It’s alright,” Din repeated, not sure what else he could say. He was sitting close enough to Boba’s cot that he could reach out and touch Boba, if he wanted to. He just wasn’t sure if the touch would be welcome. 
 Kark it,  Din thought.  We’re married.  
He leaned over and caught Boba’s hand in between both of his, tangling their fingers together. Boba’s palm was warm, his heartbeat thrumming against Din’s own palm, Boba’s skin still faintly damp with bacta. Boba didn’t pull away; if anything, he turned towards Din again.  
“It’s alright,” Din said. “You won.” 
Boba just looked at Din for a moment, his expression almost bewildered, like he couldn’t fathom that they  had gone up against the Hutts and won. 
But Boba and Din had agreed to be honest with each other, and even though they’d stumbled a few times over that particular rule Din knew that both of them  tried to be honest. Boba trusted Din. 
Some of the bewilderment in Boba’s eyes began to ebb away. 
“I  didn’t do much of anything, except get my  mirshe scrambled,” Boba grumbled. His voice was hoarse and thin.  
 He’s trying to get his balance back, Din realized. Usually, it had been Boba who’d been comforting Din. Holding him, soothing him through pain or confusion, uncertainty, fear. Boba brought his free hand up to his face and prodded the edge of one of his fading bruises carefully. 
Din smiled. He was keenly aware of the trust that Boba had just put in Din’s hands. As much as Din had hated to be coddled, he knew that Boba hated it more. Din hated to be treated like something fragile, but he’d at least grown up knowing that his clan would help him patch up cuts and scrapes, would have his back if Din was injured or vulnerable. 
Boba hadn’t had that, and he had always kept his thoughts closer to his chest. He had wanted to lick his wounds alone. That he was letting Din do this – 
Fresh hope flickered to life in Din’s chest. Boba was letting Din take care of him. 
 I can do that, Din thought. If he lets me – if he wants me to – I can do that.  
“Neither did I,” Din admitted. He didn’t have any free hands, but his own bruises were still visible enough. “Though it was mostly my leg, not my head, this time. Fennec’s been doing most of the work.” 
Boba pushed himself upright again, sweeping his gaze over Din. His eyes were sharpening by the second. Din caught Boba’s unspoken request and obliged, holding his leg out for inspection. 
“It’s better,” he said, reassuringly. Boba couldn’t see the injury through Din’s borrowed pants, but Din could at least demonstrate that his leg worked. “I can walk on it now. Saxon said that it’ll probably be weaker than my other leg and if I break it again I’ll be in trouble, but.” Din shrugged. 
Considering that he’d fallen off of a cliff and then been dragged halfway across Tatooine, the news that his leg was healing at all was good. Din was sure that the break would ache whenever he got cold or if he put too much weight on it, but he had half a dozen of those sorts of injuries by now and was used to managing some aches and pains. 
“And the rest of you?” Boba asked, looking Din in the eye. His concern was palpable. His fingers flexed against Din’s like Boba wanted to check over every inch of Din for any injuries.  
“Also healing,” Din reported. He rubbed his thumb across the back of Boba’s hand and was rewarded by Boba relaxing even further, the tension almost entirely gone from his eyes now. “I dislocated my shoulder – ” he lifted his right shoulder to demonstrate – “but I can hardly notice now. My ribs should be good. If I had a concussion, the bacta took care of it.” 
Boba snorted. 
“And you?” Din asked, nudging Boba’s cot with a toe. “How do you feel?” 
“Like I got run over by a rancor,” Boba admitted. “‘S been a while since I’ve taken a beating like that.”
Din thought of the blood on Boba’s face, in the sand, and scowled. Jeka was already dead, but Din almost wished that she wasn’t. He would have liked the chance to kill her again.
Boba squeezed Din’s hand. “I think I’m gonna live, though,” he said. “They wouldn’t’ve taken me out of the tank otherwise.” 
Kryze might have, with the intention of later venting Boba out of the light cruiser’s airlock while no one was looking, but Rau and A’Timma – and Fennec and Ushib, when they’d been here – wouldn’t have let her. 
“‘S good that you’re alright too,” Boba added. “I wasn’t – well.” 
 I wasn’t sure that I’d ever see you again. The words hung unspoken in the air. They were heavy with grief. 
Din wondered again what it had been like for Boba, sitting chained and beaten inside of that little grey transport while Jeka taunted him and the sarlacc screamed. He squeezed Boba’s fingers carefully. Boba twitched, but tolerated the affection for now. 
“I’m alright,” Din repeated, firmly. “And I’ve got plans to drop a pulse charge down that sarlacc’s throat, so we won’t have to worry about it again either.” 
“Looking to add to your titles, are you?” Boba said. His eyes were still shadowed, but Din let Boba pull them both away from that enormous  what if and all of its attendant grief. Boba had seen Din again. The Hutts had been defeated. Gorga wasn’t going to come after them again.“‘Djarin the Dragon-Slayer’ isn’t good enough?”
“No one calls me that,” Din said, ignoring the fact that all of the Tuskens  did  call him that, and that he thought some of the people of Mos Pelgo might call him that too  . Din nudged Boba’s cot with his toe again. “I just want to be thorough, is all. If I feed that thing a pulse charge, it’ll take Gorga out too.” 
Boba  hmmed thoughtfully. The familiar sound tugged hard at Din’s chest. His grip on Boba’s hand tightened almost involuntarily. 
“Ought to send a message to the rest of the Hutts too,” Boba said. “The last thing we need is for Gardulla or Arok to take offense and come down here to finish what Gorga started.” 
“I need at least another month or two before we have to fend off another Hutt army,” Din agreed. He’d forgotten about the rest of the Hutt Council. Gorga had mustered up his own forces. He hadn’t dragged any of his siblings or his cousins into his war against Boba, and the fact that none of the other Hutts had come to Gorga’s rescue probably meant that Gorga’d acted alone, without the support of the rest of his family. 
Din still hesitated. “Do you think that’s a possibility?” he asked. “Other Hutts coming here to get revenge for Gorga?” 
Boba just shrugged tiredly. “All of Fennec’s intel told us that nobody on the Council cared much for Gorga.”
Din thought about the way Gorga’d gloated over them, the way he’d puffed and preened,  di’kutla and insufferable, and nodded. If Din’d had to share a council room with Gorga, he probably would’ve hated him too. 
“That doesn’t mean that one of the others won’t forget that Gorga died here,” Boba said. “The Hutts are proud, and it’ll sting that a bunch of  maya hodruddan brought down a mighty Hutt.
“But,” Boba added, looking at Din with half-lidded eyes, still obviously exhausted but obviously pleased that Din was here with  him, “we can worry about that tomorrow. I doubt even Gardulla’d come in swinging if she saw this thing – ” Boba used his empty hand to gesture up at the ceiling, indicating the light cruiser – “hanging in the sky.” 
That was true enough. And after Gorga’d been so thoroughly defeated, Din suspected that the remaining Hutts would choose to handle Tatooine very carefully. Hutts were proud, that was true, but most of them were also cautious. They hadn’t managed to amass and maintain so much control over the Outer Rim by letting their pride run away with them. 
Din leaned back in his chair. “So – it’s over, then?” he couldn’t help but ask. 
The threat of the Hutts had been hanging over Boba’s head – Din’s head too, since Din had been trying to keep Boba alive while the Hutts had had him in their sights – for so long that to think of going about the usual business of the day without that threat was strange. 
 Surreal, Din thought. There was always an enemy hunting him, hunting the beings that he cared about. If it wasn’t the Hutts, it was the Empire. A rival guild. Black Sun, Haxion Brood. 
“Disappointed, are you?” Boba asked. His tone was light enough, but Din heard the real question buried in Boba’s voice anyway. 
“Not – disappointed,” Din said. He smiled crookedly. “It’ll be nice to not have to worry about someone trying to blow you up for a little while. Just – wary, I guess.” 
It was just hard to imagine what would come next. 
“Yeah,” said Boba quietly. “I know what you mean.” 
Silence fell between them. 
Din didn’t let go of Boba’s hand, but he did make himself relax his grip a little. He and Boba had both reassured themselves that the other was alive. Healing. Maybe not  alright, not exactly, but – getting there. 
Din swallowed, a question perched on the tip of his tongue, but it was Boba who broke the silence first. 
“So, the  mando’ade, huh,” Boba said. Some of the joy in the room retreated. Din pushed himself upright again, a little wary now. “I can’t say that I ever expected them to come to my rescue.” 
There was some history there, in those words. In that tone. Boba’s voice was flat, but Din knew him now. Anger lurked underneath that flatness like a krayt dragon below the sands. 
“Honestly,” Din said, “I didn’t either. Not this time, anyway.” 
“Why’d they come?” Boba asked. 
Din lifted his shoulder again, still unsure about that himself. “Annika said – she said that Jaig commed Strill,” Din told Boba. He still shied away from the rest of Annika’s little speech. 

   Who else could it be, after everything that you’ve done?  

“And Strill told Paz, and Paz told Annika, and they all were going to come together, but then Fenn Rau overheard, and.” Din shrugged, words – expectations – caught in his throat. 
Boba grimaced. “Oya manda,” he said, sarcasm biting the edges off the familiar words. “That means I owe a Vizsla a life-debt, doesn’t it?” 
“You and Paz are probably even,” Din said, eyebrows pinching together. Something about Boba’s tone made Din want to put up his hackles, and he wasn’t sure why. 
Boba just snorted. “So it was the  verd’ike who called for help, then? Is that how you heard?” 
Din jolted a bit, surprised. “No,” he said. “I – after we split up on Krownest, I took Grogu back to the Jedi. Quinlan Vos was in Mos Eisley, when Fennec and I went to Gella’s Place looking for the Hutts’ spy. Remember?” 
Boba didn’t look any more pleased to owe a life-debt to the Jedi, either, but he did nod shortly. Din kept going. 
“Fennec and I took Jaasa back to the palace,” Din said. “But Vos took one of her crewmates. Her pilot. Jaasa’s crew had been abducting children. One of those kids was Force-sensitive. While we were clearing Jaasa’s crew out of Tatooine – ” and while Din and Boba had been arguing with each other, and while they’d reconciled on Krownest  " – Vos and some of the other Jedi were looking for the kids Jaasa’s crew had sold.” 
“They found them?” 
Din nodded. “I met them at the Jedi’s temple when I was dropping the kid back off. One of them,” he said, “was Gari Rha.” 
Boba sat up straighter. “Rha,” he said. “Like Gida.” 
Din nodded again. He should’ve known that Boba knew Gida’s family name. Boba paid attention to details like that. He wondered if Gida still would have done what she’d done if she’d known. If she had realized that Boba – and not just Boba, but Din and Fennec and Noora, Kasyyk, any of the palace guards, of the crew – had cared about her. 
 We would have helped her,  Din thought.  All of us. Any of us. Betrayal bubbled in his chest. 
But Boba hadn’t seen Gari huddled in that chair in the Jedi’s mess hall. Din had. Din made himself breathe, pushing away the bitter taste of betrayal in his mouth, and kept going. 
“Her younger brother,” Din said. “Jaasa’s crew – Jeka’s crew – was using kids like Gari to blackmail some of the people back on Tatooine to spy on you for Gorga. Gorga turned the  ahra against itself.” 
Boba swore, sounding more like himself now. Angry, but not angry in a way that Din didn’t understand. “Vanth told us that he had a leak in his network,” Boba muttered. “But I didn’t even think of looking to see if it was the same as  our leak.” 
“It was,” Din said. 
“Smart,” Boba grunted, sour. “So you put it together there with the Jedi, then?” 
Din nodded. 
“And came rushing in to help?” Boba pressed. 
Din narrowed his eyes, sensing a trap, but nodded again. 
“Without comming anyone, I’ll bet,” Boba continued. His expression had pinched together too, and this time Din did bristle. 
“I tried to comm you,” Din said. “But no one at the palace answered, and no one in Mos Pelgo was answering either, so.” He shrugged. “The Jedi knew where I was going. I figured that Vos’d be coming behind me, once he and the others made sure all the kids they’d found were safe.” 
Din  hadn’t  expected the Jedi to come in alongside the Mandalorians – literally hanging in a Mandalorian’s grip, in Quinlan’s case – and resolved to find Quinlan later and ask him how  that had come about. Many of the Mandalorians on Krownest had seemed to think that the Jedi were still Mandalore's ancient enemies.  
“You came to face the Hutts without any backup,” said Boba, slowly. 
Din scowled. “You needed help,” he said. 
Boba groaned and finally tugged his fingers free of Din’s, so that he could bury his face in both hands. Irritation mounted underneath Din’s skin. 
“I thought we went over this on Krownest,” Din said, trying not to growl or bristle too obviously. “You’re my clan. You needed help. Of course I came.”
“You could have died,” Boba said. 
Din stared at him. He didn’t understand. “So?”
“ So,  I knew what I was getting into, when I decided to set myself against the Hutts,” Boba growled. He lifted his head out of his hands and fixed Din with a fierce glare. “I knew it could cost me  my life, but I didn’t want it to cost you yours!” 
Din closed his mouth, surprised. 
Boba, sensing weakness, pressed his advantage. “That’s why  I’m  angry,” he growled. “Why are  you?  You got what you wanted. I’m alive. You’re alive. The  mando’ade  came to support you.  ” 
 That was a low blow, and Din’s temper snapped. He could hit low just as well as Boba could. He reached for his anger and found it ready and waiting. 
“Well, for one thing,” Din said, his voice louder than he meant it to be, “apparently, I’m  married.”  
As expected, Boba winced. He  did  know what  riduur  meant, then. Boba knew exactly what it was he had claimed to be on Krownest. Kryze had known. Rau. The only ones who  hadn’t known were Din and maybe a few of the Children of the Watch – Annika’d told Din that Paz had figured out the translation of the word later. 
Embarrassment was easy to shift into anger. Boba and Din had promised each other  honesty. Din had done his best to hold to that, even when telling the truth had been uncomfortable. 
 I didn’t tell Boba that I was  dar’manda, Din reminded himself, struggling to be fair.  But – that didn’t affect  Boba.  That just affected me. Not telling me that ‘riduur’ meant  husband,  though –  
Boba caught Din’s fierce glare and flinched. 
“Who – who told you?” Boba asked. His temper ebbed. The guilt that Din was looking for  was there, and Din felt a vicious little stab of satisfaction at the sight of it despite his best intentions. 
“Does it matter?” Din snapped. 
Boba’s shoulders dropped. “Not really,” he said. He searched Din’s face for a second, then said, “I  was going to tell you, Din. I just – ”
Boba stopped. He shook his head. Din glared at him, refusing to back down. The entire situation was Din’s fault, really, since he’d been the one to snap “ Yes”  when Koska’d asked him if Boba was Din’s  riduur, but Din hadn’t known what the word meant. Boba had. 
“I was just – surprised,” Boba said. “When Reeves called you my partner and you didn’t say anything, and then you told me – ”
“That I was your ally,” Din finished, realizing what Boba was trying to say. He did wince then, dropping the glare. He could see how that’d be surprising.
 Disappointing,  Din thought. A spouse and an ally were different, after all. Din had thought that he’d been showing Boba loyalty, but if Boba’d heard the word  riduur and thought that Din had been saying – had been offering – something else, and had then realized that Din didn’t know what he was talking about – 
 It’d be like having your jetpack fail on you a few thousand feet up in the air, Din thought. Frightening and disorienting both at once. 
And Boba, even though he didn’t call himself Mandalorian, had been  raised by one. When Mandalorians were frightened, they didn’t retreat. They didn’t back off. 
 They hit first,  Din thought, his mouth twisting.  And they hit hard.  
“And then we fought,” said Boba, clearly remembering the same words –  Gev, Din. Gev. I want you to stop  . Boba grimaced. “  I  fought. I didn’t – well. I knew that you didn’t speak  mando’a, Din. I shouldn’t have been so surprised. But you called me your husband and a Mandalorian in the same breath, and I just – ”
“Panicked?” Din supplied, his anger ebbing too. He couldn’t help but soften. He could hear what Boba wasn’t saying. The genuine grief in Boba’s voice. The anguish.  
He couldn’t judge Boba, not really. Din himself had panicked when Boba’d tried to tell Din that his Creed was wrong. That Din couldn’t be  dar’manda.  Din had been so panicked that he’d jumped out of Boba’s tower; Boba getting into a shouting match with Din and then sending him away was – not  reasonable, but understandable. 
It had still hurt, though. 
Din let out a slow breath. He was a grown man. A warrior, a  mando’ad. He had faced down krayt dragons and sarlaccs and Hutts and the Empire. He had faced all of his people and shouted at them that they had been wrong. 
He could – he could face this, if it was what Boba needed. 
“We – we don’t  have  to be,” Din said. “  Riduure, I mean. You’re right. I didn’t know what it meant. Koska said it after the first raid. I came up here and she was – dismissive. Surprised that I’d gotten into a fight with the Hutts on your behalf. She called you dishonorable.” 
“So you said that you’d married me?” Boba asked. “That’s what you said last time, but – walk me through it,  Djar’ika. ” This time there was a burr of amusement in his voice. A shard of hope, tentative and fragile, in his eyes. 
Din nodded, sheepish. “More or less,” he muttered. 
“‘More or less?’ What does that mean?” 
Din cleared his throat. It was obvious to him  now what Koska’d been saying, but at the time – 
“She asked me if you were my  riduur,” Din said. “And I didn’t like the way that she said it, so – ”
The last time Din’d tried to explain this to Boba, Boba had been shocked. Blank. There had been an awful edge in his voice that Din hadn’t understood. And then he and Boba had argued about whether or not Boba was a Mandalorian, and everything had come apart at the seams. 
“You told Koska that I was your  riduur out of spite,” Boba said. 
Din nodded miserably. His ears burned. Somehow, this was more embarrassing than anything else Din had told or shown Boba. More embarrassing than the way Din had cried out when Boba’d struck him with the reed cane, than all the nights Din had clung to Boba like a child, than even some of the things Din had let Boba do to him with his hands, his mouth. 
But Din wasn’t going to lie. “I’d do it again, too,” he muttered. “If only for the look on her face. It got her to stop insulting you.” 
Boba’s expression softened some. “You did it to get her to leave me alone,” he said. 
Hesitant, Din nodded. He hadn’t thought of it that way, but Boba wasn’t  wrong. Din had been tired of hearing Koska say terrible things about Boba. He’d wanted her to stop. 
Boba sighed. “ Djar’ika, I wasn’t even there,” he said. “I couldn’t hear her, and even if I did, I’m used to Mandalorians running their mouths. You didn’t – you don’t need to go out of your way to protect me.” 
“Of course I do,” Din said. “You’re – ”
 I love you, he almost said, but Din was afraid of showing his hand. His heart. If Boba didn’t feel the same – if he wanted something different – 
“Of course I do,” Din repeated, settling on that. “I don’t care if it’s Koska or the other Mandalorians or Gorga the karking Hutt.” That was why Din had gone after Gorga too, after all. Din had known that he might die – had expected to die, actually, when he’d fallen off that cliff – but it hadn’t mattered, because Din had wanted to protect Boba. 
He wanted Boba to understand that. “Of course I need to protect you,” Din said. 
Boba’s eyes widened, like Din had just punched Boba in the chest, headbutted him in the chin, split his lip, broken his nose, and Din realized that he’d shown Boba his heart anyway. 
It was too late to take it back. Din didn’t  want to take it back, either. He’d said what he meant. 
 Maybe all of this wouldn’t be such a mess if we’d both said what we’d meant from the beginning,  Din thought.  Or if we’d both avoided making assumptions about each other. 
In twenty years, the fact that Din and Boba both had assumed that the other was Mandalorian would probably be funny. Din had thought that Boba’d known what the Creed was, that he understood what it had meant when Din had shown Boba his face. 
And Boba’d thought that Din had known about Jango Fett. About clones, about the Mandalorian Civil War, about the things some Mandalorians had believed about Boba and his father. 
Din let out a breath. Boba was still watching him with wide eyes. 
“I’m trying to say,” Din started, then stopped to clear his throat. Nerves twitched. He wanted to look away, to break eye contact, but knew that Boba deserved better. Din breathed in again, mustered up all of his courage, and said, “I’m trying to say that I wouldn’t mind. Being – being your  riduur. Not just your friend and your ally, but – your partner, too.” 
He liked that translation.  Partner. It sounded – right. 
Boba was silent. 
Nerves rising, Din made himself meet Boba’s dark eyes until he couldn’t any more. His courage flickered. Din focused on Boba’s nose instead, trying not to fidget. 
The silence held, growing unbearable, and then Boba moved. He didn’t say anything, not yet, but he reached out, caught one of Din’s hands, tangling their fingers together again, and then Boba  pulled.  
He was surprisingly strong, considering that he’d just spent two days in bacta and still had half a dozen visible injuries besides. Din resisted for a fraction of a second, surprise rooting him in place, but Boba didn’t give up or let go and Din had learned a while ago that Boba usually knew what it was that Din wanted – that Din needed – better than Din himself did. Letting Boba do what he wanted, even if it was surprising or confusing, almost always turned out well. 
So Din trusted Boba and let Boba pull him up off of his chair and into the cot. Din tumbled into Boba’s body and they both grunted. The cot wasn’t big enough for two grown men. Din’s knee knocked against a sore spot in Boba’s thigh. His elbow whacked Boba in the ribs. Both of them jostled each other, the cot creaking as it tried to accommodate them both, and Din ended up spilled halfway on his side, hip digging into the cot, while Boba propped himself up on an elbow and angled his body so that he wouldn’t push Din out of the cot on accident. 
Then Boba tucked his face into the curve of Din’s neck and huffed. The gust of warm air made Din shiver, and he instinctively shifted to make them both more comfortable, tangling their legs together. 
“ Djar’ika,” said Boba, the word muffled against Din’s neck, “we keep doing this backwards.” 
That wasn’t what Din had expected Boba to say, but it wasn’t  gev and it wasn’t an order for Din to leave, either. Something fragile began to uncurl in Din’s chest. 
“What do you mean?” Din asked. 
Boba huffed again. “There’s – a process,” he said. “Before I ask you to marry me, I’m supposed to hunt for you, and teach you my father’s  tihaar  recipe, and build a  bral  , and get into a handful of  jare’la fights to prove that I can protect you.” 
Din snorted. “Is that a True Mandalorian thing?” he asked. 
Din didn’t miss the way that Boba tensed against Din’s body. The powerful muscles in Boba’s shoulders, in his back, bunched underneath Boba’s borrowed shirt. The rough fabric of the cot dug into Din’s cheek. 
Boba had never said anything about Jango Fett having a  riduur.  
 Boba grew up alone,  Din reminded himself, wincing a little.  If Jango  had  been married, whoever he’d been married to obviously wasn’t around to look out for Boba.  

   But if Jango wasn’t married, who taught Boba about what to do to impress a partner? To – to prove that he’d be a good husband?  

That’s what Boba was really saying. Hunting,  tihaar, building something, winning a fight – 
 What a Mandalorian needs to survive, Din thought. Food and drink and shelter and safety. 
The fragile thing in Din’s chest grew. 
“No,” Boba finally said, very quietly. “It’s –  vaartur’ade. From Concord Dawn.” 
It was Din’s turn to tense. 
 Where Jango was from, he realized. 
“Dad didn’t teach me much about it, as you can imagine,” Boba said. The words were muffled, but Din could feel the shape of them against his throat. “No ten-year-old wants to hear his old man talk about making a necklace of stilt-walker feathers or figuring out how to catch six live  kota birds.” 
Din stayed quiet. 
“But I learned later, when I was already a man, and at the time I thought it was a heap of  ossik.  Concord Dawn burned with Mandalore, anyway, and there aren’t any  vaartur’ade  left to care whether or not I built you a  bral with bricks I’d mixed myself,” Boba continued. 
“You don’t – you don’t need to build me a house, Boba,” Din said, guessing at the translation of the word. 
“But I want to,” Boba countered. His fingers flexed against Din’s. “I want to.” He sounded almost  angry about it, bewildered, upset, and Din wasn’t sure what to say or how to process what he was hearing. 
“I want to do all the things I thought were nothing but words    twenty years ago,” Boba said. “I want to build you a house on a hill. I want to bring you six live  kota  birds, so I can watch you let them go. I want to teach you to make  tihaar  the way my dad did – the way  his dad did – and I want to punch every Mandalorian on this ship to prove that I can protect you.” 
Din understood Boba’s frustration all at once. 
“You – you wouldn’t mind being my  riduur either,” he said, wonderingly. Joy flickered in his chest. 
“‘Mind?’” Boba repeated, grumpily. “Like it would be a burden? No, I wouldn’t  mind, Din. I would be – ” Din felt the words catch in Boba’s throat, but Boba was no coward either. 
“I would be honored,” said Boba, voice quiet. The conviction in his voice was electric. “And more than that – I’d be  happy, Din.” 
He said it with the half-frightened wonder of a man who had only rarely been happy. Who had seen the worst that the galaxy had to offer. Who had trusted happiness before and had been betrayed. 
An ache was building underneath the wild joy in Din’s chest, but Din tamped it down as best as he could. He wasn’t going to betray Boba and he knew that Boba wasn’t going to betray him. There was no reason to worry about wrecking that wonder in Boba’s eyes. 
If they agreed to this – 
 If we agree,  Din thought,  it will be for the rest of our lives.  
“I’d be happy too,” Din said, softly. “And I don’t – you bring me food all the time, Boba.”  Tiingilar  and chuba stew and  mutta.  Fresh japoor bread and sticky dried  tamur.  “You’ve shared your  tihaar.  You – maybe you didn’t build me a house, but you gave me a place to stay after the  Razor Crest was destroyed. And I’d prefer if you didn’t fight the other Mandalorians, but I know you would if you had to. I know you’d protect me.” 
That was what Boba had been doing for months, after all. 
Boba finally peeled his face away to look up at Din. The same fragile hope that was beating in Din’s chest – the same wild, tremulous joy – shone in Boba’s eyes. 
 We really did do this out of order, Din thought. 
He cleared his throat. “I love you,” Din said. He figured that it was about time that one of them said it, and Din had been holding the words so carefully in his chest for so long that it was easy to say them now. “And – and not just because you gave me a place to stay and a job to do, but because – because you took care of me. You helped me. You took the time to understand what I needed, and you stuck with me even though I’ve been an idiot.” 
“You’re not an idiot,” Boba said. “You – you mistranslated a word. That’s all.” 
“Just a word?” Din asked carefully. “Not – not anything else?” 
It had been impossible to mistake the look in Boba’s eyes as he’d slipped deeper and deeper into the sarlacc pit. Boba loved Din too, just as deeply as Din loved him.
 But that doesn’t mean he wants to spend the rest of his life with me, Din thought. Boba’d had other – arrangements, he called them, when he had first agreed to hurt Din, to show him what pain really was and how Din could use it. Maybe Boba liked the way that things had been. He’d had Din to himself most nights, but he’d had other arrangements too. 
Din swallowed. 




  





 I’ve made my choice, he told himself. There was no one for Din now but Boba. But that didn’t mean that there was no one for Boba but Din, and Din could – if he had to, he could live with that. It would hurt, but Din knew how to handle pain now. 
But Boba looked Din in the eye and smiled. The expression took years off of his face. Took shadows out of his eyes. 
“No,” said Boba. “Not anything else.” 
Din blew out a breath, relieved despite himself. 
“ Ni kar’tayli gar,” Boba added, easily, like he’d said the words before. Like he said them all the time. 
Din stared at him. 
“Did you – what does that mean?” he asked. 
Boba raised an eyebrow. “You know what it means,” he said. “You just said it. I – ” and he did struggle with the words in Basic, faltering in a way that he hadn’t, when he’d been speaking  mando’a. “I love you too.” 
“You – ” Din started, an offended outrage beginning to swell in his chest. “You have said that before! I was – ”
Din had been almost sleeping. Boba had been there pressed against Din from shoulder to hip, warm and steady, his fingers tracing nonsense patterns across the skin of Din’s back, his ribs, and Boba had said those words. 
“ Ni kar’tayli gar.” He’d said them weeks and weeks ago. Din had almost thought that he’d imagined the words. Boba’d said a lot, those times that Din had been floating in that warm and blurry place, wrung out by pain. It had always been nonsense, just sounds to help Din stay calm, but – 
“You,” Din said, slowly, gripping Boba’s hand very tightly in his own, “karking  cheat.  You knew that I didn’t speak  mando’a!”  
Boba winced, but this time there was more mirth and less guilt in the motion. “I did,” he admitted, not sounding particularly apologetic. “In my defense,  Djar’ika, I thought that you were already sleeping.”
“That’s not a defense,” Din hissed. “You should have told me!”
“Maybe,” Boba agreed. “But it was – it was outside of our agreement,  Djar’ika. It was something that I felt, but not something that you needed to burden yourself with.” 
Din bristled. “It wasn’t a burden,” he growled, repeating Boba’s words from just minutes ago. He had already known that he’d loved Boba then. 
Boba only shrugged. “Maybe it wouldn’t have been,” he said. “But it was – it was mine. I didn’t want to scare you away, Din.” 
“You should have told me,” Din repeated. “I would’ve – ”
“What, agreed to marry me right then and there?” said Boba lightly. 
Din scowled even harder. “Maybe,” he shot back. 
That finally made Boba pause. His expression, which had bloomed into a teasing smile, softened. Grew serious again. “You mean that,” Boba said. “Don’t you?” 
“I do,” Din said, stubbornly. 
“You – even then?” Boba asked.
 You loved me even then? The full question hung in the air like light shining on the surface of a deep river. The room was dappled with it. 
Din let out another breath. “It’s been – it’s been a while,” Din admitted. He’d first had that thought – that he loved Boba – just after coming back from Arkanis. That had been months ago, before the first raid, the summit, before the last few frantic days. “You?” 
Boba just grunted, which told Din that Boba’d felt the same way for a long time too. That night that he’d first said it –  ni kar’tayli gar  – hadn’t been the first time that Boba had  thought it. Din wondered when that was.  
Din couldn’t help but elbow Boba, pleased and amused and in love. Boba, off the hook and plainly relieved, tucked his face back into the curve of Din’s neck. 
“Has it really been that bad?” Din teased. 
“It’s been terrible,” Boba said, voice muffled against Din’s neck again. His stubble scraped against the soft skin there, and a lazy sort of pleasure fizzled down Din’s chest. “I’m pretty sure  kota birds are extinct.” 
It took Din a moment to understand what Boba was saying. 
 He’s wanted to marry me for a while,  Din realized.  And he’s wanted to do it the right way – the way his father’s people would have done it – for just as long.  
Din laughed. “You don’t have to give me six live  kota birds to get me to marry you, Boba,” he said. 
“I know,” Boba grumbled. “But it’s the point of the thing.” 
Fresh joy flooded Din’s chest. He felt giddy, light as air, like he could jump up and fight for days or fly and fly without stopping, without needing food or fuel or anything at all. 
“So what’s next?” Din asked. “Is there a ceremony? A vow? Do I have to build  you a house? Fight anyone for you?” 
“You’ve already done enough fighting for me,” said Boba. “I haven’t forgotten what you said on Krownest. We’re going to have to rebuild the palace at some point, I suppose, and it probably counts as a  bral. But – yeah, there’s a vow.” 
“What is it?” 
“No idea,” Boba admitted, frankly. “It’s in  mando’a. Something about being one together and one parted. You’re gonna have to ask Rau about it.” 
“ I’m going to have to ask Rau?” 
“He likes you better,” Boba said. 
Din blinked. “Boba,” he said. “Are you – do you want to have a ceremony?” 
He felt Boba sigh against his collarbone. “We don’t have to, if that’s not the way that your tribe did things,” he said, which wasn’t an answer. 
Din narrowed his eyes. Boba wasn’t looking at him to see it, but Din glared thoughtfully past Boba’s head anyway. 
“I didn’t ask you if we  had to,” Din said, deciding to borrow one of Boba’s favorite tricks. “I asked you if you want to.” 
“Is that how I sound, when I pull that kark on you?” Boba grumbled. But he did peel his face away from Din’s neck again, looking up to meet Din’s eyes. Despite the nervousness that Din could still feel thrumming between them, the look in Boba’s eyes was resolute. 
“I want  you,”  he said. “I don’t care if we swear  riduurok or not. If there’s a ceremony or not. I just want you to be with me.” 
 The admission made raw joy sparkle in Din’s blood, filling every corner of his body – his chest, his fingertips, the sore places in his wrists and his ribs and his knees – with light. 
“Okay,” said Din. “That’s good enough for me.” 
Boba stared at him, his expression torn between wild happiness and lingering suspicion. “That’s – that’s it? You don’t – you don’t need anything else? You don’t  want anything else?” 
“No,” Din said honestly, leaning down to brush his nose against Boba’s. Boba didn’t pull away. Happiness – uncomplicated happiness – rose in Din’s chest, hot and bright like a star. “Just you, Boba. I don’t need anything else.” 
Boba looked at Din then like Din was the one wielding a flogger or a cane, like Din had brought a knife up to Boba’s chest and pressed in, opening Boba down to the bone. Din tensed involuntarily, afraid that he’d – pushed too far. 
But then Boba smiled, really smiled, not a dazzling grin or a mischievous smirk but a soft and fond smile that made an echoing smile break out across Din’s own face without his permission. 
Din didn’t mind. 
“Alright, then,” Boba said. “ Gar ner riduur.”  
The words were as sweet as water in the desert. 
“ Gar ner riduur,” Din agreed, and didn’t argue when Boba nosed Din’s cheek again and pressed closer, stealing a slow, gentle kiss that Din couldn’t help but melt into, all of his fear and all of his worry rising up and fading away. 
Finally, after a long moment, Boba pulled away again and shifted, nudging Din until Din got the hint and obliged, tipping over on his back and slipping into a space that Boba made for him. 
Boba maneuvered himself up on top of Din, keeping their fingers tangled together. The cot creaked beneath them. Boba’s hips dug into Din’s own, reassuring and familiar, even though moving around disturbed the warmth between Din and Boba’s bodies and let the cool air of the med bay in. 
“Why’d you do that?” Din grumbled, trying not to shiver. He’d been enjoying that. He’d probably enjoy whatever Boba had planned, too – the weight of Boba’s body on top of his own made Din’s blood thrill, even though they’d both come out of bacta less than a day ago and were still battered and bruised – but Imperial-issued medical cots weren’t exactly comfortable, and Din wanted Boba’s mouth back on his own.  
“Because I want to keep kissing you,  cyare,” Boba said, like he could read Din’s mind. “But I think my ribs are still broken, and laying on them was starting to hurt.” 
“Oh,” Din said, concern flickering. “Well, if this is better for your ribs – ”
“Generous, aren’t you,” Boba murmured leaning back in. His breath ghosted over the thin skin of Din’s throat. Stubble scraped against Din’s jaw. Pleasure sparkled again, light and bright. 
“Come here,” Din said. 
“Ask me nicely,” Boba replied, and the mischief was back in his voice. 
He and Din hadn’t talked about how being  riduure – partners – would change their arrangement. The careful rules that they had set up back at the start of all of this had all been broken. It shouldn’t have been easy to trust Boba. To want to listen to him. 
But it was. 
“Please,” Din said, and Boba made a deep, satisfied noise against the corner of Din’s jaw. 
“Whatever you want,” said Boba, and leaned down for another kiss.
 
It was Fenn Rau who finally interrupted Din and Boba a few hours later. He was polite enough about it, rapping the door gently, waiting a handful of seconds and then sticking his head – helmeted, this time, the pale blue paint across his forehead and his cheeks scraped and scored – into the room. 
By then Din and Boba had finished their kissing, lazy and languid, nothing but simple pleasure without needing or wanting anything else, and Din, reluctant to hurt Boba or slow down his healing, had climbed out of the cot and back into the chair at Boba’s bedside. His knee was pressed against Boba’s shin and Boba had turned towards Din like a cedru to the sun. Boba had been dozing, but he cracked an eye open when Rau came into the room. 
Din hadn’t been sleeping – he was too old to sleep very comfortably in med bay chairs, and his right leg was starting to ache fiercely, though the idea of leaving Boba and limping back to his own room to stretch the limb out hurt more – but he had been only half-aware of his surroundings. He had been meditating, almost, like Luke Skywalker had shown him how to do on Yavin-4. 
The light cruiser didn’t feel anything like Yavin-4. Everything hummed and buzzed, crackled like a live wire. Every creak and crack of the great ship jolted Din out of his rest. Rau’s knock surprised him, too – Din hadn’t been expecting visitors. 
When he saw that it was Rau poking his head into the room, though, some of Din’s surprise faded. Of course Rau was here – Annika’d told Din that Rau had been splitting the watch over Din with Kip and the other Protectors. 
 I think I know who organized most of the rescue party to Tatooine, too, Din thought. He knew Strill and he knew Paz. Both of them had probably decided to rush headfirst into the black, aimed at Tatooine, without stopping to politick with other clans. 
But Rau – 
“Ah,” said Rau, his voice muffled by his helmet, “you’re awake.” 
Din looked at Boba out of the corner of his eye. Boba still had one eye cracked open, but otherwise wasn’t moving. His breathing stayed slow and even, like he was still asleep. 

   He doesn’t want to talk to Rau?  

After what had happened on Krownest, Din supposed that he couldn’t blame Boba. He was pleased that Boba trusted Din enough to handle Rau on his own, too. After Tatooine, Din had half-expected Boba to curl up around Din like a krayt dragon guarding a beloved pearl, snapping and snarling at all comers. 
Boba really did need the rest, too, so Din reluctantly pulled his knee away, pushing the chair back quietly, and climbed slowly and stiffly to his feet. 
Despite the ache that had grown in the hours since Din’d woken up, his leg held. His shoulder throbbed dully and his ribs twinged, but none of Din’s limbs fell off and he didn’t do anything embarrassing like black out and collapse, like he’d done after Luke Skywalker had taken Grogu away, so Din counted standing as a little victory and limped over to Rau. 
Rau obligingly stepped back out into the hallway, clearing room for Din, and Din shut the door behind him. 
The hallway was empty now. Kip and A’Timma had been relieved of duty, then. Din wondered what Rau’d said to get A’Timma to trust him – a  ghuy’ra  – with Boba’s safety. Rau, unconcerned, leaned against the opposite wall, letting Din stay by the door, and took his helmet off. Underneath his helmet, in the harsh lights of the  Gra’tua, Rau looked older than he had on Krownest. He looked tired. 
But his pale eyes were clear as he turned his attention to Din, shoulders straightening, and looked Din up and down. 
“You look better,” Rau said, nodding to himself when he’d finished his inspection. “First time in a bacta tank? They can work wonders.” 
“Second,” Din said, grimacing. He could still taste salt behind his teeth. “I’ll be fighting fit soon enough.” 
Rau inclined his head. “Of course,” he said. “Though you have earned your rest, should you want it.” 
Din wasn’t sure what to say to that. He said nothing. 
 What does Rau want?  he wondered.  Is it still to protect me – to protect who he thinks is the  mand’alor –  even though I told Kryze that I wouldn’t fight for it?  
Rau wasn’t Kryze, but Din didn’t think that even the Mandalorian Protectors would want to defend a  mand’alor who refused to fight for his title. 

   But he brought his Protectors to Tatooine.  

It was possible that the Protectors had come to help Boba, not Din – Kip had said that he’d owed Boba a debt, because Boba’s father had once saved Kip’s – but even if Rau’d come for Boba, not Din, that didn’t explain all of the other Mandalorians. 
 And Annika was pretty – she was pretty clear, Din thought, resisting the urge to fidget. Rau’s gaze was calm and assessing, clear as a shriek-hawk’s. Din tried not to feel like a small animal about to be pinned underneath said shriek-hawk’s talons. 
 She said that the other Mandalorians – they all came to help  me.  Rau included.  
“How’s Lord Fett?” Rau asked, some of the calculating look in his eyes fading. “Also healing?” 
Din nodded. “He’ll be back on his feet faster than me,” Din admitted. Boba’d collected several serious injuries on Tatooine – and had told Din about all of them, once he and Din had stopped kissing and running their hands all over each other – but he hadn’t broken either of his legs, and even if he had, Din knew that Boba hated to be idle. 
Boba’d be up and stalking around within the next few days.  He’ll probably head back to Tatooine as soon as he can sneak away from Wrasse Saxon, actually,  Din thought.  He won’t want to let everyone start to rebuild the palace without him.  
“Good,” said Rau, and he sounded like he meant it. 
Din inclined his head. He hesitated for a moment, not sure what Rau wanted Din to say – what he wanted from Din at all – but being direct had helped Din with Annika and Boba both, so Din figured he could probably be direct again now. 
 Rau’s Mandalorian too,  Din reminded himself.  Just because he  can  play politics doesn’t mean it’s what he wants to do. He might appreciate it if I just ask him what he wants.  
Din took a deep breath, preparing both to thank Rau for coming to Tatooine and to ask Rau what he wanted from Din, but Rau beat him to it and said, “I heard from Shand.” Rau said it in clipped, professional tones, like a soldier delivering a report to a superior. 
 That’s exactly what he’s doing, Din realized. 
Din didn’t stop Rau, so Rau continued with his report. He seemed pleased to be of service, and stood straighter when Din looked at him. 
“She’s back on Tatooine – she says that the palace is secured, and the rest of Mos Eisley soon will be,” Rau continued. “She’s marshaling the Tuskens, the people of Mos Pelgo and what remains of Fett’s people. Is she Mandalorian, by the way?” 
Din blinked. “Who?” he asked. “Shand?” 
Rau nodded. “She’s quite sensible,” he said. 
“Sensible,” Din repeated, confused. “She – is.” 
 At least I know that she’s alright, Din thought. She had taken a real injury at the sarlacc pit – they had needed to give Fennec the chance to slip away and get a good angle on Jeka or Gorga. Once they had thought that Fennec had died, Gorga’s mercs had stopped thinking about Fennec entirely. She’d had the opening she’d needed to slip away unnoticed. 
“Lady Bo-Katan likes her too, which has been the most surprising thing of this whole affair,” Rau continued. “Your Shand is just about the only  aruetii  who has been given free reign of the ship. If Shand wasn’t already your  tal’vod, I’d almost think that Lady Bo-Katan was trying to steal her.” 
Din blinked again, his confusion only deepening, though thinking of Fennec as a young warrior to steal from another covert, like Paz had stolen Strill and Jaig from theirs, made Din smile.
“She’s not – Fennec’s not Mandalorian,” Din said, finally getting what Rau was trying to ask. “She’s not  tal’vod, not like we’d think of her. But she is a good friend, and she’s picked her side. Kryze’d have better luck breaking beskar than stealing Fennec from Boba.” 
“Hmm,” said Rau, almost disbelievingly. “Well, whatever she is, Shand is quite good. She’ll keep Tatooine well in hand until Lord Fett’s back on his feet. Will you be going back to Tatooine with him?” 
The change in the subject threw Din off balance, and he showed Rau more of his confusion than he meant to. Rau’s hawk eyes glittered. 
“Yes,” Din said anyway. He took a deep breath. “I know – I’m grateful,” Din said. He ordered his thoughts as best as he could and stood up very straight. “Without your help, Boba and I – we probably would have died,” Din said. “I owe you my life. Thank you for coming to our aid.” 
Not for the first time, Din wished that he knew more  mando’a.  What Rau’d done – it didn’t matter if Rau had mustered the other Mandalorians and come to Din’s aid because he thought that Din was the  mand’alor. If Rau wanted anything from Din in return. He had come and he’d saved Din’s life. Had helped Din say Boba’s life. Din was grateful, and he wanted Rau to understand. 
“ Vor entye,”  Din said. It was the only  mando’a he knew that could scratch the surface of his gratitude. 
Rau just inclined his head. “ Nu entye,” he replied easily. “I told you – there is no debt. I am a Protector. Your safety is my duty. Though,” he added, tone light, “if you really want to thank me, you can take a Protector or six with you the next time you challenge the Hutts. Cut out the frantic searching through the desert in the dark.” 
Din took another deep breath. “I don’t – I don’t know if Lady Bo-Katan told you,” he said. “But I’m – I can’t be the  mand’alor that you all want. I meant what I said on the lake. I’m not interested in spilling any more blood to prove that I’m Mandalorian enough.” 
“A respectable decision,” said Rau, though the look on his face said that  he was more than happy to spill as much blood as he had to. “And one you were within your rights to make. Lady Bo-Katan told me that you had refused even her challenge.” 
“Right,” Din said, relieved that he didn’t have to go over that whole argument again with Rau. “So – ”
“So, what?” Rau asked. “You don’t want to be the  mand’alor?”  
“I’m – it’s not about what  I  want,” Din said. “It’s about what’s best for everyone else. If you all need a leader who  will fight, who’ll shed blood – ”
“Oh, we’ve had rather enough of that, I think.” Rau flicked a dismissive hand. “Our history is full of them. And it  is about what you want. To an extent. You have my support. The support of as many Protectors as I can rally and train. You have at least a handful of the Children of the Watch who would stand behind you, and you have Boba Fett, and you have Lady Bo-Katan. I’ve seen you fight, Djarin. So has all of Mandalore. We would follow you.”
All of Din’s words, his carefully-constructed arguments, deserted him. 
Rau, smelling weakness like Annika had, plunged on. 
“It is a responsibility,” Rau said, honestly. “A great and terrible one. Being wary of it – that is nothing to be ashamed of. But there would be benefits for you and your clan, too, should you choose to lead us." 
“What are you talking about?” said Din, warily. Opening himself up to constant challenges and assassination attempts didn’t sound like much of a benefit to Din. 
“The  mand’alor  could, for example,” Rau said, eyes dancing, “requisition another cot and share his sickroom with his  riduur, and no one would say anything about it.” 
“You can’t bribe me into becoming a king,” Din replied irritably, trying not to bristle. Of course he  would like to stay and share Boba’s room. Of course he would. If the alternative was going back to his own room, the cot there – 
Rau grinned. “Worth a shot, wasn’t it?” he said. 
Din scowled at him. “This – I told Kryze that I wasn’t interested,” Din said. 
“Oh, I know.” Rau shoved his hands into his pockets and studied Din keenly. “I heard about it at length. But I think Kryze approached you the wrong way.” 
Din’s scowl deepened. “You can’t trick me into becoming a king either.” 
“No, I don’t think that I could. It’d be dishonorable to try, anyway. And the last puppet-king that Mandalore had was Gar Saxon. I don’t think we could survive another ruler like him. He weakened us so thoroughly – fostered our hatred of each other, sapped our strength, sent our children away to serve the Empire – that we couldn’t stand against Gideon and the Eye-Ess-Bee when they came, even though Gar himself was dead.” 
“I didn’t think that Gar Saxon had been the  mand’alor,” Din said. 
“He wasn’t,” said Rau. “The title that the Empire gave him was  Viceroy.  A holdover from the Confederacy, I think. It was a military appointment. Forcing the Mandalorians to accept a Moff, like we were a wayward Separatist planet to be brought to heel, would have sown rebellion earlier. But Saxon was a Mandalorian, and we’ve had kings through conquest before – a military leader wasn’t anything too unusual. I heard rumors that Saxon would’ve  liked to find the darksaber and make his claim to Mandalore, but.” 
Rau shrugged. 
The darksaber had been with the rest of Din’s kit. His armor, his spear. Din assumed that all of his kit was on board the light cruiser somewhere, tucked away. 
 Unless some upstart saw the darksaber lying unprotected and decided to try  their  hand at being king, Din thought. 
“Where was it?” Din asked. “The darksaber, I mean? Who had it before Gideon? If Saxon wanted it – ”
“It was lost,” said Rau. “Pre Vizsla – Death Watch’s last true leader – had it and carried it with him, but it disappeared after his death. Ursa Wren’s daughter found it again and carried it for a time. Then she passed it to Lady Bo-Katan.” 
Din startled. “ Passed it?” he said. “She – she gave it to her?” 
Rau nodded. “Strange, isn’t it?” he said. His eyes were dancing again, like he was privately amused by something that Din didn’t understand. 
Din huffed. “ I tried to give it to Bo-Katan,” he said sourly. “More times than I can count! I tried to give it to her on this ship, even, after I took it from Gideon. She said that she couldn’t take it.” 
“As you were not her  tal’vod – as your clan was not sworn to hers – she could not,” Rau said. “Not if she wanted to lay claim with it, anyway.” 
“ What?” 
Rau’s mouth twitched. “An old and particularly arcane twist of politics, I’m afraid,” he said. “Sabine was of Clan Wren, which has been sworn to House Kryze for generations. As the head of House Kryze, Lady Bo-Katan – and that is what makes her  Lady Bo-Katan, yes? Her position as the head of her House? – is entitled to anything that her vassal clans win in battle. Their glory, most obviously, but a share of any treasure that they won too. Sabine’s clan serves Lady Bo-Katan’s, so therefore Sabine’s victory in winning the darksaber is Lady Bo-Katan’s too.” 
Din rubbed his forehead. “That’s…” he started, unsure of how to say  karking stupid without offending Rau, who was one of the Mandalorians who came from those old and arcane politics. 
“Ridiculous?” Rau supplied. “Absurd?” 
“Both?” Din muttered, still confused. “So because my – my clan, or my House, or my tribe – wasn’t sworn to House Kryze as a vassal clan, my victory over Gideon’s wasn’t hers too, even though we were fighting together?” 
“No,” said Rau. “Your victory over Gideon was yours alone.” 
Din stared at him. 
“Do you understand?” Rau asked, gently. His tone was still mild. He didn’t sound – embarrassed, maybe, or exasperated. He didn’t sound like he thought that Din was an idiot. 
“Not really,” Din admitted. Rau had appreciated Din’s honesty on Krownest. 
“You and Lady Bo-Katan faced Moff Gideon as allies,” Rau said. “But as –  narudar’e. Temporary allies. The enemies of your mutual enemy. You swore no oath to her, and she swore none to you. No blood held you together. If she had accepted the darksaber from you without earning it, it would be like – I don’t know, one of your covert-brothers taking credit for a bounty you’d brought in. Claiming the darksaber from you would be seen as – distasteful, at the very least, and outright dishonorable to the more traditionally-minded of us.” 
The way Rau’d said that – the way his tone had hardened – told Din that Rau would have found it dishonorable, if Kryze had taken the darksaber from Din. 
“So why didn’t she just – fight me for it?” Din asked, still bewildered. “If she couldn’t accept it as a gift, then – ”
“Because,” said Rau, “she likes you, Din Djarin, and I think that even Lady Bo-Katan has grown tired of shedding Mandalorian blood.”
Din’s thoughts stuttered. He didn’t know what to say – how to process that – and decided to just keep staring at Rau. 
 I have a head injury,  Din thought to himself, distantly.  I can – I can be confused.  
“She has other reasons too, I’m sure,” Rau continued, still watching Din keenly with his pale blue eyes. Din could see why Rau’s signet was a shriek-hawk. His gaze was direct. Focused. Unsparing. 
Din met it as best as he could. His ears were ringing again, faintly. He wished that he hadn’t left Boba’s room. Boba was better at handling this sort of thing than Din was. 
“For one, it’d only be an honorable fight if you  both were willing to fight to the death, and something tells me that if Kryze had challenged you directly, you would’ve just walked away.” 
Since Din had done exactly that on Krownest, he couldn’t argue. He narrowed his eyes. 
“Lady Bo-Katan has her flaws,” Rau added. “She has been my enemy more often than she’s been my ally. But she has her honor too, and attacking you after you’d walked away – no. She wouldn’t stoop that low. 
“Then there’s your alliance with Clan Fett,” Rau said. He tugged a hand out of his pocket and held up a third finger, like Annika had when she’d been listing off Din’s secrets. “Even though Clan Fett’s just your Boba, there’s still those among the  mando’ade  who respect the name. Who might rally to it again, if Kryze had killed you and provoked Boba Fett’s vengeance. There’s also the fact that Lady Bo-Katan has led Mandalore twice, and failed it both times. If she thought that she could rally enough support for a third attempt I’ve no doubt that she would lead us again, but really, Your Grace, I think Lady Bo-Katan let you live – let you keep the darksaber – because she recognizes that you’d actually be quite good as the  mand’alor, and she just likes you.” 
Din wrinkled his nose. “Don’t call me ‘Your Grace,’” he said. “I’m not – ”
Rau smiled. “You are,” he said. “No one else put their name forward as  mand’alor after you left, you know.” 
“Really?” Din asked. He was too overwhelmed by the idea of Bo-Katan  liking him – she’d barely seemed to be able to tolerate him on the light cruiser, especially after Din had captured Gideon – to address it directly, so he shied away and tried to address Rau’s words from the other end. “But there were hundreds of other Mandalorians there. No one else tried to claim the title?”
“After watching you fight?” Rau said. “No. Our  joha’kaanise  after you left were mostly just shouting about various old grievances. I got to punch that upstart Woves in the jaw. But when Kryze returned without you, she shouted down the first  ori’dinii  who suggested that he’d be a better  mand’alor than either you or her, and no one else tried after that.” 
Din blinked again. 
“Don’t misunderstand, Lady Bo-Katan also hates you, a little,” Rau said. He held his forefinger and his thumb apart to demonstrate. “You snatched her lifelong ambition out from underneath her nose without intending to or even understanding what it was that you were doing, when you picked the darksaber up after your fight with Gideon. If you fell down a sarlacc pit and no one else was around but the two of  you, she  might leave you there. But she likes you too. She can’t help it. None of us can.” 
“‘None of us?’” Din echoed, deeply suspicious. 
Rau spread his hands. “What do you think we’re all doing here?” he asked. “Some of us were spoiling for a fight, maybe. Eager for glory. But most of us only survived this long because we learned to pick our fights more wisely, and still warriors from almost every clan at the summit on Krownest came to fight for you.” 
“ Why?” Din asked, finally frustrated enough to get over his discomfort and ask Rau head-on. 
“Why not?” said Rau. He understood what Din was really asking. 
 Why me?  Why, out of all of the hundreds of Mandalorians who’d gone to Kryze’s summit, had Rau and the others decided that  Din  was the one they wanted to follow? “You’re honorable. Brave. A skilled warrior. A natural leader, whether you acknowledge it or not. You have  mandokar. Gett’se, mirshko, haat, ijaa, haa’it.”  
“But I don’t know anything about Mandalore,” Din said, frustrated. “I don’t even know what you just said.” 
“No,” Rau acknowledged. He was still smiling and Din half-wanted to punch the smile off his face. He experimentally curled his right hand into a loose fist. His fingers still wouldn’t quite obey him, but it was a better fist than Din’d been able to make when he’d first come out of bacta, so he was hopeful that in another hour or so, he’d be able to start swinging. 
“But you can learn,” said Rau. 
Din stilled. 
“And I think you  want  to learn,” Rau continued. “Which is – unique, to say the least. You think that Saxon cared enough to learn about what we  Haat Mando’ade valued in our warriors? That Pre Vizsla bothered to try to understand what motivated Duchess Satine? That old Tor wanted to hear tales of Mandalore the Preserver, who chose to make peace with his old enemy to stand against a greater threat?” 
“Wanting to learn more about Mandalore doesn’t mean that I’m qualified to rule it,” Din snapped, fingers flexing. He  did want the darksaber, the familiar weight of it, the edges of its hilt digging comfortingly into his hand, but admitting that to Rau would probably prove Rau’s point. 
“Maybe not,” Rau said. His expression was still calm and even, unbothered in the face of Din’s rising temper. “But it’s less about qualification these days and more about popular support, and you’ve won yourself the support of just about every faction of Mandalorians. It’d be damn hard for you to abdicate now. I don’t think your little Deshra  tal’vod would let you.”
 Strill,  Din thought. His scowl deepened. “You’re saying that, what? I’ve been  elected  as the  mand’alor?”  
Din had had this argument with Rau before, and he’d lost already. Rau had made his case to Din at the summit. He’d laid out why he thought that Din would make a good leader, why Din had a good claim, and Din hadn’t been able to argue his way out of it then. 
He doubted that he was going to be able to argue his way out of it now, either. 
“Why are you fighting this so hard?” Rau asked, skating neatly around Din’s sarcasm. “You accepted my loyalty on Krownest. What’s changed?” 
Din opened his mouth to disagree – he didn’t remember taking an oath of loyalty from Fenn Rau – but then had to close it again. 
 I  did  accept his loyalty,  Din thought, remembering the cook-fire, the taste of black ale.  Kind of, anyway.  
“The Protectors are at your service,” Rau had said, and Din had said, “Alright.” 
It wasn’t the kind of show of loyalty that Din might have expected. It wasn’t a formal oath, a Creed sworn in front of the tribe, a blood agreement made before the sands. 
But it was an offer of aid – of protection – and Din had accepted it. 
 Rau’s more than held up his end of the agreement, too,  Din thought. Rau’d helped Din understand what Bo-Katan had wanted. He’d taught Din the  Resol’nare.  He had come to help Din on Tatooine and had brought along much of Mandalore with him, and he was  still trying to help Din understand. 
He’d stood watch over Boba while Boba had been injured. 
Din swallowed. Rau was still watching him calmly, but Din knew that if he insulted Rau’s loyalty – Rau’s honor – then he could lose Rau as an ally. 
 If I’m not going to be the  mand’alor,  I don’t really need him as my ally,  Din reasoned with himself.  But – I like him too. Rau’s loyalty, so far, had been simple and uncomplicated. Straightforward. 
 Mandalorian, thought Din. 
“Nothing – nothing has changed,” Din said, carefully. “And I think – I think that’s my problem. I’m not – I don’t think that I should be the  mand’alor. That’s all. It’s not – intended to be a slight on your loyalty, Rau. Your honor. You’ve proved that to me three times over.” 
“So you’ll accept my loyalty,” Rau said, smiling again. “But not my judgment?” 
 That was a trap. Din narrowed his eyes. 
“I’m just saying,” Rau said. “You’re the best candidate for  mand’alor  that  I’ve seen, and I’ve seen a few.
“If you don’t trust just my opinion,” he added, catching Din’s narrow expression, “ask anyone else on this ship. Ask Bo-Katan Kryze. She might curse your name, but she’d agree. Ask Lysistra Saxon or Mira Antilles. Ask Clan Anson. The Bralors. What’s left of the Awauds, the Ordos. Your brother Vizsla. Bardan Jusik. Ask any of them. Ask all of them. They will, to a verd, tell you what I'm telling you.” 
Din closed his eyes. 
“Your claim is a strong one,” Rau said. “And it’s there for you, if you want it. No one can  make  you lead us. You have to want it enough to accept what we are offering. But if you  did want it…” 
He didn’t need to say that if Din wanted to be the  mand’alor, he could be without much trouble or fuss. 
Din forced another breath out through his teeth. Despite the fact that he and Rau were in a wide hallway, Din felt – cornered. Pressed against the wall, threatened, and when he felt threatened Din’s usual response was to start spraying fire and clear some space. 
He was unarmed here, though, and he still didn’t want to hurt Rau that badly. Knock the smile off his face, maybe, but  actually hurt him – no. 
 It’d be dishonorable, Din thought, sourly. Rau’d trapped him just as thoroughly as Kryze had, on Krownest. He’d done it a bit more gently – Kryze had speared Din like a colo claw fish – but still. 
The only way out was to either accept Rau’s offer outright – become the  mand’alor  and  mean it, because Din wasn’t going to lie to his allies – or to refuse it just as flatly. 
The future hung in front of Din like a mirage out of the desert. 
He couldn’t stop thinking about what Annika had said to him. 
 She was right,  Din thought.  I didn’t – I left the summit thinking that there was no way the other Mandalorians would accept me. That they’d just – keep fighting me, keep challenging, keep pushing. I didn’t want to fight any more, and I thought that there would be someone else who’d be the  mand’alor  instead. But the way Rau’s talking –  
The way Rau was talking made it sound like the Mandalorians – or the ones who’d piled into the light cruiser to come rescue Din and Boba from the Hutts, anyway – were perfectly happy to accept Din as he was. As a Mandalorian. Rau spoke like Din had already proved his worth to them. 
 Who else could it be, after everything you’ve done?  
It was unexpected, and the realization caught in Din’s throat.
“If I am the  mand’alor,” Din said, starting slowly. It wasn’t an admission or an acceptance. He wasn’t sure he was ready for that, not yet. 
Rau straightened up anyway. 
“I’ll spend my time – what, passing laws?” Din continued. He wasn’t actually sure what being the  mand’alor  meant, outside of the  Resol’nare.  Din knew that if he was the  mand’alor he’d be responsible for leading the clans in war, but Din didn’t particularly want to go to war so soon after nearly losing everything to the Hutts. 
 There’s no one to go to war with anyway, he thought. The Jedi weren’t Mandalore’s enemies and the Remnants were being driven further and further back into Wild Space every week. 
“Is there a Mandalorian Senate or something?” Din asked. If the clans had agreed to follow him – 
Rau shuddered. “ Ka’ra, no,” he said. “Could you imagine? We’d never get anything done. You won’t be in charge of matters of law, not usually. Most of the clans handle lawkeeping internally, or go to their Great House for it. You’ll be… more of a mediator, really. At first.” 
“A mediator?” Din asked, his curiosity prickling underneath his skin. “Not a king?” 
Rau gave Din another half-mischievous smile. “A king can be a mediator,” he said. “Doesn’t your Fett mediate disputes on Tatooine? Solve problems? Settle arguments?” 
That was exactly what Boba did when he held court. In between striking new contracts, collecting taxes and shooting debtors in the knees, anyway. Boba solved problems. Helped Mos Eisley’s people find their missing children, ruled in an argument over water rights. 
“That’s what the  mand’alor’s supposed to do?” Din asked, surprised. From the way that Bo-Katan had talked – 
But Rau inclined his head. “Among other things,” he said. “The  mand’alor leads us in times of war. Declares war, actually, and makes peace. Chooses a new clan leader if a clan has no clear heir.” 
“Chooses a new heir? Why?” Din asked. He could understand why the  mand’alor  would be responsible for leading the Mandalorians during wartime, why the  mand’alor would decide when to fight or when to walk away, but choosing a new heir seemed like something that a clan would prefer to handle on its own. 
“As  mand’alor,” Rau explained, straightening up, growing serious again, “you’d be – neutral. The smaller clans swear loyalty to a Great House and the Great House swears loyalty to you, but in theory you’re above clan politics and would make the choice you thought best for the clan, not the choice best for your allies. Or worse for your enemies, I suppose.” 
“In theory?” 
Rau shrugged. “In practice, every  mand’alor comes from somewhere” he said. “Even you came from somewhere, even if it was from under a rock.” 
“Not – always a rock,” Din muttered. 
Rau grinned. “Every  mand’alor  comes from a clan,” he said. “And every  mand’alor  brings  joha’kaanise with them. No one is ever truly neutral, not even the so-called Neutral Mandalorians. Though you’ll be closer than we’ve been able to get in a long while, I think. You don’t come from a Great House.” 
The enormity of what Rau was offering Din hung over Din’s head. He wasn’t sure if it was a sword, sharp and threatening, or if it was armor.  
“I’m not – I wouldn’t want to leave Tatooine,” Din warned. “To leave Boba. I’m sworn to Boba’s Quest. I like the work I do for him. I still like hunting. If being  mand’alor means that I’d have to give that up – ”
“You might have to scale your hunting back some,” Rau said. “There aren’t as many clans today as there were in Jaster Mereel’s day, but some of them will still come to you with their problems, and expect you to give them your attention. But Mereel hunted, you know. Even as  mand’alor. You won’t need to run our lives. Most of the clans will probably want to continue doing what they’ve always done. You’ll need to balance your time between Mandalore and your Fett, but no one would expect you to leave Tatooine, if that’s where you and your clan have settled.” 
Hearing Rau refer to Boba as Din’s clan made warmth bloom in Din’s belly. Pleasure flickered in his chest. 
“Boba’s not going to want a bunch of Mandalorians hanging around either,” Din said. 
Rau shrugged. “So we build something for your business,” he said. “Or take over one of the empty palaces on Tatooine.” 
“ Not a palace, please,” Din said. He liked Boba’s palace, but that was because Boba was there. Taking a palace for his own use, to run Mandalore – Din shook his head. 
Rau’s eyes were dancing again. Din supposed that it was good that  someone found all of this amusing, but he couldn’t really see what was so funny himself. 
“Not a palace,” Rau agreed. “An old Hutt warehouse, maybe. A shipyard. Would that be less offensive to your sensibilities?” 
Din scowled and Rau held up his hands, laughing outright. “I’m sure that Kip can find something suitable.”
Din still hadn’t said “ Yes, I will be the mand’alor” yet, but he knew now that he didn’t really need to. Rau had already decided who he would follow. Kryze had probably made her choice already too – she wouldn’t have offered her light cruiser, her people, if she hadn’t chosen. 
“Well?” Rau asked, leaning back against the wall. “What say you,  mand’alor?”  
Din closed his eyes. 
 The  mand’alor, he thought.  Can I – do I think that I can be that?  
The way that Rau’d described the  mand’alor’s duties hadn’t sounded too strenuous or time-consuming, and Din did like the idea of – of bringing peace to the other clans, maybe. Of helping other Mandalorians solve their problems. Of learning more about Mandalore from its people instead of from stories or snatches of conversation. 
Boba’d told Din that he could have whatever he wanted. Boba’s love, a place at Boba’s side, but a place among the Mandalorians too. Din didn’t have to choose. He just had to be brave enough to take what was being offered. 
 I’m a lot of things,  Din thought.  But I’m no coward.  
“Do we have to go with that title?” he said.  
He mostly meant the words as a joke. A weak joke, admittedly, since Din still felt like half of his brain was floating in a bacta tank down the hall, but Rau’s face, smiling until now, smoothed out into something more serious. Something intent. 
“We do, unfortunately,” he said. “You’ll have a regnal name soon enough and once that’s settled we can be a bit more specific, but for now ‘ mand’alor’ will have to do.” 
Din frowned. “Regnal name?” he asked. 
Rau grinned. He had a mischievous face when he smiled like that. He looked younger. 
“Every  mand’alor is called Mandalore,” Rau said, putting a subtle emphasis on the second word to help Din understand what he was saying. “But that gets rather confusing after you’ve had five or six of them or if you’ve got more than one at once – and we have had more than one at once before – so after the clans have had it out for a while, you’ll have a regnal name. Mandalore the Great, Mandalore the Preserver, Mandalore the Conqueror, that sort of thing.” 
Din paled. “I don’t – I can just be Din Djarin,” he said. He didn’t particularly need or want to know what the rest of the Mandalorians thought about him. “I don’t – I didn’t conquer or preserve anything. I’m just a  beroya.”  
Rau’s grin reached the corners of his eyes. “‘Mandalore the Modest’ doesn’t have much of a ring to it, I’m afraid,” he said. “The last I heard, the two titles that were the most popular were ‘Mandalore the Righteous’ and ‘Mandalore the Brave.’ If you have one of those that you prefer, let me know and I’ll set Kip loose on the others for you.” 
Din didn’t feel particularly righteous  or  brave. He knew that he had courage enough, of course – he’d flown headfirst into a krayt dragon’s mouth, and that was either bravery or stupidity – but Din wasn’t so brave or so vain that he needed to be  called Mandalore the Brave. 
“I don’t think that ‘Mandalore the Hunter’ will end up sticking,” Rau said. He was still smiling. “But if it’s what you like…” 
Din sighed. “Just – not anything too ridiculous, please,” he said. “I’m not – I don’t need to be honored or bowed to or flattered.”   
Rau softened. “No,” he said. “You don’t, do you? I’ll talk to some of the others – discreetly, if you like – and see what we can come up with. If Kryze gets wind of what we’re doing she’ll insist on something dreadful.” 
Din thought of what Kryze might say about all of this, after Din had walked away from her, and winced. 
“And,” Rau added, catching it, “we can run interference, if you like. Keep Lady Bo-Katan well-occupied, until you’re more comfortable in your throne.” 
“There’s not going to be a throne,” Din said, immediately. 
“There is,” Rau countered. “But don’t worry, the ostentatious one that Kryze preferred was glassed with the rest of the planet, so really it’s just going to be a chair.”
Din groaned. 
“Your feelings are noted,” said Rau, pushing himself up off of the wall. 
“But ignored?” Din muttered, though the heat and the irritation was already fading from his belly.  
 If I’m going to do this,  he thought,  then I need to  do  it. I can’t complain about it. Mandalore deserves a committed leader.  
The thought of being that committed leader made Din light-headed, dizzy, but it was something that he  could do. Something that he could try to do, anyway. And there was always the chance that Din, who had only ever been his covert’s hunter, not its armorer or its mediator or its wise elder, would kark up so badly that the rest of the Mandalorians would withdraw their support. 
 Something to look forward too, Din thought wryly. 
“Some of the others will have questions,” Rau said, standing fully upright now, his white and blue armor gleaming. “And some of the clan heads will want to come by and give you their loyalty in person.” 
That sounded even worse than sitting on a throne. Din grimaced, but made himself nod. 
“You should rest,” Rau advised, gently. “I’ll see about that other cot. One of us will stand guard. We can keep the others out, at least for now.”
Din relaxed a little. “That’d be – that’d probably be good,” he admitted. “For a few hours, at least. Boba’s still pretty out of it, and I’m tired.” 
“Oh, we can manage a few hours,” Rau said, a look glittering in his eyes that Din was quickly becoming familiar with. 
 He’ll cause trouble, if he has to, Din realized. He couldn’t help but smile a little, touched despite himself.  
“Thank you,” Din said, not sure if he meant to thank Rau for keeping watch or answering Din’s questions, for arguing with Din, for standing his own ground. 
Rau just inclined his head, anyway, eyes still bright with amusement, and padded off down the hallway, back towards the bridge. Presumably he’d spread the word that Din had agreed.
 Well,  Din thought, bracingly,  I said it. I can’t take it back.  
Worry still gnawed at his belly, but it was different now. Some of the weight Din had been carrying since Krownest was gone. 
 Rau – Rau thinks that I can do this,  Din thought.  Annika thought that I can do this. Boba – Boba will back me.  
Boba’d probably have quite a bit to say, actually. Din ducked back into Boba’s room, trying to figure out how to tell Boba that Din had just agreed to be the king of Mandalore. But when he rejoined Boba, Din saw that Boba was truly sleeping now, tucked on his side to take pressure off of his ribs, and Din softened. 
I can tell him in the morning, Din thought, settling back down into the chair at Boba’s side. He can laugh at me then.
 
Boba didn’t laugh, of course. Din told him what had passed between Din and Rau when Boba woke up a few hours later – Rau  did  have another cot delivered, this one dropped off by two Mandalorians Din had never seen before, both of whom laid their hands over their  kar’ta beskar  when Din looked at them and walked backwards out of the room, like showing Din their backs would be the height of dishonor – and Boba looked Din over, shrugged, and said, “  Oya Mandalore.”  
He did tug Din into his arms, though. Din went easily. Boba was warm. He was still slightly sticky with bacta, a salty taste clinging to his skin, but he was warm and he was alive, too, and the beat of his heart was reassuring and steady against Din’s cheek. 
Boba didn’t ask Din why he’d agreed to be the  mand’alor, not then. He didn’t ask what would change between them or how Din would juggle all of the clans and what they wanted against the life that Din and Boba had built on Tatooine. 
By unspoken agreement, they just drowsed. Boba might have actually managed to get some sleep – he was plainly exhausted, and after a while his breathing slowed down and evened out into the familiar rumble Din had gotten used to in the soft pre-dawn light of Boba’s room at the top of the tower – but Din kept twitching back awake at every rattle and hiss that the light cruiser made, at the voices he could hear in the hallway, the footsteps outside of the door. At best, Din managed a shallow doze. 
 That’s alright, though,  Din thought sleepily, one ear open for anyone lingering outside of the door.  It’s good to be the one keeping watch over Boba, for once.  
Boba was usually the one watching over Din. Soothing Din’s hurts, guarding Din’s dreams. Din had fallen asleep with Boba’s fingers tracing shapes against Din’s arms, his back, the scarred edges of his ribcage, his flanks. He’d never let Din take the same care of him. 
A simple contentment lapped at the edges of Din’s mind. Sanded away the jagged edges of his thoughts, his worries. It wasn’t meditation, dozing beside Boba while the  Gra’tua hummed around them, not like Skywalker had showed Din on Yavin-4, but it was close enough. 
Din rested.

  Three days passed that way, with Din and Boba just dozing together, limbs tangled, only separating to let Wrasse change the bacta patches on Boba’s neck or force Din up to stretch his healing leg. Din and Boba left the med bay to eat – med bay food was always terrible, but 
  
    Imperial 
  
  med bay food was in a class of its own – and to track down their respective sets of 
  
    beskar’gam, 
  
  but other than that, they didn’t leave the safety of their room. 


  True to his word, Fenn Rau and his band of Protectors – the number of warriors with freshly-painted shriek-hawks on their shoulders growing higher and higher every time that Din looked over – kept most of the other Mandalorians away while Din and Boba recovered. They were at the mercy of the other Mandalorians whenever they ventured out of the med bay, but as long as they stayed in Boba’s little room, no one bothered them. Din had agreed to lead what was left of Mandalore, but Rau seemed keen to give Din time to come around to the idea of it before letting the rest of the 
  
    mando’ade 
  
  swarm Din with their problems. 


  Din was grateful. Boba was more than grateful. Din learned over the course of those three days that Boba was 
  
    terrible 
  
  at being injured, which made his temper run shorter than usual. It was probably a good thing that Wrasse wore his beskar even in the med bay. 


  Kip didn’t let anyone into Boba’s room and, on the few times that Din and Boba ventured outside of it, a looming Mandalorian or Tusken shadow kept the strange looks and curious whispers to a tolerable minimum. 


  It helped that the animosity, the jostling and testing and challenging that had dominated Kryze’s summit, was almost entirely gone. The bitter feuding that had played out across the ice hadn’t followed the Mandalorians to Tatooine. 


  Din was almost disconcerted by how helpful and friendly the rest of the Mandalorians were being, actually. After three days he quickly lost count of how many times a warrior came up to him in the halls of the light cruiser, introduced themselves and offered to find Din a new kute to replace his much-torn and much-repaired one. How many shy Mandalorian children darted up at mealtimes to bring Din a piece of 
  
    uj 
  
  cake or some fresh-baked 
  
    haashun, 
  
  crisp and nearly translucent. Beskar-smiths who Din had never met offered to reforge his helmet and lean hunters he didn’t know offered him parts and pieces of their own kits, rifles and knives and even long, tapering beskar 
  
    kadde, 
  
  the bright silver swords that had inspired one Mandalorian Jedi a long time ago to build his lightsaber in their style. 


  The Mandalorians’ generosity caught Din by surprise and spilled over to Boba, too; he was offered just as many pieces of 
  
    uj 
  
  cake and cups of 
  
    ne’tra gal 
  
  and knives and swords as Din was. 


  Din would’ve thought that Boba’s time as the King of Tatooine – or at least the King of Part of Tatooine, since Boba’d never managed to control more than a handful of cities and a swath of desert – would have prepared Boba for that sort of thing, but Boba was almost more disconcerted by the Mandalorians’ behavior than Din was, and refused all gifts bluntly and with considerable alarm. 


  By the time Din could walk from the medbay to the bridge with only a few twinges of pain – four days after waking up from bacta, and six days from sarlacc pit – most of the Mandalorans aboard the light cruiser had learned not to offer any gifts to Boba directly, and to Din through Fenn Rau. 


  “They’re trying to gain your favor, 
  
    mand’alor,” 
  
  Rau explained on the third night, when Din had asked him point-blank why two young warriors from Clan Bralor had spent most of the day shadowing Din, eagerly trying to get him to accept a pair of what they said were mythosaur-bone 
  
    verd 
  
  knives that had been passed down through their clan for a hundred generations. 


  “Why do they need my favor?” Din asked, baffled. “And what do knives have to do with it?” 


  Rau rolled his eyes. “Bragging rights, I’d assume. If you’d taken their gift, they would’ve spread the word far and wide, and all of the other clans who’d been offering you 
  
    their 
  
  heirloom knives would spend the next few days fuming, before coming to you with an even more extravagant gift,” he said. When Din grimaced, he laughed. “Welcome to clan politics.” 


  Din had no interest in wading into Mandalorian clan politics, at least not yet, and when he pointed that out to Boba, Boba said, “Thank 
  
    kark
  
  ,” and promptly commandeered a ship back to Tatooine. 


  They left in the middle of Tatooine’s night cycle. The light cruiser had been following the same cycle – many of its warriors were, apparently, taking work down on Tatooine while the light cruiser was in orbit – and Din and Boba slipped away together. 


  They didn’t 
  
    sneak 
  
  out, not really. The guard posted in front of their door was impossible to slip past without climbing through the walls, and Din’s leg wasn’t up to that kind of adventure just yet. 


  But they did manage to leave without much fuss. No one stopped them when they slunk into the light cruiser’s hangar and commandeered one of the sleek, hawk-like ships sitting near the bay out into the stars. 


  Din suspected that Bo-Katan had cleared the halls and the hangar of guards, actually. True to what Rau’d said, Bo-Katan didn’t raise any fuss as word started to spread that Rau and some of the others were treating Din like their 
  
    mand’alor. 
  
  She didn’t challenge Din in the mess hall or corner him in the dark somewhere, didn’t slip a 
  
    verd 
  
  knife between his ribs. She didn’t approach Din or try to talk to him directly, but she didn’t set herself up as his enemy, either. 


  She did watch Din, though. He felt her eyes on him in the mess hall. On the bridge. Her eyes were a different color than Rau’s, but she had some of the same shriek-hawk coldness to them. The same calculation. 


  
    You can try to lead us, 
  
  her eyes said. 
  
    I’ll let you try. But I’ll be waiting, if you stumble. 
  


  Still, the fact that she was willing to let Din and Boba leave her ship was a good sign. Din was sure that Bo-Katan would show up on Tatooine sooner or later, probably surrounded by a coalition of clans, and what she’d say or do then would be her own business. Din was still grateful that she’d come to his rescue, and tried to tell her that with his own expression. 


  Din had never flown one of the Mandalorian ships before, but Boba had and got the ship in the air and then out into the stars, slipping smoothly into the black. 


  “Ready?” Boba asked, looking at Din. Din looked back at the light cruiser, watching it grow smaller and smaller as Tatooine grew larger in front of them, and Din said, “Yes.” 


  They landed in front of the palace less than ten minutes later. The 
  
    Kirik-Fly 
  
  was where Din had left her and Boba landed beside her, angling the ship so he didn’t jostle the 
  
    Fly’s 
  
  wings. The short flight had given Din enough time to arrange his armor, making sure all of the parts and pieces of his 
  
    beskar’gam 
  
  were in the right place. His spear was strapped to his back. The darksaber strapped to his side. When the plug door opened and the cool, sweet air of Tatooine at night rushed into the ship, it was Boba’s turn to hesitate. 


  “Ready?” Din asked, looking at Boba. 


  They hadn’t talked much at all, after settling the 
  
    riduur 
  
  thing between them. There hadn’t been much else to say. Din loved Boba and Boba loved Din back. They were 
  
    riduure. 
  
  Eventually, Din would find the words to tell Boba about how afraid Din had been, standing in the ruin of the palace, and he was sure that eventually Boba’d work himself up to the same. But for now, Din didn’t need to hear anything else from Boba. 


  Boba adjusted his own armor. “Not really,” he admitted. Din blinked, surprised. Boba grinned crookedly, still amused, as always, to catch Din off guard. “But there’s nothing for it, so. After you, 
  
    Djar’ika.” 
  


  Din obeyed and left the ship first. He was sure that someone inside the palace had noticed the ship descending. Fennec was probably waiting for them inside. There were two guards standing on either side of the palace’s large doors, just like they’d done before Gorga’s attack, and Din nodded at them as he passed. One of them was a Twi’Lekki man he didn’t recognize, but the other guard was Theran. 


  Din grinned at him, happy to see that the other man was alive. Theran grinned back, then stood at attention when Boba followed Din off of the ship. 


  “Boss!” Theran and the Twi’Lek said in unison. 


  Boba paused behind Din, still moving slower than usual. Din wasn’t sure if he was moving slowly because of any lingering injury, or if Boba was just nervous about going back inside. 


  “Theran,” Boba said, coming up to Din’s shoulder. “Ni’an. ‘S good to see you.” 


  “You too, Boss,” Theran said. His grin widened. “Lady Shand’s inside. She’s been keepin’ us on our feet. We knew you’d be back.” 


  Din suppressed another smile. He’d known that Fennec had to have been busy. She hadn’t come back up to the light cruiser while Din and Boba had been recovering and she wasn’t the type to abandon the outfit after everything that had happened. Din half-expected to step into the palace and find it fully restored. 


  It wasn’t, of course. The marks of violence were still there. The carbon burns, the sand that had blown in, the rents and tears in the ceilings, the walls. Din and Boba followed the familiar path down into the throne room, skirting debris. 


  The bodies had all been dragged away, though, and signs of life were there, once Din started to look. A few crates had been righted, covered with a cloth. Some of the sturdier corners of the palace were heaped with pillows and blankets. The air smelled of smoke and dust, but of chuba stew and 
  
    maryam 
  
  too. 


  Fennec was waiting for them in the throne room, just like Theran had said, but she wasn’t waiting alone. 


  “Kark,” Boba muttered, still following close at Din’s shoulder. “Somebody tipped her off. She knew that we were coming.” 


  Fennec had gathered up just about everyone who had survived the raid. They were all waiting for Boba and Din, despite the late hour, packed into the half-ruined throne room. Noora sat at Fennec’s elbow and Ushib had marshaled the Spotted Anooba into neat ranks. Kolburn and his squad were drinking spotchka by the bar. The surviving palace guards cheered when they saw Din appear at the bottom of the stairs and the people of Mos Pelgo whooped. 


  It wasn’t just Boba’s people who’d filled the throne room, either. The Sun Rock mingled with the Mos Pelgoans and Cobb was sitting beside Jaig and Paz. Paz had all of his kids with him, and when Din looked past Paz’s shoulder, he saw Annika there too, and her kids. 


  Annika was wearing her helmet now, and she was looking at Din steadily. Din inclined his head. 


  A few of the Jedi had even stuck around. Skywalker was gone, presumably back at the Academy to keep Grogu and the other younglings from driving their teachers up into the massassi trees, but Quinlan Vos was perched in a corner with the red-headed Cal Kestis and Kestis’s little droid, and Quinlan lifted a mug happily in Din’s direction. 


  Din stopped on the last stair, his ears burning – and visible to everyone, since he still didn’t have a working helmet – and slid over towards the wall, letting Boba come down and finish the journey first. 


  Boba brushed Din as he passed. His fingers trailed over Din’s hip reassuringly and their wrists knocked together. Their beskar sang. 


  Fennec waited until Boba’d made it to the floor before she lifted her own bottle of spotchka. “There he is,” she called, her voice rising over the crowd. Her expression was fierce and triumphant. One shoulder was still swathed in bandages and bacta patches, her face still dark with bruises, but her eyes glittered. “The King of Tatooine!” 


  Everyone in the throne room 
  
    roared. 
  


  Din couldn’t blame them. It wasn’t every day that a ragtag group of bounty hunters, Tuskens, Mandalorians, farmers, miners and former slaves took on a Hutt lord and 
  
    won. 
  
  Victory’d cost them, but it was still a victory. 


  
    Boba’s victory, 
  
  Din thought, finally limping down off the last step and joining Boba in front of the crowd. Fennec drained her spotchka. Noora had both hands in the air. The Mos Pelgoans, let by Cobb, were singing something boisterous and 
  
    ahran, 
  
  the words curling over the crowd like the desert wind, and even the two Jedi in the corner were grinning. 


  
    Our victory, 
  
  Din thought. 


  Boba let everyone stamp and cheer and curse Gorga’s name for a few moments, his helmet in his hands. Din’d helped Boba paint over his armor again just that morning. They hadn’t had much else to do on the light cruiser, and the Mandalorians had been more than happy to share their armor paint. Din still didn’t know what colors to paint his own armor, so he’d left his its plain, unpainted silver, but Boba had painstakingly repaired every scuff and scratch, lacquering almost all of his armor its usual deep, rich green. Only one piece of it was different now, just like only one piece of Din’s was different too.  


  Finally, after the cheers and whoops and songs had morphed into a wall of noise that threatened to burst the palace at its seams, Boba raised a hand. On his right wrist one of Din’s gauntlets gleamed, bright and silver. 


  The difference was lost on just about everyone in the throne room, but Din saw Fennec catch the change. He saw her eyes fall to Din’s right arm, where a green gauntlet now sat buckled to Din’s kute. 


  The fit wasn’t quite right, but Din didn’t care. He and Boba knew other Mandalorians, now. They’d find an armorer or two. 


  Fennec smiled at Din, eyes knowing. Din grinned back.  


  The noise in the throne room finally died. All of the attention in the room fell to Boba. Boba waited until everyone was quiet, then cleared his throat. He dropped his hand, Din’s silver gauntlet shining. 


  “Alright,” said Boba, gruffly. “That’s enough of that. What are we all standing around here for? There’s work to be done.” 


  Din and all of the others laughed, and then they got to work. 


  Boba was right, after all. There 
  
    was 
  
  work to be done, mountains of it, and it was easy for Din to throw himself whole-heartedly into the efforts to rebuild and put Mandalore out of his mind. 


  Tatooine was a mess. While Din and Boba had been healing and avoiding the hordes of overzealous Mandalorians, all eager to show up the other clans and win Din’s favor, Fennec had done her best to start rebuilding everything that Gorga had destroyed, but her main concern had been security. She’d run patrols in Mos Eisley and Mos Espa, in the Great Dune Sea and Bestine, hunting Hutts and securing the borders, but she’d barely been able to touch the palace. It – and Mos Pelgo – was still in shambles. 


  Din didn’t know much about rebuilding things. The covert had always just – moved, whenever one home or another had been discovered or destroyed. His tribe had never gone back to Kashyyyk to patch up its burned treetop homes, back to Dantooine to dig out the caves that had sheltered them. 


  The Hutt attack had left the palace broken. The great hole in the roof yawned above their heads and let sand and starlight in. There was another hole in the side of Boba’s tower and structural damage caused by concussion grenades and crashing starships. Din didn’t know how to even begin to go about fixing any of that. 


  But he was willing to learn, and most of Boba’s people had survived Gorga’s attack. They all pitched in, the palace guards and the bar crew, the Tuskens of the Spotted Anooba, the bounty hunters and the kitchen staff and even a few people from Mos Eisley. Even the Mandalorians. 


  Din’s next week passed in a blur of digging and hauling and building. He used the 
  
    Kirik-Fly 
  
  to lift up shattered stonework and his own hands to move smaller bits of debris and heaps of sand. Much of the palace’s foundation was, fortunately, still solid. Gorga’s army had blown holes in the roof and destabilized all of the towers, including Boba’s. They’d collapsed a few walls and destroyed a couple of the courtyards. 


  But the palace was mostly still standing. It hadn’t been blown to bits or reduced to rubble or made so unstable that a strong howler would send it crashing down on itself at the first roaring gust of wind. All of the Tuskens and the palace staff and the people of Mos Eisley got together, scratched their heads, and decided that the palace could be saved. 


  So after Din helped haul away the broken stone and clear out all of the sand and broken furniture – after they had buried the dead, the Nuxan still wrapped in Din’s old cloak, Kasyyk retrieved from the desert, Tavva with her hands still curled around the grips of her blasters – Din learned how to build a palace on Tatooine. 


  He rode with A’Shek out into the desert to find good quality sandstone. He mixed white desert clay like the 
  
    ahra 
  
  did and patched smaller holes and cracks in the walls. Boba’s tower needed a real professional, so Din borrowed Kip Awaud’s jetpack and helped Boba move all of their things down into one of the smaller rooms off the back of the palace, all of Boba’s datapads and all of Din’s beskar, their armor-cleaning kit and Boba’s crate of toys and tools too. 


  Din watched Boba stow that crate underneath their borrowed bed, next to Din’s crate of beskar, and felt warmth thrill through his chest, though Din and Boba both were too tired – and too busy – to do anything but sleep when they collapsed into bed together at the end of the day. 


  They hadn’t had time to figure anything else out, beyond their hasty 
  
    riduurok 
  
  on the light cruiser. Boba’d told Din the next morning about a wedding tradition that he 
  
    did 
  
  remember. Apparently, in the oldest days of Mandalore, new spouses often had little to give the other but for a piece of their own armor. 


  “We’ve both got as much armor as we need,” Boba’d said gruffly, not quite meeting Din’s eyes. “But I thought – if you wanted – ”


  “Yes,” Din had said, before half-tackling Boba back into the cot and kissing him senseless. “I do.” 


  They’d exchanged gauntlets, but that had been the end of it. Din and Boba hadn’t gone beyond kissing since their reunion on Krownest. Boba hadn’t brought a cane or a flogger or even a pinch to Din since before that. 


  Din didn’t – mind, exactly. Din knew that the terms of their arrangement probably needed to be renegotiated before they did anything like that again, and even aside from all of the uncomfortable conversations that he and Boba were sure to have, Din and Boba were both still healing. The work of rebuilding the palace, of getting the outfit up and running again, left them both so tired that at night all Din could do was stumble into the ‘fresher to sonic away the day’s grime and then collapse into bed beside Boba. Anything more strenuous than kissing was daunting. 


  But as the week progressed – and as Din’s body continued to heal, encouraged by the bacta patches Boba applied every morning and every night, no matter how much Din protested that he was fine – a certain restlessness began to itch underneath Din’s skin, and he knew now what it was that he was restless for. 


  Din had liked it, when Boba flogged him. He’d liked kneeling at Boba’s feet and letting Boba take control. As the week progressed and Din’s list of responsibilities grew longer – and as more and more Mandalorians appeared out of the sands like particularly shiny sand-spirits, some helpful and some curious, but all of them circling the palace like they were waiting for Din to do something impressive – Din found himself craving the peace of mind that he’d only found at Boba’s feet. 


  Boba was craving something too. Din could tell. It started small, four or five days after the pair of them left the light cruiser, but as the days wore on and the work got harder, the process of rebuilding more complicated, but Boba’s temper shortened as the week marched on. He slept poorly and had nightmares that he tried, badly, to hide from Din. He grew more distant, not just from Din but from everyone, from Ushib and A’Shek and Fennec and Noora, and hid his thoughts away behind his helmet. 


  One of the first things that Boba’d tried to get Din to understand about their arrangement was that it hadn’t just been for Din’s benefit. The pain, the control – giving control up to Boba had helped Din, had quieted his thoughts and soothed a ragged part of his spirit that he hadn’t known had been bleeding, but 
  
    taking 
  
  control helped Boba, too. 


  Boba had defeated Gorga the Hutt, but that didn’t mean that all of his enemies were gone. That they’d 
  
    stay 
  
  gone. Boba needed to be at his best. And none of the Mandalorians who’d started to show up around the palace had asked anything of Din yet, but he knew they would eventually, so he needed to be at his best too. 


  
    And, 
  
  Din thought one night over a week after he’d left the light cruiser, 
  
    I 
  
  miss 
  
    it. 
  


  Right now, the only bruises on Din’s body had been made by Gorga’s mercenaries. He wanted bruises from Boba. He wanted any pain he felt to come with the attendant memory of Boba’s hands, Boba’s mouth, of Boba’s warm voice whispering praises. Din wasn’t afraid of what that said about him, any more. 


  So Din waited until Boba was in the ‘fresher that night, stripped off all of his clothes and sank carefully to his knees beside the bed. 


  It was what Boba would probably call “cheating,” but Din didn’t care. 


  His right leg was still sore, but putting his weight onto his knees was bearable. Even though Din and Boba were staying in one of the smaller rooms off of the throne room, someone – Noora, probably – had made sure that the room was furnished well, so a plush Tusken rug, one of the hand-woven ones from the high mountain tribes, kept Din off of the cold stone floor. 


  Kneeling felt good. Uncomplicated. A Mandalorian Protector was posted out in the hallway somewhere – Din couldn’t shake them no matter how hard he tried – but the door was locked, so the only one who’d see Din like this was Boba. 


  Din settled deeper into the position, breathing slowly and deeply. Each breath calmed him down. He sat up straight, his shoulders back, and didn’t flinch as cool air brushed over his bare shoulders. His hair was getting long again and a few stray curls tickled the back of his neck. Din put his hands on his knees, and waited. 


  He didn’t have to wait very long. The sonic rattled, then stopped rattling. The sink creaked on and off. Din could hear Boba moving around, his bare feet against the stone floor, a great sigh as various aches and pains made themselves known. 


  Din smiled. 


  Then Boba opened the ‘fresher door, still running a towel over his damp face, looked up and stopped in his tracks. His eyes widened. Darkened. 


  Din tried not to preen too obviously. 


  “Din,” said Boba, carefully folding his towel and setting it aside. He stayed in the doorway to the ‘fresher. He’d tugged a pair of loose pants on, but Boba’s chest was bare too. The ugly bruise over his collarbone had almost entirely faded. “What are you doing?” 


  Din’d had a few minutes to think about what he wanted to say to get Boba to come over and touch him. “I missed you,” Din said. 


  
    I missed this, 
  
  he didn’t say. He didn’t have to say it. Boba heard the words anyway, his eyes darkening further, hunger and pleasure flickering across his face. Boba licked his lips like his mouth had suddenly gone dry. 


  “You’re still hurt,” Boba said. 


  Din shrugged. He was able to manage it with both shoulders now, though Boba had watched Din nearly die, so Din understood Boba’s hesitance. 


  But most of Din’s bruises had entirely faded away. He was left with a aint green bruise just below his knee, where his leg had broken, and another yellow-and-green bruise across his belly where the Trandoshan mercenary had stomped on Din. The rest of his hurts had long since faded. 


  “Not really,” Din said. He looked up at Boba from his knees. Boba did take a step away from the ‘fresher, then. The room was small; another two steps and he’d be close enough to touch. Din lifted his chin, letting Boba see the smooth, unmarked skin of Din’s throat, the scars on Din’s chest, his flanks, the old half-faded tattoos. He let Boba see all of it. 


  Boba took another step closer. “
  
    Djar’ika,” 
  
  he said, and that was a little victory in and of itself – Boba’d always called Din 
  
    Djar’ika, 
  
  when he’d done things like this. He’d first called Din the little name after he’d put a hand to Din’s throat, after Boba had pressed that bruise into Din’s leg. 


  
    Little Djarin, 
  
  Din thought. 


  He liked it. He’d never cared much for nicknames back in the covert – still didn’t care for them, because he’d heard one of the other Mandalorians call Din ‘Mandalore the Fearless’ yesterday and had bodily winced – but the way that Boba called him 
  
    Djar’ika 
  
  was different than any of the nicknames Din’d ducked from as a kid. 


  Boba took the third and final step towards Din and 
  
    was 
  
  close enough to touch, now, and Din took shameless advantage. He swayed into Boba’s knees and leaned against him for a moment. Boba, operating on instinct, took a hand and wound it carefully through Din’s hair. 


  Din had to shut his eyes against the contact for a moment. Boba’s fingers started out gentle, but then, with building confidence, Boba’s grip tightened. He gripped Din’s hair more firmly, and carefully tilted Din’s head to the side. 


  Din went without complaint, letting Boba look at him. Bright flickers of pain danced down his back. Din’s cock twitched in his lap, and he knew that Boba saw it. 


  “You,” Boba finally said, his tone unreadable, “are 
  
    teasing 
  
  me.” 


  Din shrugged. Moving his shoulders pulled his hair underneath Boba’s hand, but Din didn’t mind. More pain flickered down his spine like stray embers off a campfire, bright and glowing. 


  “Maybe,” Din said. He put a little fire in his voice, knowing that Boba liked a challenge. Liked to remind Din of the rules. “What are you going to do about it?” 


  Hunger flashed across Boba’s eyes, his hand tightening in Din’s hair to the point of true pain. Din sighed and leaned into it, an answering hunger building in his belly. 


  “
  
    Mir’sheb,” 
  
  said Boba after a moment, and loosened his grip a little even though Din didn’t really need him to. “Don’t try to provoke me, 
  
    cyare. 
  
  I’m not going to flog you.”


  Din hadn’t really been expecting Boba to flog him. Boba hadn’t jumped right into that even when Din hadn’t been only a week out from a dip in a bacta tank. 


  But flogging wasn’t the only thing that Din and Boba could do together, and Din 
  
    had 
  
  been honest. He’d missed Boba. Missed 
  
    this. 
  


  “You don’t have to flog me,” Din said easily. “We can do whatever you want. But I’m not fragile, Boba. And – ” Din hesitated for a fleeting second. He didn’t 
  
    really 
  
  want to push Boba into doing anything tonight, not if Boba was set against it, but if Boba was only holding off because he was worried that Din couldn’t take it, Din wanted to show Boba that he 
  
    could. 
  


  That he wanted to. Din wanted to take whatever Boba wanted to give him.  


  “And,” Din continued, carefully, looking up at Boba, propping his chin up on Boba’s broad thigh, “I’ve been – I don’t know. Restless. In here.” He brought a hand up off of his knees and touched his forehead. 


  Boba softened. “Oh,” he said. 


  “You have been too,” Din added. “I can tell.” 


  Boba grimaced. “It’s fine, 
  
    Djar’ika,” 
  
  he said automatically, scratching at Din’s scalp lightly. “You don’t have to worry about me.” 


  Din rolled his eyes. “Of course I do,” he said. “I love you. And you said – you told me all the way back at the start of all of this that taking control from me helps me 
  
    and 
  
  you, so.” 


  Din put his hand back on his knees. He let Boba take all of his weight. “So I’m giving it to you,” Din said. “If you – if you want it.” 


  Boba looked down at Din for another long moment, and then his hand tightened in Din’s hair again. Din thought for a heartbeat that Boba was going to refuse. That he was going to pull Din up to his feet and send him off to bed. Din would be – 


  
    Well, I’d be disappointed, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    But I’d understand. We’re both still healing. A lot has changed between us. We haven’t talked about our rules again. 
  


  But Boba didn’t pull Din up to his feet. He didn’t thank Din gently and bundle him into bed. Boba stood up straighter. Some of the man that Din had first gotten to know came back into the set of Boba’s shoulders. Into the look in his eyes. 


  “I see,” said Boba, quietly. He did pull on Din then, gently enough but still firm, insistent. He tugged Din’s head back so that Din was looking Boba straight in the eye. Then Boba said, “Thank you for telling me what you wanted. 
  
    Ori’jate.” 
  


  The familiar praise curled warm around Din’s ribs. He sat up even straighter, even though the way Boba was tugging on his hair made tension build in the base of Din’s spine. 


  “I’m – we’re not going to do anything serious, 
  
    Djar’ika,” 
  
  Boba said, warningly. “I know you’re not fragile, but maybe 
  
    I 
  
  am, yeah?”


  Din had considered that. He nodded. “Whatever you want,” he said agreeably. 


  Boba made a pleased little noise. “Very good,” he said. “Your word still 
  
    ‘gev?’” 
  


  Din wasn’t sure that he wanted to keep using 
  
    gev 
  
  forever – he and Boba had thrown it at each other like a spear, now, and even hearing it spoken gently made Din want to flinch – but he also didn’t want to waste any time coming up with a new word when he could have Boba’s hands on him as soon as he agreed, so Din nodded. “
  
    Gev,” 
  
  he agreed, knowing that Boba’d want to hear him say it. 


  Boba’s eyes turned up at the corners. “
  
    Ori’jate,” 
  
  he repeated. He let go of Din’s hair. “On the bed, then.” 


  Din obeyed immediately, scrambling up off his knees and into their temporary bed. It wasn’t as big as the one Boba’d had up in his tower room, but it was big enough for the two of them. 


  Boba followed close behind, shedding his loose pants and barely giving Din a moment to get himself on the bed. Boba crawled over Din, urging him back until Din was lying all the way down, and then Boba blanketed him, diving in for a hungry, biting kiss. 


  Din met Boba’s mouth, nipping back. Heat pooled in his belly, his chest, in the pads of his fingers and in every place where Boba’s body touched his own. 


  Boba set his hand against Din’s chest. Din wasn’t a small man but like this he felt like one; Boba’s hand spanned the bottom of Din’s throat, his thumb on one collarbone and the pad of his middle finger on the other. Boba’s weight was reassuring. He pinned Din to this side of the universe. If Din let it, Boba’s body could block everything else out. Could narrow the galaxy down to just this, the heat between them, the rough pads of Boba’s fingers, the press of his hips into Din’s own. 


  Din shifted beneath Boba experimentally, spreading his legs to accommodate Boba better, and Boba replied with a pleased, humming rumble that echoed against Din’s ribs. Boba smiled down at Din, and the light in his eyes promised pleasure. 


  The blunt nails of Boba’s other hand, which was trailing down Din’s flank, promised pain. Din wanted both with a desperation that surprised him. 


  “Boba,” he said, unsteadily. Boba’d shed his own shirt too so Din had nothing to hang on to but the planes of Boba’s shoulders. Din scrabbled for purchase anyway, skin-hungry. Boba leaned down and nosed underneath Din’s jaw. His breath was warm and sent a little jolt of pleasure sparkling down Din’s back. Din shifted again and was rewarded by a lazy roll of Boba’s hips. Boba’s cock dragged over Din’s own, sparking more pleasure, and Din bit back a groan. 


  “
  
    Djar’ika,” 
  
  Boba replied, rolling his hips again. The pressure was sweet. Lazy. Din spread his legs even wider and Boba settled more firmly between them, moving with intent now. Din felt himself start to harden at the pressure, at the drag; Boba hadn’t brought out any oil yet, so the glide of his cock against Din’s was rougher than usual, but Din didn’t mind. 


  Boba kept one hand braced at the bottom of Din’s throat and groped blindly around the edge of the bed with the other. He couldn’t find what he wanted and let out a grumble of frustration. Din laughed. 


  “Don’t start,” Boba warned, rolling off of Din so that he could see what he was reaching for. Din resented the loss of contact immediately and tried not to follow Boba’s body with his own. Boba never left him for very long, not like this. 


  His patience was rewarded. Boba returned in a handful of seconds, hauling his crate of tools with him. Din lifted his eyebrows, trying to hide the thrill of anticipation that shot through him at the sight of it. 


  Boba caught it anyway and smiled sharply. The thrill of anticipation widened. Din knew what that look on Boba’s face meant. It had been a minute since he’d seen it, but it meant that Boba had an 
  
    idea. 
  


  Boba’s ideas often hurt. Din still wasn’t sure that he liked the clamps Boba’d tried on him before, not like he’d liked the first flogger or the wyyyshokk silk, but he knew that Boba’s ideas had always given Din what he needed. 


  Din had been itching for days to give Boba control. He let Boba have it now. 


  “Very nice,” Boba said approvingly, once he’d rummaged around in his crate and found what he was looking for.  


  In one hand he had the now-familiar bottle of oil that he’d used to open Din up. Din’s pulse jumped at the sight of it. He was almost fully hard now, and Boba was too. Din spread his legs wide enough for Boba to resettle between them, no longer embarrassed that Boba could see him like this, bare and open and desperate for Boba’s touch, and Boba opened the bottle of oil with his teeth and poured some over his fingers. 


  He didn’t immediately reach down to start opening Din up, though he did run his thumb over Din’s hole playfully. Instead, Boba wrapped his slick hand around Din’s cock and tugged him to full hardness, his grip firm and businesslike. It wasn’t as tight or as painful a grip as it could have been, but Din still bit his lip anyway, groaning at the contact. 


  Boba grinned, his teeth flashing. “Quiet, now, 
  
    cyare,” 
  
  he said. “We’ve got guards outside now. We didn’t before. Do you want them to hear what their 
  
    mand’alor 
  
  is up to?” 


  Din hadn’t considered that, and flushed with utter mortification. 


  Some careful asking around had revealed that all of Mandalore 
  
    had 
  
  thought that Din and Boba were married, so Din was sure that most of the Mandalorians knew what Din and Boba got up to behind closed doors anyway. 


  But there was a difference in the Protectors who followed Din around and guarded his door while he slept knowing abstractly that Din and Boba often couldn’t keep their hands off of each other, and the Protectors 
  
    hearing 
  
  Din beg for Boba to fuck him. 


  “These walls are pretty thick,” Boba said gently, leaning down to press a sweet kiss to the corner of Din’s mouth, cutting some of the mortification. “You’d have to make a hell of a lot of noise for anyone to hear you. But…” Boba trailed off, trailing kisses down Din’s neck, his chest, as he did so. 


  Din still caught the next groan that tried to slip past his teeth as Boba’s grip on Din’s dick tightened. Pleasure pooled in Din’s belly, edged with pain. Boba swiped his thumb over the head of Din’s cock, pressing an open-mouthed kiss to Din’s collarbone, the promise of teeth there, and then took his hand away. The bottle of oil fell off the bed and rolled away, but Boba didn’t seem to care. 


  He sat back on his heels, looming over Din, and showed Din what was in his other hand. 


  At first, Din didn’t understand what he was seeing. Boba was holding a small black ring. It was bigger than a normal ring. Din thought that the one Boba was holding would probably be too big even for one of Din’s thumbs. Din wasn’t sure what it was made of, but it did have some bend to it; it couldn’t be made of metal or wood. 


  “Do you know what this is?” Boba asked Din, and his eyes were very dark. “It might be new, but I think you’ll like it.”


  Din blinked up at Boba, a little dazed. “A ring?” he said. 


  Boba smiled. “It is,” he said. “Want me to show you?” 


  Din knew what rings were for. Some species used them as wedding bands and others as decoration. He’d seen rings on Black Sun gangsters that could be used to deliver a small electric charge or a sting of poison. 


  But Boba liked it when Din asked him for things. He liked teaching Din, too. 


  “Yes,” Din said. He wanted to say it confidently, but the word came out more wary than anything. Din hoped that Boba didn’t blame him – sometimes the things that Boba taught Din 
  
    hurt, 
  
  and even though Din liked it, he reserved the right to be wary. 


  Boba’s smile grew teeth. “Ask me nicely,” he said, and that was when Din 
  
    knew 
  
  that the ring, small and unassuming as it might have looked, was going to hurt. 


  His heart began to pound in his throat, anticipation flooding him. 


  “Please,” Din said hoarsely. “Show me.” 


  “
  
    Jate,” 
  
  Boba rumbled, and the praise cut Din like a knife. He shivered all over. 


  His erection didn’t flag or fade, though, not even when Boba took Din’s cock in hand again and showed Din what the ring was for. 


  It wasn’t meant to fit on Din’s fingers. It was meant for his cock. 


  Boba slipped the ring – a smooth, soft material, flexible, like synthetic rubber – over the head of Din’s cock and guided it down to the base. It was a tight fit, but all of the oil that’d Boba’d used to get Din ready helped eased the way, and within a matter of seconds Boba had the ring fitted snugly against the base of Din’s dick. 


  Din knew what the ring was for immediately. He could 
  
    feel 
  
  it. It was tight around him, thick, and Din wanted to squirm and struggle out of it as soon as Boba put it on. 


  But his cock didn’t soften even as a frisson of anxiety worked its way down Din’s spine. Boba sat back on his heels again and admired Din’s handiwork. Din, flushed, did the same. 


  The little black ring stood out against the darkening skin of Din’s cock. The harder Din got, the tighter the ring would fit. 


  “Very pretty,” Boba said approvingly, a wicked note in his voice. “You know what these are for, 
  
    Djar’ika?” 
  


  Mouth very dry, Din nodded. 


  “It’s to keep you nice and hard for me,” Boba said, answering his own question. He leaned back down and prowled over Din’s body again, sinking down to slot their hips together again. Boba’s cock bumped Din’s. Din twitched. He didn’t know what to do with his hands, so he tangled them in the sheets. Boba kissed Din again and all Din could do was let him, panting into Boba’s mouth, pleasure already reaching a near-unbearable crescendo in his belly. 


  “And,” Boba said, “it’s to keep you from coming until I’m ready for you to come. Yeah?” 


  Boba put a hand between their two bodies and wrapped both his dick and Din’s together, jacking them a few times. Din 
  
    did 
  
  moan then, despite his best efforts. Pleasure flashed behind his eyes. 


  If Boba kept talking – kept touching Din like this – Din’d be ready to come within a few minutes. 


  
    But – but the ring won’t let me, 
  
  he realized, panting into Boba’s mouth. His fingers creaked. 
  
    I’m – Boba won’t let me. Not until he’s ready. Not until he decides that 
  
  I’m 
  
    ready. 
  


  Din shuddered all over. Boba smiled against his mouth. 


  “This will be fun,” he promised. “You’ll like it, 
  
    Djar’ika. 
  
  Just lay there for me, alright?” 


  Din wasn’t sure that he could get up and move even if he wanted to. Anxiety still twisted low in his gut – he’d never even thought of something like this before – but he trusted Boba and already the pleasure was 
  
    good, 
  
  edged with a sweet pain that had Din rocking his hips a little against Boba’s body even though he knew that the motion was useless. 


  Boba shifted again, pulling back so he could see what he was doing. He took his hand, still wet with oil, and set his fingers at the rim of Din’s hole, starting to work Din open quickly and efficiently. 


  He started with one finger, which wasn’t so bad. Din’s head swam with pleasure. He felt good. 
  
    Boba 
  
  felt good. The ring around Din’s cock was tight, but it was – manageable. He hadn’t wanted to come just yet anyway. It was easy to just lie back and let Boba do what he wanted. It was enjoyable, even. 


  But by the time Boba’d added a second finger and was steadily working his way up to the third, Din was shifting restlessly, an itch building underneath his skin that he couldn’t quite reach. His belly was still tight with pleasure, but Din’s cock had flushed a darker red now, straining against Din’s stomach, and the ring was tight enough that it was almost causing Din pain.


  “Some day, I’ll do this with wyyyschokk silk,” said Boba, thumbing the band with a slick finger. He didn’t stop working Din open with his other hand, three fingers inside Din now. Din’s thighs shook with the effort of keeping still. 


  “Grey silk, I think,” Boba continued. “Like beskar.” 


  Din shuddered, flushing hot all over. He knew what wyyyschokk silk felt like now. How smooth and cool it was, how deceptively strong. He tried to imagine what it would feel like against his dick and couldn’t stop a soft moan from escaping. 


  Boba 
  
    hmmed, 
  
  the sound vibrating against the soft skin of Din’s inner thigh. “Like the idea of that, do you?” he asked, light and teasing. “You’d be a different kind of helpless. Flushed and pretty.” 


  Not for the first time, Din wished that Boba had hair so that he could pull on it. Din had to settle for knotting his fingers into the sheets instead, knuckles creaking. He stared up at the ceiling without seeing any of it and tried not to groan. Boba laughed and nipped at Din’s thigh, sparking a pain that he immediately soothed with a reverent kiss. 


  “Maybe next time,” Boba said, his voice dark with that promise, and got back to work. 


  He didn’t touch Din’s cock again, which was almost worse than playing with it. At least when he’d been touching Din, Din had expected the sensation, the pleasure. It had made sense. But now all of Boba’s attention was on opening Din up, his fingers working smoothly, sliding in and out of Din without any resistance, but Din’s dick was still flushed and twitching. The cool air stung. 


  “You’re taking it well, though,” Boba said, his tone almost conversational. He pulled his fingers free and Din tried not to whine at the loss of sensation. “How does it feel?” 


  “‘S tight,” Din said, teeth gritted. 


  Boba chuckled. He gave his own cock a few pumps, slicking himself up, then set the head of it at Din’s now-loose hole. Din’s cock twitched again, helplessly. Even the feeling of the air moving against it was torturous; Din wasn’t sure he’d ever been this sensitive before. 


  Boba eased himself into Din’s body, taking his time. He wasn’t doing it to make sure that Din could handle it, not this time. Boba went slow so that Din could feel every torturous inch of Boba’s cock sliding into him while Din’s own twitched helplessly, pleasure coiling tight in Din’s belly with nowhere to go.


  Din clutched at the sheets desperately, breathing through his mouth. Boba  made a soothing sound low in his throat, head bowed, panting with the effort of holding himself back. He put one hand on Din’s hip, fingers curling tight over Din’s hipbone, then set the other hand back on Din’s chest. His thumb dug into Din’s collar bone. 


  Boba didn’t put any pressure there, not yet. He was too focused on easing himself into Din’s hole, inching forward and then inching back out, the drag of his cock making sparks swim behind Din’s eyes. Din bit off a moan. He felt like he could come at any second, but knew that he wouldn’t be able to. 


  Finally, Boba’d worked himself all the way into Din’s body and started to move, rolling his hips. 


  “
  
    Boba,” 
  
  Din said, nearly choking on the word. The name. He gripped the sheets so tightly that he was afraid that they’d tear. 


  “You can touch yourself, if you want,” Boba rumbled, still rolling his hips in that gentle, pleasant rhythm. His tone was wicked. “It’s not going to do anything, of course, but it’ll feel good. C’mon, 
  
    cyare. 
  
  Touch yourself for me.” 


  Din wouldn’t have dared to untangle his hands from the sheets without an order, but now that Boba had given him one, Din obeyed. He let go of the sheets and wrapped a hand around himself, choking on a cry as he did so. 


  The skin of his cock was wet and hot, still slick with oil. Din only meant to touch himself lightly, already oversensitive, but found himself gripping his cock almost painfully tight instead, his hand moving feverishly, driven by instinct. 


  The sensation was terrible. Wonderful. His hand burned and his knees jerked without Din’s permission. Pleasure scoured Din. He muffled a cry against Boba’s shoulder. 


  Boba made a soothing sound, rocking their hips together. Din’s knuckles bumped against Boba’s stomach. 


  “Please,” Din rasped, trying to keep the sound small enough that it wouldn’t spill beyond the boundaries of their room. He didn’t want to share this with anyone else. 


  
    Just Boba, 
  
  he thought, pain and pleasure building white behind his eyes. 
  
    Just Boba. 
  


  “Boba, 
  
    please,” 
  
  Din begged. 


  “It’s alright, 
  
    cyare,” 
  
  Boba soothed. He sounded almost as ruined as Din felt. He pressed another open-mouthed kiss to Din’s collarbone, his breath coming in great panting gusts, his chest slick with sweat. 


  The fact that Boba was affected by all of this too made the writhing tangle of heat in Din’s belly easier to bear. 


  “It’s alright,” Boba repeated, moving with a little more force now. “You can last a little longer, can’t you?” The hand Boba had on Din’s hip was tight enough to bruise. The hand on Din’s chest was still gentle. 


  “Boba,” Din said again, trying not to babble. He couldn’t stop touching himself. The pressure building in his belly felt 
  
    ruinous, 
  
  felt like it would come and wipe Din off the face of the galaxy when it hit, but he couldn’t stop. He didn’t want to stop. 


  “You can do it,” Boba said, his voice nearly a growl. He took the hand that was braced on Din’s chest and set it on Din’s throat instead. 


  Din froze. He couldn’t help it. It was instinctive, freezing when someone put a hand on Din like that. He tried to swallow and felt the rough skin of Boba’s palm stop him. 


  Din felt wild. Desperate.


  Boba’s eyes shone. “It’s alright,” Boba repeated. “You said I could have control, Din. Didn’t you?” 


  Din couldn’t nod and he couldn’t speak, either. All he could do was look up at Boba. His cock was so hard that it 
  
    hurt, 
  
  like taking a punch to the gut. Din felt it behind his teeth. Boba’s thrusts gathered more speed and Din cried out. He didn’t care who heard him, not like this. 


  He wanted – 


  He wanted – 


  Boba’s hand tightened. His thumb dug into the hinge of Din’s jaw. His fingers were strong, just as strong as the band wrapped around Din’s cock, and Din couldn’t – he couldn’t – 


  Boba came with a shattered groan, his cock twitching inside of Din’s body, filling him with warmth. But Boba didn’t let go of Din’s throat. 


  “Like this, 
  
    cyare,” 
  
  Boba said, still rolling his hips erratically. Din cried out again, nearly blind with it. He thought that he might explode. That he might roar up like a wildfire, bright and blazing, and then burn away into nothingness. He felt – 


  Boba let go of Din’s hip and tugged the cock ring off in a smooth, practiced motion. Din came immediately, an orgasm tearing through him, white-hot, like a spear pulled out of his belly, pain rushing through him even as the corners of his eyes started to go dark – 


  And then it was over. Din’s vision swam. He was panting like he’d just run across the desert in the heat of the suns, his hand and his stomach splashed with come. Everything ached. Boba ghosted a kiss over the corner of Din’s jaw and it flashed through Din like a current through a nerve. He shuddered all over again. 


  Din could barely see. He could barely hear. His mind had gone soft and fuzzy. Boba’s hand was still wrapped around Din’s throat. 


  Boba had let the pressure off, though. He wasn’t clutching Din tightly. Din could feel his own pulse hammering against Boba’s palm. Could feel every callous that Boba’d ever collected. 


  Boba eased out of Din’s body and pressed another adoring kiss to the corner of Din’s mouth. Din realized that his face was wet. His toes had curled. He 
  
    had 
  
  ripped the sheets, a little. His cock was tender, sore, like a fresh bruise. 


  “Boba,” Din was saying. He realized that he’d been speaking for a while. “Boba, Boba, please, I – ”


  Boba responded with more adoration, gentle as a breeze now. He nosed at the spot behind Din’s ear and murmured praises, stroking up and down Din’s flank. 


  Din just lay there and shivered, the aftershocks of pleasure roaring through him. All of his limbs were loose and uncoordinated. His hip throbbed. He’d have bruises there in the morning. 


  
    Good. 
  


  “
  
    Ori’jate,” 
  
  Boba said, his tone so warm and genuine that Din knew that Boba was telling the truth. “
  
    Ori’jate, cyare. Ne gar gana. 
  
  I’ve got you. 
  
    Ne gar gana.” 
  


  The words might’ve been nonsense, for all Din knew, but the sentiment behind them wasn’t. 


  
    Boba has me, 
  
  Din managed to think. Everything was simple and uncomplicated. Boba was here. 
  
    He has me. And I have him. No matter what happens now, I know that he has me. 
  


  
    “Ni kar’tayli gar,
  
  ” Boba said, tipping them both over so that they could curl up against each other like anooba cubs. Din shoved his face into Boba’s neck immediately, just drinking in Boba’s presence. His warmth. 


  
    I love you, 
  
  Boba said. 
  
    I love you, I love you. 
  


  
    I’m going to sleep well tonight, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    And Boba is too. 
  


  
    “Ni kar’tayli gar,” 
  
  Boba repeated. He pressed a kiss down in Din’s sweaty curls. “It’s going to be alright.” 


  And It was. 


   


  The twin suns of Tatooine beat down against the back of Din’s neck as he shaded his eyes and looked down the bustling street of Mos Eisley. The heat was welcome. The noise of the city was less welcome, but Din supposed that noise and bustle was better than emptiness and silence. Gorga the Hutt had done his level best to destroy Boba’s outfit. Had broken open Boba’s palace and had terrorized Mos Pelgo. 


  But his mercs touched Mos Eisley, and the city was thrumming with life. 


  
    Good, 
  
  Din thought, enjoying the warmth of the suns on his face. Mos Eisley’d had its fair share of trouble over the years. It hadn’t needed to face a Hutt invasion. 


  The streets were bustling. The news of Gorga’s defeat had spread and the celebrations were still raging, filling the city up with bodies and noise. The cantinas were packed. Raucous music filled the air. Every street corner was crammed with vendors selling spotchka and spiced bantha meat. Beings all around Din were dancing and laughing and singing along to half a dozen songs in half a dozen languages. 


  Their joy was infectious. Din grinned. He couldn’t help it. 


  Usually, Din didn’t care much for crowds. He’d never liked being jostled or pressed up against a hundred strangers. 


  
    This isn’t so bad, though, 
  
  he thought to himself, neatly skirting a drunk Rodian who tripped over his own feet and sent his red plasticine cup of what Din hoped was just 
  
    bogo naga 
  
  sloshing into the dust. Din’s hip twinged, the fingerprint bruises pressed there fresh and livid, but he ignored the pain. He was happy with those bruises. He wanted more of them. 


  
    At least everyone’s having a good time. 
  


  Gorga could have done some pretty serious damage to Mos Eisley, if he’d wanted to. He’d had enough firepower to half-destroy the palace, after all. 


  But Mos Eisley had always been a resilient sort of place. The city had survived the Hutts and the Empire and the fierce Tusken raids. It would have survived Gorga too, even if he had ordered his mercs to burn it to the ground. 


  Din let the music and the crowds carry him along, content to follow the current as it wound through the Gleaning and the Quarter and finally deposited Din at the edges of the business district. Din was in Mos Eisley for a reason. He had a job to do. But for the first time that Din could remember, he didn’t feel the pressing urgency driving him forward. Din was willing to take his time. He stood at the end of the street and reflexively checked his weapons – his spear, his blaster, the darksaber, which he always wore now – and shifted, trying to adjust to the unfamiliar weight in his pocket. Din had come here today for a reason. 


  The spaceport was quiet, for once – news of a Hutt attack had made outlanders wary of visiting Tatooine, and news of a Hutt defeat had set all of the locals partying. The usual hum and bustle of ships had given way to the joy in the streets. The business district had emptied out. 


  Gella’s Place looked just as empty as the rest of the district, from the outside. Gida had scrubbed most of the carbon burns off of the cantina’s walls, but no one had managed to fix the door or the windows. A new door had been delivered, though. It leaned against the cantina’s wall, propped up in what had once been the flowerbed that Gida’s older sister had so carefully tended. 


  The door was painted yellow, a bright and sunny color. The doorway where it would soon hang yawned dark into the inside of the cantina. 


  Din hesitated outside of Gella’s Place for a moment, the hairs on the back of his neck prickling, then shook his head and went inside. He wasn’t afraid of what he’d find in the cantina, and even though Din had left the palace through the secret tunnels out into the desert, he knew that a Protector was nearby. They were turning out to be karking hard to shake. 


  Inside, Gella’s Place was gloomy and shadowed. Most of the debris from Din and Fennec’s little raid had been cleared away, but none of the broken chairs and tables had been replaced yet. The bodies had all been dragged out, but the floor was still thick with sand and dust. 


  The only person inside of the cantina was Gida, and she froze when Din walked in. She was behind the bar, a grimy cloth rag in one hand, and she’d been trying to scrub some of the grime and burned carbon off of the battered wood. 


  Din took a few steps inside to get out of the suns, then stopped. He held up his hands to show Gida that they were empty. Gida just stared at him, wide-eyed. 


  She hadn’t been at the palace, these last few days. Din hadn’t really expected her to be, even though she had stood up to Gorga in the end. She looked terrible. Din’s time in bacta and on the light cruiser had given his own bruises enough time to fade, but Gida’s bruises were still livid and dark. One of her cheekbones was red with an old bruise. One of her lekku still showed the small, dark imprint bruises of someone’s hand. A healing gash marred her forehead, and pinched together as she stared at Din. 


  She looked young. She looked scared. Her fear was sour at the back of Din’s mouth. 


  Still holding up his empty hands, Din said, “It’s alright, Gida. I’m not here to hurt you.” 


  Despite both Boba and Kip Awaud’s protests, Din had left his armor behind at the palace. He was still armed, of course, but Din hadn’t wanted to frighten Gida any more than he would just by showing up. He didn’t want her to think that he’d come to drag her before Boba. 


  Judging by the look on Gida’s face, pale and frightened, Din had scared her anyway. 


  He sighed and dropped his hands. “I’m not here to hurt you,” he repeated. His voice echoed oddly in the empty cantina. Gida was breathing shallowly, quickly. Her lekku were stiff. 


  “Boba’s not going to hurt you either,” Din added. Boba hadn’t exactly been thrilled about Din coming here – and there was probably a palace guard out in the streets behind Din, trailing whichever Protector had tagged along for the day – but Boba’d gotten his vengeance when he’d tackled Gorga into the sarlacc pit. He wasn’t interested in any more. 


  Gida scoffed. “Why are you here, then?” she said. Her voice was sharp. “To forgive me?” 


  She snarled those words. Her anger – her fear – blistered the air. 


  But Din had been working through his own anger by dragging stones all over the palace, by burying his friends and helping Noora patch holes in the throne room’s walls, and he wasn’t about to be goaded by a frightened dancer. He took a careful breath and made sure that Gida could still see his hands. 


  “Maybe,” Din said. The pants he was wearing – another set of yellow-striped blue pants he’d found in the depths of the palace – didn’t have any pockets, so he hooked his thumbs into his belt instead, shifting his weight over to his better leg. 


  Gida stared at him, surprised. Din almost smiled. He’d hoped to surprise her. He knew what people like Gida were like, when they were afraid. He’d 
  
    been 
  
  like Gida before. Had thrown the first punch, fired the first blaster, anything to get the upper hand. Gida had a Mandalorian’s instinct. She wanted to hit first and hit hard. To win control of the situation. 


  Din wasn’t going to let her. 


  He stayed where he was, body loose and posture easy, as non-threatening as Din could make himself be, while Gida stared and her surprise morphed into anger again. 


  The tips of her lekku twitched. 


  “You’re – you don’t mean that,” Gida snapped. “You’re – you can’t forgive me. You’re 
  
    angry 
  
  with me.” Guilt shone in her eyes. 


  “‘Angry’” isn’t the right word,” Din said, watching Gida carefully. Her hands were white-knuckled around the rag she’d been using to scrub the bar. She didn’t have a blaster on her, not one that Din could see, but there was a smooth wooden stave propped up against the wall behind her, and Din was sure that she had a knife. He stayed where he was. 


  Gida’s mouth twisted. “Betrayed, then?” 


  “A bit,” Din admitted. Anguish flickered across Gida’s face, but Din wasn’t going to lie to her. Gida 
  
    had 
  
  betrayed Din. She’d mostly betrayed Boba, but Din had been hurt by what she’d done too. 


  Din knew that he probably 
  
    should 
  
  be angry with Gida. Boba was. Fennec. Noora was angry with her too – Din had asked Noora just that morning if she’d seen Gida since the sarlac pit, and Noora had turned away. 


  But the slow, dawning horror that he’d felt on Yavin-4, looking at Gari’s thin shoulders, was still easy for Din to reach and touch. That wild moment of terror when he realized how Gorga had been getting his information. 


  
    Gari’s her brother, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Her family. If Gorga had taken 
  
  my 
  
    brother – 
  


  Din shook his head a little, setting his sympathy aside. Gida wasn’t going to believe Din, if he told her that he’d already forgiven her. She wouldn’t understand it. Forgiveness like that didn’t exist on Tatooine, not among the people who’d been ground down under the tails of the Hutts. 


  “It’s – I was angry,” Din said. “But then I had more important things to worry about, and by the time I remembered to be angry again…” Din shrugged. “Gorga’s dead, Gida. Jeka and Jaasa are dead too. It’s over.” 


  “It’s never over,” Gida said, her mouth set. “This is Tatooine.” 


  Din inclined his head. “It is,” he said. “But – ”


  “I don’t need to hear your 
  
    bakvaas,” 
  
  Gida spat, impatient.. She pulled her shoulders all the way up to her ears. “Tell me what you want, Mandalorian, and then leave me alone. I’m not part of your crew any more.” 


  Din sighed. He debated with himself for a moment, trying to decide what to do. He understood Gida’s confusion. Her desperation. She didn’t understand what was happening or what Din wanted. 


  
    She doesn’t understand that I’m not her enemy, 
  
  he thought. 


  By any logic, even the Mandalorian kind, Gida was supposed to be Din’s enemy now. Or at least his 
  
    narudar – 
  
  a temporary ally, the enemy of his enemy, now just a stranger to Din at best, since their mutual enemy was defeated. 


  
    Kark that, 
  
  Din thought. 


  “Gari’s alive,” Din said. Gida made a sound like Din had stabbed her, a tiny rush of breath. 


  “And he’s safe,” Din added. He wasn’t going to hold Gida’s brother over her head like Gorga had. “He’s being looked after. He’s safe, Gida.” 


  Gida stared at Din for several seconds, frozen and motionless, and then her lekku finally twitched. She set her jaw. “Where is he?” she demanded. “I want to see him.” Her eyes flashed. “He’s – he’s my little brother. I want to see him. He belongs here. With 
  
    us.” 
  


  “I know,” said Din. He winced internally, dreading what he was about to say – what he 
  
    had 
  
  to say – but knowing that he needed to say it anyway. “But I can’t take you to him, Gida. Where he is – it’s a secret. If the wrong person found out where he is, it would put Gari and a lot of other kids in danger.” 


  Gida paled, her mouth pressed down into a thin, trembling line. 


  “When he’s ready, I’ll bring him home,” Din said. He could promise Gida that, at least. He thought of her mother Imiri standing in the tiny kitchen of the Rha family home. Of the five battered bronze disks that had hung on the catina’s walls, one for each moon of Ryloth. 


  Din was careful not to promise to bring Gari home tomorrow, in a week, a month, a year. He’d already talked about it with Quinlan and Skywalker. Gari needed at least a little bit of training – a little time to heal – before he was ready to leave the Jedi Temple, and Skywalker had already invited all of the kids Quinlan had rescued into the Academy. 


  If Gari wanted to stay at the temple and train to be a Jedi, Din wasn’t going to make the kid leave, and as hard as it was to look at Gida and tell her that Din didn’t trust her anymore, Din did it. 


  
    My son is at that temple too, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    All of his friends are there. The other Jedi. I can’t trust Gida with their safety. 
  


  
    Not yet. 
  


  “I promise, Gida,” Din said. He looked at her steadily. Anger flickered across her dark eyes. Anguish. Relief. Din still didn’t want to scare her, but he did want her to understand the seriousness of the situation. 


  “But I can’t take you to see him,” Din continued. “You know why, right?” 


  Gida’s lips were white. Her expression had broken open. “Because you can’t trust me,” she said. 


  Din inclined his head. “No,” he agreed. “Not yet.” 


  Gida paused again, a strange expression flickering across her face. The fingerprints bruised into her lekku made Din want to hit someone. Made him want to go back to the sarlacc pit and throw a few more Hutt mercs into it. 


  “Yet,” said Gida, tonelessly. 


  Din spread his hands. He did it slowly, carefully, trying to move so that Gida could see that he wasn’t coming for her with a fist or a knife or a blaster, but Gida flinched anyway. 


  “You made a mistake, Gida,” Din said. 


  “A mistake that got people killed!” Gida fired back, still pale. It wasn’t fear that had her shying away from Din. Guilt, jagged and deep, yawned like the mouth of the sarlacc pit in her eyes. 


  It was guilt that had kept Gida away from the palace. The Hutts’ attack had been over a week ago, now. Most of Boba’s other people had come back to work. Come back to help rebuild. But Gida – 


  Gida had been here, Din realized. Not in the palace or out in Mos Pelgo, not in the Quarter with her mother, but here, in her sister’s old cantina, trying to scrub the stains off of the walls. 


  Din’s heart softened. He couldn’t help it. He made sure that Gida was looking him in the eye, and then Din nodded. There was no point in trying to spare Gida, to shield her from her guilt. She’d been dragged through the desert in chains because of what she’d done, just like everyone else had. She had seen the Hutts come through the palace. She’d watched them kill Kasyyk in the canyons. 


  “A mistake,” Din repeated, quietly. “But considering the circumstances, Gida, you did what you thought that you had to do. I have brothers and sisters too. If they were threatened, like Gari – ” Din shook his head. He was Mandalorian. He had killed in the name of his brothers and sisters. He would kill again. Din wasn’t as desperate now as Gida had been. He had more allies, more friends, more support. 


  But he knew what that desperation felt like. Gideon had stolen Grogu and it had been a hand wrapped around Din’s throat. Din had broken the Creed he’d followed all his life to save his son. Din would have done worse, if he’d had to. 


  Gida tore her gaze away, her hands curled into fists. Her lekku were trembling, which was better than them going stiff with fear. 


  “You don’t mean that,” Gida said. “You 
  
    can’t.” 
  


  “Why not?” Din asked. 


  “Because you – I could have gotten you killed!” 


  “I got myself half-killed just fine on my own,” Din retorted, dryly. Gida hadn’t shot him off the top of a cliff. “Nothing that happened to me happened because of you. The Hutts were always going to come to Tatooine, Gida. You weren’t the only one they were getting information from. They had other 
  
    babs. 
  


  “I’m sorry that you got caught in the middle,” Din added, before Gida could get a word in edgewise. “And I 
  
    am 
  
  angry that you chose to fight through it on your own, instead of asking Noora or Fennec or me for help. But.” Din spread his hands again, letting Gida see that they were empty. 


  Din had been thinking a lot about what Annika’d said to him on the light cruiser. 


  
    The sword is not responsible, 
  
  she’d said. She’d called it wisdom passed down by their ancestors. Sacred. Worth learning. 


  
    The hand is. 
  


  Gida had done some damage, but she had only been the sword. Gorga had been the hand. Din knew what that meant, now. He could accept it. 


  He took a deep breath and resisted the urge to touch his pocket again. 


  “
  
    Gar atin,” 
  
  Din said, gently. Gida blinked. She didn’t understand the words. That was alright. Din hoped to have the time to teach her. “And you’re a survivor. And you stood up and fought for us when it mattered.” 


  She had fought there at the sarlacc pit. She’d fought with Noora and the 
  
    ahra. 
  
  She had raised her voice against Jeka and Gorga, even though she must’ve been terrified, and she hadn’t tried to run from Mos Eisley either. She hadn’t tried to run from Din when he’d shown up in the doorway. 


  “But – ” Gida said, her tone cracking down the middle. 


  “
  
    A’naas,” 
  
  Din said, borrowing another phrase from Boba. “‘But nothing.’ You fought. You made a mistake and you’re going to have to atone for that, but hiding here by yourself isn’t going to get me or Nora or Boba to trust you again.”


  Gida’s lekku twitched again. “So you want me to prove myself?” she said, disbelieving. “You – you want me to, what? Come back and go to work in the same place where I got my friends killed? Where I – ”


  “If you don’t want to come back to the palace, you don’t have to,” Din assured her. His own trust could eventually be repaired. Noora’s too, and maybe Boba’s, if enough time passed. If Gida trusted Noora and Boba when she had a problem. Boba’d made plenty of mistakes of his own, after all. 


  Fennec’s trust had most likely been lost forever, and if Gida 
  
    did 
  
  decide to come back to the palace again Fennec would watch her like a hungry shriek-hawk, but – 


  
    But I had something else in mind, actually, 
  
  Din thought, resisting the urge to run a thumb over the weight in his pocket. 


  “You don’t have to come back to the outfit at all,” Din continued. “Not if you don’t want to. If there’s too many bad memories. You didn’t come to us of your own free will, did you?” 


  Gida glared at Din, but the line of her mouth gave her away. 


  “I didn’t think so,” Din said, softly. Gorga’s people had needed eyes and ears inside the palace. They’d had Gida’s little brother. It wouldn’t have taken a stroke of genius for the likes of Jaasa and Jeka to order Gida to infiltrate Boba’s crew. 


  “There’s other work to be done, you know,” Din told her. “The 
  
    ahra’d 
  
  take you on. 
  
    I’d 
  
  take you on, if you didn’t mind a bit of traveling. But – ”


  “I don’t 
  
    understand,” 
  
  Gida said plaintively, cutting Din off before he could get to the point of his visit. Why he’d come out here in the first place. What he was carrying with him. 


  Gida’s eyes were overbright. Din knew that look. Gida wanted to trust him. She wanted to believe what Din was saying. But she was afraid, too. She was afraid that Din would change his mind. Trick her, pull the sand out from under her feet. 


  “Why are you – you shouldn’t care what happens to me,” Gida continued. “You shouldn’t care about whether or not I’ve got a job or if Lord Fett forgives me. 
  
    You 
  
  shouldn’t forgive me. Why are you doing this?” 


  Din had prepared for this part of the argument, at least. He knew what to say, or at least knew that he had to be honest. 


  “Because Noora asked me to look out for you,” he said. “And I promised her that I would. You’re under my protection, remember? You’re my friend.” 


  Gida stared at Din, shocked into silence again. 


  She didn’t bolt, though, and she didn’t grab the wooden stave off of the wall behind her and pitch it at Din’s head. Din took a cautious step forward. Gida didn’t run. He took another step, then another, skirting the sand and dust that had accumulated on the cantina’s floor, the rusty patches of dried blood, a few shards of glass that winked and glittered in the dim light. 


  Gida let Din walk all the way up to the counter, though he made sure not to go around it, keeping the scarred, singed and battered wood between them. 


  She let him approach, her eyes wide and glassy. A desperate hope flickered there in her face, fighting its way to the surface. 


  
    She doesn’t believe me, 
  
  Din thought. 
  
    Not yet. 
  


  
    But she’s getting there. 
  


  “That’s – that can’t really be all that you want,” Gida said, hoarsely. “You can’t just want to – to forgive me so that I’ll 
  
    feel 
  
  better. That’s not – it doesn’t work like that.”


  Din shrugged. “I’m Mandalorian,” he said. “We’re a simple people. You’re my friend, Gida. I want you to be safe. I want you to be happy.”


  Gida stared at Din for another second, trembling with emotion. She wanted to believe him. Din could see it in her face. She looked like she was about to cry, and Din was pretty sure that that would mortify them both. 


  “I did have another reason for coming here, though,” Din added, hoping that Gida could see how honest he was trying to be – how sincere – in his face. That was part of the reason why he hadn’t had Rau find Din a new helmet, yet. Din knew that everything that he thought, everything that he felt, still showed plainly across his face. Din still hadn’t figured out how to hide his expressions. 


  That wasn’t a bad thing, though. 


  Gida blinked her eyes furiously a few times to clear them. Some of her guardedness crept back across her face. Din supposed that that was fair enough. 


  “What?” Gida asked. Her lekku were still trembling. 


  Din reached into his pocket and curled his fingers around smooth, warm metal. He’d been thinking about this for a while now. When Din had first started with Boba’s outfit, Boba had paid Din in beskar. Din hadn’t known what to do with it all then, but he thought he had an idea now. 


  He was the 
  
    mand’alor. 
  
  He had been charged with protecting his people. 
  
    All 
  
  of his people. He was supposed to help restore Mandalore. 


  Din didn’t know anything about rebuilding an entire people. He didn’t know much of Mandalore’s history, didn’t know the ins and outs of clan politics, didn’t know what all of the Mandalorians who kept turning up wanted. 


  But he knew what he wanted to do, and he knew how he wanted to strengthen Mandalore. 


  
    The Creed was wrong, 
  
  he thought. 
  
    But that doesn’t mean that it was worthless. I learned from the Creed. I can teach from it, too. 
  


  The beskar ingot sang when he pulled it free and set it down on the counter between himself and Gida. The waves in the metal caught in the dim light. 


  Gida blinked again, confused. She didn’t understand, not yet. 


  Din pushed the beskar across the counter anyway, encouraging her to pick it up. It was hard to make himself let go of the ingot, but there was more beskar underneath of Boba’s palace than Din could ever use on his own, and beskar wasn’t for hoarding away anyway. 


  Beskar, Din knew, was for the tribe. 


  Gida got the hint and picked up the ingot, nearly dropping it because she hadn’t expected the weight. She caught it, though, and lifted it up into a mote of light. The silver in the metal shone. Her eyes were wide. 


  “I wanted to see,” Din said, watching the wonder and hope slowly bloom across her face. Watching that hope grow.  “if you’d ever thought about trying something new.” 


  





 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Content warnings: There are a couple of heavy conversations in this chapter. Mentions of cultural violence and some of the CotW patterns of thinking that we’ve come up against before, this time from Annika’s perspective. Brief descriptions of injury. Frank discussion of slavery. We finally come back to the BDSM stuff; mild choking kink, mild humiliation kink, orgasm delay/denial, painplay, some fuckin'.
Chapter notes:
-[Ursula K. Le Guin voice] Love doesn’t just sit there, like a stone, it has to be made, like bread; re-made all the time, made new –
-This is your periodic reminder that I have no fucking idea how bacta works, actually. That stuff’s a mystery! It’s just magical goo! It’s fine.
(The problem is that we’re shown bacta as a catch-all medicine that can heal everything from moderate to serious burns (Kenobi) to blunt force trauma (ESB) to open wounds and serious head trauma. It’s used in some canon as a healing accelerant, leaving scars but speeding the healing process up, and in other canon as a literal magic Jell-o that doesn’t even leave a mark.)
-Haar kad nu gana naasad buirkan. Haar gaan gana. (“The sword is not to blame. The hand is”) is my favorite phrase that I’ve created for this ‘verse! Something about the rhythm of it. IDK. ‘S good.
-Actually I like a lot of the mando’a in this chapter! I don’t know if that’s just because I feel more comfortable with it after spending so many hours piecing words and phrases together or what!
-”AO3 user iridan, how many emotional climaxes does your fic even HAVE” at least one more than you’re expecting! If you’re really interested, I consider the four emotional “peaks” of the fic to be: Din V the armorer; Din realizing that Boba loves him too; the Mandalorians showing up to pitch in against the Hutts/everyone pulling Din and Boba away from the sarlacc, and Annika showing Din her face!
-Related, the scene between Din and Annika has been in the outline almost from the very beginning of the storyboarding process for this fic!! It was important to me that it 1) happened, because I honestly think that’s the direction the show is heading – the slow deradicalization of Mandalorian culture – and 2) that Annika shows her face out of her own volition, and her own choice, unrelated to Din’s choice, because she’d come to the same conclusion: that keeping the Creed is not more important than her own life or her childrens’ lives, and that it was wrong of the Creed to prioritize the helmets or the armor or the words themselves over the living beings following the Creed.
-I have had, as you can imagine, several revelations re: my own relationship with religion while writing this fic.
-According to Legends, Jango Fett has a “Concord Dawn” accent, so Concord Dawn is Space New Zealand. That’s just how it works. In that vein, what Boba calls “vaartur’ade” is the culture of Concord Dawn and its people. “Vaar’tur” is mando’a for “morning,” so “vaartur’ade” is “morning-people, dawn-people.” As a side note, naming a planet full of Mandalorian-adjacent warriors “Peaceful Accord Morning” is. Really funny.
-We have no idea what any sort of Mandalorian courting or marriage traditions are, really, aside from the riduurok itself, but I imagine there are just as many ways to get married as a Mandalorian as there are to be Mandalorian.
Keeping with character, I think that Boba’s idea of How to Get Hitched Right is probably complicated he is a deeply closeted romantic in this fic, ok, so he’s got several steps in his head that he thinks he should follow.
-Din’s charmed.
-This chapter could have easily been 100k all on its own. The "which conversations do I keep and which ones do I cut" game was UTTERLY AGONIZING, lol. On the chopping block were conversations with Paz, Bo-Katan, Quinlan and Luke. It was just too damn long, y'all.
-Not to be all “remember when I moved in you // the holy dark was moving too” but every breath they drew was Hallelujah.
-Also not to be all “love yourself (short reprise),” but sufjan stevens was on to something with that one.
-Now, if you’ll excuse me, I am going to slink away and build a fuck-off huge Lego Razor Crest. I have earned it.
Your final song of the week is “Face Down in the Moment,” Nathaniel Ratecliff & the Night Sweats. This song was a runner-up for the title! It also captures a lot of Din’s journey, I think, and is a nice and apt visual as well.
Keep it real, y’all. <3 Thank you for taking this journey with me, and Happy New Year! I’ll see you later this year with a few new pieces for this universe ;)


  


      

  











mando'a and other glossaries



    Chapter Notes

      This chapter will be a moving, updating glossary of mando'a and other words! Feel free to reference at your leisure.












  Official Mando'a: 
 Aliit: Clan, family, identity. 
 Alii’gai: Lit. “flag, colors, banner.”
Akelenedat: Lit. “hard contact.”
Atin: Stubborn, tenacious, capable of endurance. 
Atiniir: Lit. "to endure," to put up with, to take it. 
 Alor: Lit. "leader, captain." In a formal military setting an  alor  commands a unit of soldiers. In Din’s frame of reference, his  alor is his tribe’s leader. The plural is alore.
Ara'nov: Lit. "self-defense." Part of the Resol'nare, the Six Tenets or Six Actions sacred to Mandalorian culture. 
 Arpat: Lit. "seed."
Aru'e: Lit. "enemy." 
 Aruetii: Lit. "outsider, foreigner." A non-Mandalorian. Plural is  aruetiise.
 Ashi: Lit. “other.”
Baatir: Lit. "to care," to worry about something. 
Ba'balut: Lit. "on patrol," patrolling.  
 Ba’buir: "Grandparent;" grandfather, grandmother.
 Ba’vodu: Lit. "aunt, uncle."
 Beroya: Lit. "bounty hunter." A very common Mandalorian profession, I assume because they’re a little bit unhinged. 
 Beskar:  Mandalorian iron, though I think it  has to be some kind of steel alloy. The ingots Din received in payment for the child were definitely Damascus steel proxying beskar, so??? Who knows. 
 Beskar'gam: Mandalorian armor, specifically a set of armor made from beskar. Other metals (durasteel, allows, alum, etc) are acceptable when beskar is thin on the ground. I tend to assume that Din's first set of armor was durasteel. Lit. "iron skin," which is. Metal. (Hah.) 
 Beviin: Lit. "lance, spear." 
Bral:  A hill fort, a defendable position. I’ve co-opted it to refer to a house or a safe location;  morut  and  keldab  both refer to strongholds, but going off of my Mandalorians-are-a-fuedal society thing, a  morut  is a castle and a  keldab  is like a really big eff-off castle. A  bral would be a more normal house for like, an average Mandalorian. 
Buir: Lit. "parent," gender-neutral. Mother or father. "Parents" would be buire.
Buirkan: Lit. "responsibility." Most likely a contraction of buir + kando, which means "weight" or "importance." 
Burc'ya: Lit. "friend."
Burk'yc: Lit. "dangerous." 
 Buy’ce: Lit. "helmet." Specifically the beskar, T-visor helmet iconic to Mandalorian armor. 
 Ca’tra: Lit. "night sky." 
 Chaab: Lit. "fear."
Chakaar: A term of general abuse; can mean degenerate, petty thief, crook, criminal, etc. 
 Chakaaryc: Lit. "rotten, low-life, degenerate." A term of abuse. 
Choruke: Lit. "stones." 
 Cin vhetin: Lit. “white field,” more metaphorically a “clean slate” or a new beginning, a fresh start. Usually used to refer to the erasure of a person’s past when they become a Mandalorian. A starting point for a new life.
Copad: Lit. "desire." 
 Cyar: Lit. "dear, sweet," a descriptor.
Cyare: Lit. "dear one, sweetheart." The plural is cyare'se. 
Darjetii: Lit. "not-Jedi," a Sith. 
 Dar’manda: Lit. "non-Mandalorian" or "no-soul." Specifically Mandalorian who has lost their way/heritage/Mandalorian soul. A heretic. A very serious state to be in; think of a religious person who has lost their faith. Din believes that he falls into this category because he’s broken his Creed. 
Di'kut: Lit. "idiot, fool, useless." Noun. 
Di'kutla: Lit. "idiotic, stupid, worthless, useless." Adjective.
Dinii: Lit. "lunatic." Boba uses it as an endearment. 
 Djar’ika: Lit. "Little Djarin," dear, sweetheart, etc. A term of endearment, from Din’s name, Djarin, and  -ika,  a diminutive. -  ika takes the place of the last syllable in a word. 
 Dral:  Lit. “strong, powerful, bright, glowing.” One of my favorite words in  mando’a because of its multiple meanings.
Echoy'la: Lit. "searching, mourning." 
 Ehn’eta: Lit. "thirty."
 Elek:  Lit. “yes,” an affirmative. Can be shorted to a more informal “‘Lek.” Not to be confused with lekku, which are the mobile, tail-like organs found on the heads of Twi'Leks. 
Evaar’la: Lit. "new."
 Gal’ika: Lit. "little hawk, little falcon." From  galaar, "hawk," and  -ika, a diminutive. Affectionate, in this case. 
 Gar morut’yc: A phrase. "You’re safe, you’re alright." 
 Gar serim: “Yes, that’s right” or “that’s it,” depending on context.
Gett'se: Lit. "courage, nerve." 
Get'shuk: A rugby-like game involving incredible violence in pursuit of a ball. Popular with Manalorians for obvious reasons.
 Gev: Lit. "stop, enough." 
 Gra’tua: Lit. "vengeance."
 Haat: Lit. "truth." 
 Hetikles: Lit. “noseburn,” the highly-prized sensation of burning sinuses brought around by spicy food. I, and I cannot emphasize this enough, fucking love Mandalorians. 
Heturam: Lit. "mouthburn," a sought-after state of intense burning in the mouth brought about by spicy food. 
Hibirar: Lit. "to learn."
Hut'uun, hut'uune: Lit. "coward, cowards." A serious insult.
 Ibac jaon’yc: Phrase, “this is important.”
Jaig: Slang for jai'gaalar, a shriek-hawk.   
 Jaon’yc: Lit. "important."
Jate: Lit. "good." 
 Jatisyc: Lit. "delicious." Thrilled that Karen Traviss took the time to come up with this.
 Jatne vod: Lit. “good man, good brother,” colloquially more along the lines of “sir” or “ma’am.” A polite form of address.
Jehaat: Lit. "lie, untruth." 
Jetii: Lit. "Jedi," singular. The plural form is  jetiise.  
 Jetii’kad: Lightsaber. Lit. “Jedi sword.” 
 Joruur: Lit. “to gather.” Boba uses the infinitive verb as a noun, because I didn’t feel like attempting to conjugate any more double vowels.
 Kad: Lit. "Blade, sword." 
 Kadala: Lit. “wounded, hurt, injured.”
 Ka’ra: Lit. "the stars," but also the Mandalorian kings of the past. Mandalorian mythology holds that past kings and great leaders of Mandalore continue to rule from a council of stars. 
Kar'ta beskar: Lit. "iron heart," the centerpiece of any true set of Mandalorian armor. 
 Karyai: A central living/gathering area in a traditional Mandalorian stronghold.
Ke'gyce ni: Lit. ”order me, command me,” used colloquially as “tell me.”
Keldab: Lit. "stronghold, fortress, castle."
Kom’rk: Lit. “gauntlet.”   Kom’rk-  class starfighters  are common starfighters among Mandalorian groups; Pre Vizsla and Death Watch operate several, Maul uses one during his stint as a syndicate boss, and I assume this was what Bo-Katan was traveling around in prior to scooping up the  Gra’tua. (I may assume this because of the LEGO set that’s currently out that includes a Bo-Katan minifigure, but still.)
Kote: Lit. "glory." 
Kute: Mandalorian clothing, “flightsuit,” the clothes underneath a Mandalorian’s beskar. Tough and full of circuitry to support beskar’s many functions. 
 Kyor: Lit. "tot, rotting."
 Kyramud: Lit. "assassin," but can be used colloquially as "killer." 
 Kyrbej: Lit. “battlefield.”
Kyr'bes: Lit. "skull," usually a mythosaur skull. 
Kyr'tsad: Lit. "Death Society," the Mando'a name for Death Watch. 
Laandur: Lit. "fragile, weak." 
Luubid: Lit. "enough."
 Manda: A difficult concept to define. Refers to the Mandalorian soul, culture and collective identity. What makes a Mandalorian Mandalorian. 
 Manda’yaim:  Mandalore, lit. “the home of the Mandalorians.” Currently refers to the planet Mandalore, but in periods of diaspora the concept of  manda’yaim can be a little flexible. 
 Mand’alor: Lit. “sole ruler.” The leader of the Mandalorians. A role that has been vacant for some time, as Satine Kryze was the  Duchess  of Mandalore, not  the  mand’alor. Non-Mandalorians refer to the  mand’alor as Mandalore the _______. (Preserver, Great, Unifier, Wise, etc.) 
Mando’ad: Lit. "Mandalorian, child of Mandalore." The plural is mando’ade. 
Mandokar: Lit. "the right stuff," a Mandalorian concept meant to encompass the spirit of what it is to be Mandalorian. A combination of aggression, loyalty and lust for life. 
 Me’bana: A question, "What happened?" 
Mesh'la: Lit. "beautiful." 
 Mhor jet’ika, ‘lek?:  Lit. “our little Jedi, yeah?”  Mhor is apparently classified as an archaic phrase, but there’s not much else available to us by way of collective possessive nouns.
 Mirjahaal: No literal definition, but refers to peace of mind and/or healing, especially after a trauma or a bereavement.
Mir'sheb: Lit. "Smartass." 
 Mirshmure’cya: A headbutt, a Keldabe kiss. Lit. “brain-kiss,” because, you know. Mandalorians. 
 Morut: Lit. “haven, stronghold.” Think less like the castle of a king and more the home of a lord.
Naas: Lit. "nothing." 
Naasade: Lit. "no one, nobody." 
Ne'johaa: Lit. "shut up." 
 Ni ceta: An apology, lit. “I kneel.” 
 N'eparavu takisit:  An apology, lit. "I eat my insult." 
 N’epar nu pirur: Lit. “it won’t eat or drinking anything,” colloquially “it can wait, it will keep.” 
 Olarom: Lit. “welcome,” a greeting.
 Ori’dinii: “Moron, idiot.” An insult.
Ori'dush: Lit. "evil."
Ori'haat: Lit. "I swear." 
 Ori’skraan: Lit. “big eats, big food,” but colloquially can be used to describe a delicacy, a great meal or even a feast.
Ori'vod: Lit. "elder sibling, older sibling." 
Or'trikar: Lit. "grief." 
 Ossik: “Shit, crap.”
 Oya:  “Let’s hunt,” but more significant; a mando’a pump-up phrase.  Oya, like many Mandalorian words, is contextual. 
 Parjai: Lit. “victory.”
Parjir: Lit. "to win," to achieve victory.
Pel: Lit. "soft, yielding." 
Pel'gam: Lit. "skin."
 Pirimmuy: Lit. "useful."
Pirun: Lit. "water."
Prudii: Lit. "shadow."
 Rang: Lit. "ash."
 Ram’ika: Lit. "a raid," an attack.
Riduur: Lit. "spouse, partner." Gender-neutral; refers to both husband and wife. 
 Riduurok: A wedding ceremony. It is, as you can imagine, more brisk and businesslike than romantic.
Rohak: A defeat, a loss (in battle.) 
Runi: Lit. "Soul", archaic and poetic.
Ruus’alor: "Sergeant." Shortened to ruus’a for “sarge.”  
Ruyot: Lit. "history," the past. 
Shabuir: An insult. Roughly "asshole, dickhead," something with a similar vibe. 
 Sha’kajir: Lit. "cease-fire," a truce. 
 Sharal sheb’ike : Lit. “lazy bums, lazy assholes.” Generally impolite.
 Sheb’urcyin: Lit: "kissass," brown noser, sycophant. 
 Shereshoy: Lit. “lust for life,” but colloquially difficult to translate. A Mandalorian word meant to encompass the Mandalorian spirit, including the desire to hunt, desire to live and the fleeting nature of Mandalorian life; basically a term for embracing the day and all it has to offer. 
 Shu'shuk: “Disaster, screw-up, big mess,” et cetera.
Su’cuy: A greeting. "Hello, hi." The formal form is “su’cuy gar,” which translates directly to “You’re still alive.” 
 Tayli’bac: A phrase. "Got it, okay, understand?" 
Tengaanar: To show, lit. "open-hand." 
 Tihaar: Mandalorian moonshine, for want of a better term. Specifically described as a clear, fruit-based alcohol -- very much not wine, as the Wookiepedia entry says  tihaar can also be used to strip paint off spaceships. This is a common application for moonshine where I’m from, and moonshine can also be flavored with fruit pretty easily. 
Tigaanur: Lit. "to touch." 
Tiingilar: A spicy Mandalorian stew. Mandalorians have a high spice tolerance and love spicy food. Some have translated  tiingilar to mean "eat at your own risk." I imagine it kind of like biryani or a curry; something that has a general recipe list, i.e. a meat, a starch, some vegetables and whatever spices are on hand, but varies from batch to batch.
 Tion gar gai: A question. “Who are you?”
 Tomad: Lit. "ally." 
Tor: Lit. "justice." Also used as a name. 
 Traat’aliit gar besbe’trayc: Lit. “your squad is your weapon,” used colloquially to mean “your friends have your back.”
Udesii: A phrase. "Calm down, take it easy." 
 Uj  cake: Also called  uj'alayi . A sticky, sweet dense cake, made with dried fruit. A Mandalorian dessert. 
 Verd: Lit. "a soldier, a warrior.  
Verd'ika: Lit. "little soldier," colloquially a recruit or a private. Can be both affectionate and derogatory, depending on context. 
Verburyc: Lit. "loyal." 
 Vod/vode: Lit."sibling/siblings," brother/sister, brothers/sisters.
Vod'ika: Lit. "little brother, little sister." Can be either affectionate or derogatory, depending on the speaker. 
Yaim: Lit. "home."
 Yaim’ol: Lit. "return, homecoming." 
 





      






Other Words I Made Up, Because Karen Traviss Did Not Consider My Needs When Throwing Mando'a Around: 
 Ad diguryc:  Lit. “forgetful child,” used by Paz as a charge against Kryze and other Death Watch deserters. Refers to someone who has forgotten their roots or their struggle. A lighter charge than “traitor,” but still pretty loaded. From  digur,  “to forget.”
Ali’vodu: Lit. “clan-sibling,” colloquially “cousin” or “kinsman.” The plural, following convention, would be alivodu’e. 
Alor'ika: Lit. "little leader," a leader-in-training or apprentice. Used in Din's covert to describe the armorer's heir apparent -- someone who is being specifically trained to work the beskar forge and to lead the tribe after the current leader passes or can no longer forge. 
A’naas: Lit. “but nothing,” colloquially “but nothing” or “no buts,” from a (sometimes a’ or al), “but” and naas, “nothing.” 
As ruusaanyc as ruus: Lit. "as reliable as rock," also a bit of an extremely clever tongue twister and play on words, if I do say so myself. (Ruus, the root of both words, means "rock.")
 Ba’bu:  Slang, “granny” or “gramps,” from  ba’buir,  “grandparent.” 
 Beskar’shukke: Lit. “Beskar breakers, beskar destroyers,” a Mandalorian name for “the Duchess,” a powerful weapon Sabine Wren created during her time at the Imperial Academy which specifically targets beskar and destroys both the armor and the person wearing it. This weapon was used in Rebels against Clan Wren, and I can’t imagine it or something like it wasn’t used during the Desolation of Mandalore. 
Besk'haat: Lit. "iron truth," colloquially "promise, promised, sworn," etc. From beskar, Mandalorian iron, and haati, "truth." To use this as an adjective (i.e. "Clan Reeves is a sworn clan of House Kryze") you'd say besk'haatyc. To use otherwise (i.e. my clan is sworn to House Krzye") you'd say besk'haat.
 Besk’laara:  Non-canon. An iron wolf, lit. “iron singer,” a predatory animal native to Mandalore. From root words  besk   ar  and  laara   rir,  “to sing.” The plural is “  besk’laare. ” We don’t have a lot of canon Mandalorian animals – strill, shriek-hawks, shatual and rawks are about it – so I am once again building a functional ecological web in my head.
Bid cyaryc, gar ori’ner: Lit. “So sweet, all for me.” From bid, “so,” the adjective form of cyare using the -yc ending, and other parts of words that are defined elsewhere in this overlong glossary.
Ca Ne'tra: Lit. "Black Night," refers to the desolation of Mandalore. In canon this is called "The Night of a Thousand Tears," but that was really hard to translate palatably. 
Dar’evaa: Lit. “not-young,” colloquially “old-fashioned, old,” from dar, the negative prefix, and evaar, “youth, newness.”
Dar'mishe: Lit. "brainless, mindless," from mishe, brain, and the negative prefix dar.
Dar'ret'yc: Lit. "impossible," from dar, the negative prefix, and ret'yc, "possible." 
Din'ika: Lit. "little menace, little lunatic," from dinii, "lunatic." It should probably be "di'ika" (DEE-ick-ah) instead, but that sounds gross and I'm in charge, so! 
 Gebar haar kar’ta: “Held close to the heart.”
Gar atin: Lit. "You're stubborn." 
 Gar copaani gotal’ur serim: “You want to make it right,” literally “you want to create/to make correct.”
 Gar echoy sa ner echoy:  Lit. “your mourning is my mourning.” Expression of mutual grief and condolence for a loss.  

Gar gaanayli: Lit. "You're caught, you're trapped." From gaanaylir, "to catch, to trap." Mando'a is usually conjugated by dropping the "r" in the verb. 
Gar jare'la: A caution, a warning. Lit. "you're asking for it" or "you're oblivious of danger." 
 Gar mishe ni orjore:  Lit. “your brain is shouting,” colloquially “you’re thinking too loud.”  Orjorer  means “to shout, to cry out.”
 Grati’e  : Lit. “punishment,” from  gratiir,  “to punish.” Similar in root to  gra’tua,  “vengenance.” I thought about using “  grat’ika ” for punishment instead (lit. “little vengeance”), but decided that I hate that profoundly. 
 Haar kad nu gana naasad buirkan. Haar gaan gana:  Lit. “the sword does not have responsibility, the hand does.” Despite how clunky it probably is, this is my favorite phrase that I’ve come up with for this fic;  haar   is an archaic but very emphatic definite article.  Kad   is ‘sword’ or ‘blade,’  nu   and  naasad   are both negative articles (  naasad  meaning ‘none’ or ‘not any’),  gana   r  means ‘to have’ or ‘to possess,’ and  gaan  is the proper noun for ‘hand.’ All that to say that, colloquially, this means that the person wielding the weapon is to blame for any consequences of an action, not the circumstances. 
Hanshun: A spicy pasty dish, from shun, "bread" and hangi, a form of traditional Maori cooking that involves steaming meat (traditionally fish, but also pork or other meats) and vegetables underground. Think of a samosa or an English meat pie. 
 Ijaa’kaan:  Lit. “honor-battle, honor-fight,” colloquially more of like, a formal duel. Think of an Agni Kai in A:TLA.  Ijaa’kaan  are accepted forms of settling disagreements, because let’s be real: of  course Mandalorians would give legal precedents to ritualized fights to the death and/or wounding.
Ijaan ori'vod, ijaan dar'vod: Literally "honorable older brother" and "honorable not-brother," from ijaa, meaning "honor." Dar is the negative prefix (dar'manda, dar'yaim, dar'jetii), which negates or autonymizes a word.  
 Ijaa taabi: Lit. “honor marching, honor walking.” A way of calling a person extremely honorable.
Jare’yc: Lit. “suicidal,” from jare, “foolish, taking a dangerous risk.” The -yc suffix seems common in adjectives. 
 Jate’kara, jate’oya: Lit. “good luck, good hunting,” but colloquially more along the lines of “good riddance.” Basically telling someone to get their nose out of your business and go attend to their own. 
Joha'kaan: Literally "spoken war," colloquially "politics." From johayc, "spoken, pronounced" and akaan, "war." 
Jor'ika: Colloquially "small talk, gossip, scuttlebutt" from joha, "language," and -ika, the mando'a diminutive. Literally "little language, little speech." 
 Ka’ra bal ka’ra  : Lit. “stars and kings,” an expression of exasperation.  Ka’ra means “Stars” literally, but also refers to the ruling council of past kings Mandalorians believe inhabit the stars.
 Kar’tayl oya’la: Lit. “living knowledge,” colloquially “wisdom.” 
Ke tsikala: Imperative, “be ready, get ready, be prepared.” Ke is the imperative tense.        

  K’nuyohi: “Sleep, go to sleep.” From  nuhoir , “to sleep, to slumber” and the imperative prefix ke or k’. Boba speaks a less-formal version of mando’a, so when he’s speaking he almost always uses the relaxed form (k’ as opposed to ke.)

 Kote’kaan: Lit. “glorious war.” Think a Crusade. A war or a battle with almost religious significance.
Kyr’ad: Lit. “death-child, child of death,” a name for the Children of the Watch.
Kyr'adyc’riduur  : Lit. “dead-spouse,” from  kyr'adyc,  the state of being dead, and  riduur,  spouse. Refers to an extremely spicy curry dish, proxied in our world by  Widower Curry, which is said to be one of the hottest dishes in the world and can make the people who eat it hallucinate. I’m thrilled by its existence. 
Manda kar’tayl:  Lit. “Mandalorian knowledge,” from  manda   and  kar’tayl,  “knowledge,” but  manda  can also refer to the collective spirit of all Mandalorians, living and dead, so  manda kar’tayl  can also take on a deeper, almost religious meaning or context, especially when you throw in the fact that the root of  kar’tayl  is  kar’ta, “heart.” Think of this almost as a core instruction of Mandalorian belief systems, like how many religions expect some study of various and sundry holy texts. 
 Manda’torim, manda’kote:  Lit. “Mandalorian righteousness, Mandalorian glory,” from  Manda, tor   (“justice”) and  serim   (“correctness”) (put together  torim would be justice + correctness, or "right justice," which IS a clunky shorthand for righteousness, but listen. I am doing my gd best.) 
Mandokarla: Lit. "Mandalorianness," colloquially the state of having the right stuff, of being the right kind of Mandalorian, etc. Grit, gumption. 
 Mav sa ijaa: Lit. “free of honor,” colloquially “free-for-all.” 
Maza: Used by Boba to describe his  tihaar  . Think agave; a tough desert plant you can also get drunk as shit off of. If you want a visual, assume Boba's  tihaar  is basically mezcal. 
 Me’dinui ni haal:  Colloquially “breathe with me,” literally an order; “share my breath.” From  me’dinuir,  “to share, to give to each other,”  ni, “me, I” and  haal, “breath.”
Megin ijaala: Lit. "that is honorable." 
 Me’suum chaavla sa shebs be'striili:  Literally "that planet is as rough as a strill's backside."
 Miit’tayli:  Lit. “word remembered,” a journal, a diary, a history book, et cetera. Words that were written with the intent of preserving knowledge or wisdom. As you might imagine, there is no canon  mando’a word for “book.”
Ne atin’la: Don’t be stubborn, don’t be tough. Lit. “No toughness.”
 N’eparavu ni cetare: Lit. “I’ll eat my boots,” an expression of disbelief.
N’gana jaro :  Lit. “I have a death wish,” from  ni,   “I, me”  ganar  “to have” and jaro, “death wish.” I conjugated  ni  as  n’  based on N’eparavu takisit, “I eat my insult,” in which ni becomes n’ when compounded with an active verb. However, the rules of mando’a are literally incomprehensible, so ni gana or even ni ganaravu jaro  would probably also be appropriate. Assume the contraction is because Boba speaks a local, more relaxed dialect of mando’aversus a more formal, rigid form like Bo-Katan.
Ni gaa’tayl:  Help me, give me strength. From  ni, "I, me” and  gaa’tayl, “help.” 
 Ni kar’tayli gar:  Lit. “I hold you in my heart,” colloquially “I love you,” because Mandalorians are a bunch of overwrought fucks.  Kar’taylir  means, literally, “to hold in the heart.”
 Ni suvari:  Literally “I understand,” from  suvari   r, “to understand.”
Nu entye:  There is no debt, colloquially “you’re forgiven.” Apparently the concept of forgiveness does not exist in canon mando’a,  Karen. 
 Nu gar dar solus: Lit. “you are not alone.” I threw in a double negative in there just for fun.
Nu gar laanduryc: Lit. "you are not fragile, you are not weak." 
 Nu jehaati : Lit. “No lie, no lies,” more colloquially “truly?” or “are you sure?” 
Ori’bora: Lit. “big job,” a stand-in for “Quest” or “task.”
Ori'buyce, ori'karta: Lit. "all helmet, all heart," cannibalized from the expression Ori'buyce, kih'kovid, meaning "all helmet, no head." Boba is using it to say that Din's all Mandalorian -- all helmet, all heart, no common karking sense. 
Ori'kad: Lit. "great sword." Think a bastard sword or a claymore, or even a more traditional European sword, versus a katana shape like the darksaber has. 
 Par’bevii:  Lit. “spear-form, spear-style,” bastardized from  paru, “  form,” and  beviin, “spear, lance.” Refers to the specific training once receives when learning how to effectively fight with a spear. 
 Par’kad: Lit. “sword-form, sword-style,” bastardized from  paru,  “form,” and  kad, “sword, blade.” Refers to the specific training one needs to learn how to effectively swing a sword. 
 Psid'ik:  Think space guava. Derived from guava's scientific name. Alcohol flavored with guava is delicious.
 Ruri’ca:  “Owl, night owl,” from  mando’a   ca  , “night,” Māori  ru   ru,  “owl” and Irish/Irish Gaelic  rí-   ulchabhán,  “eagle owl, king owl.” Māori and Celtic culture have both been used as inspirational sources for Mandalorian culture in canon.  Ruri’ka would be the diminutive here, dropping the last syllable “ca,” and would translate roughly to “little owl.” We know that Mandalorians have to have something that proxies an owl/owl-like animals on Mandalore, since the owl is Bo-Katan’s signet and also the name of her unit. 
 Sa jag jorso’ran meg jorso’ran sa jag:  EXTREMELY rough translation – god, this one was hard to put together – but literally “a man shall bear what shall bear a man.” Described by Boba as a “a man must carry what he first picks up,” i.e. a man must live with the consequences of his actions.  Jorso’ran  means “shall bear,” but is considered archaic or poetic language. Jango Fett could’ve read poetry. Probably.
 Skira’kaan: Lit. “feud-fight, feud-battle.” Refers to the very specific instigation of violence based on a clan feud or clan grudge. 
 Sol’yc nari: First action. 
Striili'shebs: Strill's ass. Impolite. 
 Sa verd ashnar tal'onidi:  Lit. “a warrior who has shed blood,” colloquially more “a blooded warrior, a proven fighter.” From  verd,   “warrior, soldier,”  ashnar   (“someone who has ____”) and  tal’onidir  , “to shed blood, to spill blood.” Please don’t talk to me about attempting to conjugate  mando’a. I’m literally deciding things on a case by case basis. 
Tal'vod, tal'vode: Lit. "blood-brother/sister" (tal  meaning blood,  vod  meaning brother/sister). Conceptually a "sworn sword" situation. Think of a knight (in this case, Koska Reeves or Axe Woves) swearing loyalty to a lord (i.e. Bo-Katan). Then throw in the classic Mandalorian sense of duty to underscore how serious the vow is. I am operating on a "Mandalore as a feudal society" system, because otherwise it makes no goddamn sense to me. 
 Tatug’ad:  Lit. “repeat-child,” colloquially “clone” or “copy.” From  tatugir, “to repeat.” Not my most elegant turn of phrase, but I think it gets the job done. 
 Vaartur’ade: Lit. “morning-children, people of the morning,” refers to the Concord Dawn subculture of Mandalorians. Jaster and Jango were raised in this culture
Ven'alor: Lit. "future leader." 
 Vercopaö kaysh taab’haran:  Lit. “I hope he’s marching in hell” or “may he march in hell,” from  vercopaö,   “I wish/may this be,”  taab   ir,  “to march” and  haran,  “hell, cosmic annihilation.” 
 Vod’adu:  “Niece” or “nephew,” lit. “sibling-child.” The plural would be  vodadu’e. 
Vor gar verbur:  Lit. “I accept your loyalty,” from  vor    entye  , which colloquially means “thank you” but means literally “I accept a debt,”  gar,   “your,” and  verburyc   ,   the adjective “loyal.”  Gar verburyc  means “you are loyal,” so I dropped the -  yc  suffix common in a lot of adjectives to set the noun form (“loyalty”) as  verbur. 
 
 





      






Tuskra & Ahra:
Ahra: Non-canon, Tusken roots. A culture and a language. Translates in Basic to, roughly "the free people" or just "the people," in reference to Tatooine's escaped or freed slaves. Derived from the Tusken "al'ahhra," meaning the same. Colloquially used to refer to "the network" of freed and escaped slaves who are actively involved in freeing others. The word ahra (and al'ahhra) comes from Arabic; الحريه, alharih, meaning "freedom." (I am using the -ra suffix to denote a people or a culture in Tusken; tuskra (the Tusken people), ghuy'ra (outsiders), ahra, etc.) 
Ah'ran: Non-canon, ahra for "free man." 
Alain’ah: Non-canon, Tusken. Translates loosely to “hospitality” but more literally to “open-handedness.” The closest real-world proxy is the  Bedoiun concept of hospitality, called  diyafa.  The word  alain’ah  comes from Arabic, الانفتاح or  alainfitah   , meaning “open-handedness.” 
 Akki: Non-canon ahra, “brother, my brother."
 Ashay: Tusken, “the nothing,” referring to an empty, barren stretch of the Great Dune Sea that does not support much life. From اللاشيء, “the nothing.” Based on the real-world Rub’ al Khali desert.
A'tiqaat: Non-canon Tusken. Translates to "the returned" in universe -- a revenant, a spirit that was dead but has come back to the land of living to fulfill some purpose, usually revenge. From the Arabic الانتقام, alaintiqam, meaning "revenant" or "revenge." 
Aza’gad:  (Non-canon) Tusken. Ritualized dueling with two  gaderffii. Think fencing, but with big fuck-off clubs. The goal is to disarm your opponent, not seriously maim them, so it serves as a test of skill and dexterity over brute power. 
Babs: Ahra, "flies." The eyes and ears of the slaves' network -- slaves, freed slaves and sympathizers who feed information through the network and help others escape to freedom. 
 Baribis: “Desert cloth, desert robe,” the layered garment most Tuskens wearto protect their bodies from Tatooine’s harsh environment. Hand-woven and durable. From Arabic, برية, “wilderness” and ملابس, “clothes, garb, vestements.” 
Barij: (Non-canon) Tusken, aquamarine (the precious stone). From زبرجد, (“zabarjid’).
Batran: Non-canon, ahra for the concept of a close friend and sympathizer in the freedom movement. Someone who has helped a slave escape. From the Arabic طل, batal, meaning "hero" or "champion."
 Bay’dam:  Non-canon Tusken, lit. “blood house, where the blood dwells,” refers to the larger of Tuskens’ two hearts, which Tuskens believe processes the blood of the body, the first essential component for life. From the Arabic بيت الدم, “  bayt,”   meaning “house, residence, fireside” and “  aldam   ,”  meaning “blood.”
 Bay’ruh:  Non-canon Tusken, lit. “spirit house, where the spirit dwells,” refers to the smaller of Tuskens’ two hearts, which Tuskens believe houses and processes the spirit of the body, the second essential component for life. From the Arabic بيت الروح,  “   bayt,”  meaning “house, residence, fireside” and  “alruwh   ,” meaning “spirit, soul, life, essence.”
 Cedru: Non-canon, Tusken. A desert tree. Real-life proxy is cedar (my favorite tree), a tough, hardy fellow that thrives in extreme environments. In Tusken society,  cedru  wood is highly prized. Only chieftains have the right to harvest a  cedru  tree and use its wood to make their  gaderffii.  Derived from the scientific genus of cedars,  Cedrus.  
Dal'ahra: Non-canon. A difficult concept to translate; the ahra word for someone who has forgotten that they should be free. 
Dur'ahra: Non-canon, ahra for "the born free." The children of freed or escaped slaves on Tatooine. 
 Easda: Non-canon, Tusken, a thick, sticky porridge. 
Gaderffii:  A prized Tusken weapon. This is what Boba used to go ham on all the stormtroopers on Tython. A sort of double-ended staff; one end has a bigass club and the other is sharpened into a point, or has a sharp sort of spearhead attached. Tuskens value their  gaderffii  much like Mandalorians prize  beskar. 
Ghul: Non-canon, Tusken/ahra. "Ghoul, ogre, hobgoblin." A class of malevolent spirits or creatures that dwell in empty places of desert. The Arabic lore behind ghouls is fascinating.
Ghumar tree: A red kamala or  Mallotus philippensis tree, which is widespread in Southeast and South Asia and has some range into Afghanistan. Produces a fruit covered in reddish dust; the fruit can be processed into a golden-reddish dye. From the Arabic الغبار الأحمر (“alghubar al'ahmar”), meaning “red dust.”
Ghuy’ra: Non-canon), Tusken. “Outsiders, enemies, strangers.” Non-Tuskens. Derived from Arabic غريب,  ghurayb, meaning the same. 
Hara'alli: (Non-canon) Tusken/ahra: "Night fires," the djinn or jinni. Djinn feature prominently in pre-Islamic and Islamic folklore. They are associated with fire, among other things. 
Japoor: Canon. A tough, woody desert plant. Good for carving. In this fic,  japoor seeds can be ground to make a meal, which can be made into a flat, naan-like bread. I don’t know what the yeast situation is like on Tatooine. 
Jida: (Non-canon) Tusken, literally "grandmother," colloquially a term for a class of Tusken healers, usually the elder women of a tribe. The plural is jidaat. 
 Joloko: Non-canon Tusken, a variety of chili pepper. Proxied by ghost peppers, which were first cultivated in India, where they’re called bhut jolokia or Bhutan peppers.

    Jubad’wa:  Ahra, non-canon, an insult. Like “cowardly,” but stronger; derived from two Arabic words, one for “coward” or “cowardly” and another for “worm, insect.” Basically translates to “worm-hearted, worm-spined.” 

Jurab: (Non-canon) Tusken, literally “wound binding, wound paste,” a thick, gluey substance made out of a variety of things, including bladeback fat, mellifa honey and japoor. From Arabic, ربط, rabt, “bind” and جرح, jurh, “wound.” 
Khay'raat: (Non-canon) Tusken, "tent-resin." Think a smokeable plant product in resin form. In my head it has the flavor and similar effect of like, a really sweet tobacco, but comes in a resin like myrrh or frankincense. 
  Mala’ayy:  Tuskra, “night-queen,” refers to a night-blooming flower. A proxy for Arizona queen-of-the-night, a very pretty flower that grows in the Sonoran desert. I know literally every other part of Tusken culture in this fic is modeled after Middle Eastern, Central Asian and Northern African desert life, but queen-of-the-nights are beautiful, okay. Derived from ملكة الليل, “  mala   kat all   ay   l,” which translates to “Queen of the Night.” 
 Ma’qal:  Tusken, “river-road,” referring to the underground rivers that move beneath the sands of Tatooine. The river roads feature prominently in many Tusken and  ahra  stories and folktales. From قلب, “  qal   b,  ” meaning “heart,” and ماء, “  ma’   ,” meaning “water.”
 Mar’ataw:  Tuskra, “bitter but clarifying,” refers to the concentrated, often-bitter dregs of tea at the bottom of the cup. Derived from مرارة - مر, “  bitter ” and توضيح, “clarifying.” 
 Maraat hayma: Tusken, “Festival of Tents,” a gathering of all of the Tusken tribes and groups in the desert once every five years.
 Mayam:  A red tea popular among Tuskens. Derived from المريمية,  “almaryamia.” A proxy for rooibos or redbush tea, which has its origin in southern Africa.
Mellifa: (Non-canon) Tusken, refers to a pollinating, honey-collecting insect (yes, it’s a bee). There’s no reason for Tatooine to not have bees -- bees are native to several desert environments, including Egypt. Mellifa comes from the scientific name of the Egyptian honey bee, Apis mellifera lamarckii.
 Mutta:  A pan-fried bread stuffed with spiced meat and vegetables. Based on mutabbaq (also called murtabak in parts of the world), a popular (and  extremely delicious) street food in the Arabian Peninsula. I like mine with minced beef, bell peppers and green onions, but like most fried doughs filled with delicious fillings, you can put just about anything in there. 

   Sva nerra: Non-canon Ryl/Twi’Lekki. “Kinsman, clansman, kin-brother,” etc. From स्वजन or svajan, Hindi.  

Rahm:  (Non-canon) Tusken. “Stop, enough, have mercy.” From Arabic رحمة,  rahma, mercy, grace, pity, clemency. 
Ruh'shir: (Non-canon) Tusken/ahra: An evil spirit, an evil soul. What we would consider a ghost instead of a demon; a spirit that was once alive and now isn't, but has a bone to pick with the living. 
Safi tree: A willow tree, from the Arabic الصفصاف (“alsafsaf”), meaning “willow.”
 Salasra:  The  ahra  word for “master” or  “the masters,” literally “people of chains.” From السلاسل,  al   salas   il, “chains.” 
 Shukka: Tusken, a sweet-spicy dish of simmered tomatoes, eggs and other ingredients. Proxied in our world by shakshuka (or shakshouka, depending on your region), which is fucking amazing. If you’ve never had it, DO recommend. It’s delicious and can be made a whole bunch of different ways; it’s another one of those recipes that can be super flexible depending on what you’ve got on hand. I like to make it with poached eggs and dip garlic naan in it. Add a little fresh goat or sheep cheese and it’s like. Through the roof good. 
Tamur: Dried dates. A Tusken food: I drew a lot of Tusken food headcanons from Bedouin culture. Tuskens probably drink a lot of bantha milk. Non-canonical. 
 Tari manzi: Non-canon Tusken, “star-road, star-path,” from the Arabic الطريق المنزلي, or “home road.” A facet of Tusken cosmology; the star-road is the path a warrior’s spirit must walk after death in order to find rest and peace. Warriors unable to walk the star-path are condemned to wander the earth instead, forming the many spirits and shades that stalk the desert.
Tuskra: (Non-canon) Tusken. “The people,” the Tusken name for themselves. Also "tuskra" as in the language spoken by Tuskens. 
 Um’ar:  (Non-canon) Tusken, emerald. From زمرد (“zumarad”).
 Usul’gad:  (Non-canon) Tusken. The particular fighting style for fighting with a  gaderffii. Also denotes a formal Tusken spar. 
Ya'sta:(Non-canon) Tusken, "yield, surrender, give up." 
Zurd: (Non-canon) Tusken, lapis lazuli. From اللازورد (“allaazurd”).
 





      






Huttese & Ryl:
Anoon: Twi'Lekki/Ryl, "chieftain, leader."
Aola rha: Twi’Lekki/Ryl, “bright flower.” 
Bakvass: Twi'Lekki/Ryl, "nonsense, bullshit." 
Bogo naga: Huttese ale. 
Bu Beesga: Huttese, “The Last Fool.” 
Bukee: Huttese, "boy."
Chess haku uba naga. Soong alla junkie: Huttese, mostly canon (it’s hard to find fucking participles) - translates roughly to “Take what you want. It’s all scrapmetal.” 
 Chowbasa bata: Huttese, “Welcome back.”
Dobra nopa do ootmian  : Non-canon Huttese, literally “I am not an outlander.” Used in this specific context to mean  outsider  more than  outlander – Din is not necessarily claiming to be from Tatooine, but is claiming to be part of an in-group (in this case, a spacer willing to work for the Hutts, or at least someone familiar with the Hutt operation.) 
 Dobra patee moolee-rah:  Non-canon Huttese, colloquially “I’m a paying customer.” Literally translated, “I am a paid friend,” from  moolee-rah   ,  “paid” and  pateesa, “friend.”
Fierfek: A swear. Probably close to “fucking” or “fuck.”
Freetaa: Twi’Lekki/Ryl, “brave.”
Goodde nu bata: Huttese, “Good to be back.” Non-canon, pieced together from other parts of speech.  
Kung: (Canon) Huttese, “scum,” an insult. 
Ma nerra: Ryl/Twi'Lekki, "my brother." 
 Maya hodruddan: Non-canon Huttese, “small people,” non-Hutts. Derogatory. 
Murishani: Canon Huttese, "bounty hunter."
Ootmian: Canon Huttese, "off-worlder, outworlder, outsider." 
Pateesa: Canon Huttese, "sweetie, darling." The name of Jabba's rancor. 
Peggat: Canon Huttese. A form of Huttese currency; one peggat is roughly equivalent to forty credits. 
 Porko makacheesa: Huttese, canon, “big payoff, big payout.”
Shaggan: Huttese, semi-canon, the plural of shag, “slave.”
Shal:  Twi’Lekki/Ryl. Colloquially used to describe someone who is enslaved; non-canon. Derived from “shala,” which means “crying, tearful.”  Shal can be used literally to describe someone in a state of deep sorrow.
Sleemo: Canon Huttese, “slimeball.”
Skug: An insult. See also skughole. 
Svara: Twi'Lekki/Ryl, "dream, dreams." 
Trugut:  Huttese currency. Four  truguts  is equal to one  peggat,  and sixteen  wupiupi  make up one  trugut.
 Viddhi: Non-canon Zabrak, “fool, stupid,” from Malayalam വിഡ്ഢി, meaning “fool” or “idiot.” We don’t know a lot about Zabraks beyond whatever the heck is going on on Dathomir (and Dathomiri Zabraks aren’t the only Zabrak subspecies), so let’s just assume that Iridonian Zabraks (of which Annika is a member) have their own language and culture too that is distinct from Dathomiri Zabraks. 
Wupiupi:  Huttese currency. The smallest denomination of Huttese currency; sixteen  wupiupi  make up one  trugut,  and sixty-four  wupiupi  make up one  peggat. Usually small golden coins, sometimes bearing Hutt codes or images on their backs.
 





      






Flora & Fauna: 
Anooba: Tatooinian. Functionally a jackal. I too thought that AO3 user fialleril made these up until I spotted them on the wiki. 
Bantha: A large, slow-moving four-legged animal native to Tatooine. Used as mounts by Tuskens, and can be eaten. Bantha usually travel in herds or family groups. 
Bladeback: A desert boar. Don’t fuck with them. 
Canyon krayt: A species or variant of "krayt dragon," a large predatory reptile native to Tatooine. Canyon krayts are solitary hunters that dwell in caves and occasionally make snacks of passers-by. A rite of passage among Tuskens involves a young warrior hunting and killing a canyon krayt, then retrieving a pearl from its belly. 
 Cuca  : A heron or heron-like bird from Aq Vetina; based on a cocoi heron, which is a large South American bird found in many Central and South American habitats, including Chile, on which the ecology of Aq Vetina is based.  Cuca is a common name for the bird in Chile and refers to the bird’s call. 
 Filumilu: “Gold snake,” a venemous serpent from Aq Vetina. From Mapudungun, the language of the Mapuche. 
Greater krayt: A very large predatory reptile native to Tatooine. Greater krayts are so large they burrow underground. Cousins of the smaller canyon krayts, though both are called "krayt dragons." 
Gualama: Canon. A stock animal similar to a llama or an alpaca. They can be eaten for their meat or sheared for their wool. 
Hue deer: Non-canon. A small, deerlike animal native to Aq Vetina. Proxied by the South Andean deer, which is native to Chile. The name hue deer is derived from huemul, which is one of the Chilean names for the animal. 
Iron wolf: Non-canon. A canine predator native to Mandalore. 
Jai'galaar: The "shriek-hawk," a predatory bird native to Mandalore. Mandalorians hold shriek-hawks in enormous cultural esteem, often decorating the armor of high-ranking warriors with shriek-hawk eyes or other symbols. Clan Vizsla uses the shriek-hawk as a personal signet, as does much of Death Watch. 
Japoor: A woody plant species native to Tatooine. Its wood can be carved. In the context of this fic, japoor can be ground into meal and eaten. 
Junda bird: Non-canon. A type of bird native to Tatooine. I tend to imagine it as a vulture or similar animal. 
Kirik-fly: Also called a "kirik," a species of insect native to Tatooine. Considered a pest species. I tend to picture them as large, mildly dangerous insects similar to Dishonored's blood flies. 
Moth-owl: Non-canon. A predatory bird native to Mandalore. 
Nek: A dog-like species of animal native to Cyborrea. Often used as hunting or guard animals throughout the galaxy. 
Polta beans: A plant that can be grown on Tatooine and eaten. 
Poonten grass: A plant native to Tatooine. Its seeds can be made into meal or cooked like rice. 
Rawl: A group of serpent species, one of which is native to Mandalore. 
Shatual: A prey animal native to Mandalore. Hunted and eaten by both Mandalorians and strills. Males are described as "bucks" and females as "doe," so I am imagining basically a space deer. 
Strill: A predatory animal native to Mandalore. Described sort of as a six-legged cross between a flying squirrel and a wolverine; they are voracious predators, skilled hunters and admired companions for many Mandalorians. 
Uarana: Non-canon. A large predatory cat, similar to a cougar or a puma, native to Aq Vetina. The name uarana is derived from the Tupi-Guarani word susuarana, which meants "cougar" or "mountain lion." Cougars are endemic to the Chilean highlands.
Urusai: A medium-sized reptile native to Tatooine. They can glide through the air and are known for gorging themselves to the point that they can't move. 
 Uwa: Refers to a maize- or corn-like crop, cultivated by Din’s village on Aq Vetina. “Uwa” is a Mapuche word for maize or corn.
 





      






Other Terms & Phrases: 
 Anooba in bantha’s furs: Colloquial, “wolf in sheep’s clothing.”
Ataru: Canon. Lightsaber Form IV. An athletic, acrobatic lightsaber form favored by powerful Force users. Yoda, Ahsoka Tano and Anakin Skywalker were notable practitioners, though Anakin also strongly favored Form V, Djem So.
 Bumping beskar: Y’know. Boning. Applies to both inter-Mandalorian relationships (i.e. two warriors literally bumping beskar) and a Mandalorian/non-Mandalorian pairing. Very little in Din’s case, as his covert believes the Helmet Stays On. 
 Carrion cannok: Colloquial, “scavenger, vulture.” Minor insult.
 Clink: Colloquial, money, coin, credits. Used to refer to money and payment in a galaxy with multiple currencies. 
Djem So:  Canon. A variant on lightsaber Form V,  Shien, Djem So is characterized by dynamic, aggressive strikes and power. The most famous user is by far Anakin Skywalker, who continued to use the form (with extensive Makashi and Niman thrown in to compensate for his physical limitations) as Vader. Ahsoka Tano utilizes a Form V reverse grip, though the form is traditionally a single-saber combat form.
 Fexsnatcher: An insult.
 Flan: Mon Cal. A form of currency.   
 Friendly as a firaxan: An oxymoron. Firaxans or firaxan sharks are predatory fish from Manaan. Someone described as “friendly as a firaxan” is cold, predatory and dangerous. 
 Getting his/her/their blaster warm:  Colloquial, “getting their hands dirty.” Refers to blasters heating as plasma bolts are fired.   
Going to kark in a Klatooinian karst: Colloquial, "going to hell in a handbasket." 
Hiding never helped a dune worm: Colloquial. An expression similar to “damned if you do, damned if you don’t;” the feeling of inevitability, i.e. that something will happen to you no matter what you do. (Dune worms, I presume, get eaten by dune lizards regardless of the whole living in a dune thing.) 
 Makashi: Canon. Lightsaber Form II. A formal lightsaber form taught by the Jedi and the Sith alike during the Republic. A graceful form relying on self-control and skill. The classic “duelist” form. Count Dooku was a notable practitioner. The sexiest lightsaber form, objectively speaking. (I’m objective, hush.) 
Make moisture out of a mirage: Idiom, i.e. "to make something out of nothing." 
 Merke: Derived from the Mapudungun “merkén,” referring to a type of seasoning or sauce made from smoked chiles, salt, toasted seeds and other local ingredients. Din’s affection for spicy food started early on. 
 Niman:  Canon. Lightsaber Form VI. A form that attempts to synthesize the strengths of the previous five forms to compensate for their weaknesses. Often includes heavy use of the Force. Vader uses Niman to compensate for his limited mobility. We never get a canon form for Kylo Ren, but his dumb charming spins read as Form VI to me. Form VI users were thought of as proficient in all forms, but masters of none. Users with double-ended ‘sabers (Maul, me as Cal Kestis trying to frantically clear some room) are typically utilizing Niman or Form VII, Juyo. Demonstrated in this fic by Qui-Gon Jinn, who was also proficient in Form II.     
Nemoidian account: Same energy as "blank check." 
Nexu-paw: Colloquial, "assassin." Proxied by the concept of a "catspaw" in our world, a person who is used by another. 
Paying Canto coin: Colloquial, "paying top dollar." Paying an extravagant fee for a service, something that might happen in a place like Canto Bight. 
 Pfassk: Canon, a curse word, very flexible. Indeterminate origin. 
Quit shoveling sand before you dig up a dragon: Colloquial, "quit while you're ahead." 
 Rust and dust: Colloquial, “dead and gone, dead and buried.” 
 Silik lizard to the sands: Silik lizards are massive fuck-off lizards native to Tython, uniquely adapted to a desert habitat. Has the same energy as “like a fish to water,” i.e. being adapted for one’s natural environment. 80% of my time working on this fic is actually just developing idioms. 
Some carbon to burn: Colloquial, "a bone to pick" or "a score to settle."
 Soresu:  Canon. Lightsaber Form III. A defensive, fluid lightsaber form designed to protect a user from blaster bolts and to redirect enemy strikes. Considered by some Jedi to be too defensive, but in the hands of a master could be used to great effect. A form of endurance -- the point of Soresu is to avoid and wear down one's enemy. Both Obi-Wan Kenobi and Kanan Jarrus used this form.
Sorrowlanes: Common trade routes and hyperlanes across the galaxy where slaves are moved from system to system. Tatooine sits along several of these, as does much of Hutt space. 
Sort out the acklay from the air shrimp: Colloquial, an expression similar to "separate the wheat from the chaff," meaning picking the right person or people out from a crowd. When Din uses this expression, he means specifically sorting out the dangerous people -- the acklay, as acklay are large, predatory mantis-like creatures (Obi-Wan kills one in Episode II) -- from non-combatants -- the air shrimp, which are harmless animals native to Bespin. 
 Sprog: A new recruit, an inexperienced crewmember. Adapted from 1940s-era RAF slang referring to new recruits; also used in our world as slang for a baby or a child. 
Sunstouched: Affected by too much time in the sun, like having sunstroke or heat exhaustion. Crazy, delusional, etc. 
Tatooni junko: Hutt alcoholic beverage.
Walking the way of the wurrek:  Another idiom,  and one that’s alliterative! Used to describe someone like a berserker, but with a negative connotation; basically a warrior who can’t distinguish friend from foe and attacks anything in their path. A wurrek is a nightmare animal most often found on spaceships and in caves. Blind, toothy and reactive, wurreks are known for entering a shark-like feeding frenzy and chewing their way through a ship’s crew. Their appetites are voracious and they do not fear death, presumably because death is scared shitless of wurreks!
Which way the dunes were walking: Idiom, colloquial to Tatooine; "which way the wind was blowing." Refers to the gradual shifting of sand dunes over time. Sand dunes in our world "walk" as they're pushed by wind and tides! Some sand dunes only walk a few feet and some can walk much farther. 
Welder: Slang, a "sawbones," a surgeon specializing in broken bones or similar injuries. 
Wermo: Huttese, “idiot, worm.” An insult. 
 Womp-tail: Colloquial, “rat’s-ass.”
Worth about as much as a wupiupi on Coruscant: Colloquial. Wupiupi are Huttese currency and Coruscant uses either Republic or Imperial credits as its main currency, depending on the time period, so this is a fancy way of saying that whatever the object of the phrase is is worth a whole lot of nothing at all. 
  






      

  











a simple cast of characters


    Chapter Summary

    a cast of characters for your perusal, since this fic has grown its own ecosystem of them.



    Chapter Notes

      Here is a list of characters, since this fic has required about a billion OCs and also a cherry-picked selection of my favorites from the EU! Please be aware that this chapter probably DOES contain spoilers, so if you're not caught up with the fic, peruse at your peril, or whatever. Several of these characters are canon, canon-adjacent or from the EU, and several more are OCs. 
Like the glossary, this chapter will move!












   
THE CHILDREN OF THE WATCH
 











Clan Djarin 
Din Djarin - A human man adopted by Mandalorians as a child, later working as a bounty hunter to support his tribe.  Dar’manda by way of breaking his Creed on Morak. Currently drifting around the galaxy and has, once again, found himself on Tatooine. 
Grogu - A Force-sensitive child found by Din on Arvala-7. Currently a resident of Luke Skywalker’s fledging Jedi Academy, where he excels at levitating things he should not levitate and terrorizing the local wildlife. 
 











Din’s Covert
Annika Skirata - A Mandalorian of similar age and rank to Din. Paz’s wife. A Zabrak. Missing, presumed dead in the attack on the covert on Nevarro. Adopted by Wenyan and Agda Skirata, both now deceased. Annika was one of Din's closest friends growing up. 
Denn - A Mandalorian of the covert. Missing, presumed dead in the attack on the covert on Nevarro. 
Kieran - A foundling. Human female, currently traveling with Paz Vizsla. The most sensible of Paz’s foundlings. 
Mirda - A foundling. Pantoran female, the youngest of Paz’s foundlings. She’s a little odd. 
Pallas Vizsla - An elder in the tribe during Din’s youth. Paz’s adoptive father. The former  beroya of the tribe. A scion of Clan Vizsla. Now deceased. 
Paz Vizsla - A Mandalorian of similar age and rank to Din. A heavy infantry fighter. A Pantoran. Currently on the run from the Empire with three small children, one teenager and one twenty-something in tow. Adopted by Pallas Vizsla, now deceased. Annika's husband, and one of Din's closest friends growing up. 
Ryna - A Mandalorian of the covert. Missing, presumed dead in the attack on the covert on Nevarro. 
Took - A foundling. Human male, currently traveling with Paz Vizsla. An excellent hunter, despite his age, but has an unfortunate habit of falling out of trees. 
Tosho - A Mandalorian of the covert. Missing, presumed dead in the attack on the covert on Nevarro. 
Vreska - The Armorer, the  alor (leader) of Din’s tribe. Vreska is a Zabrak. 
Wyrran - A Mandalorian of the covert. Missing, presumed dead in the attack on the covert on Nevarro. 
 












Kyr’ad of Other Clans, Coverts and Tribes 
Jaig - A Mandalorian warrior of a sister covert. Eighteen, bullheaded, deeply loyal. Currently traveling with Paz Vizsla and his older sister, Strill. His blasters are his children. 
Strill - A Mandalorian warrior of a sister covert. Twenty-one, flush with youth, a passable pilot. Currently traveling with Paz Vizsla and her younger brother, Jaig. Her mother is the  beroya of their home covert. 
Tamsin - A Mandalorian  alor (leader) of Strill and Jaig’s home covert. Briefly offered shelter to Paz Vizsla and his foundlings. 
 
 











THE MANDO'ADE

 
Aiken Anson - A human Mandalorian. The son of former Prime Minister Almec, who was allied first with Satine Kryze and the New Mandalorians and later allied with the Death Watch under Maul and Gar Saxon. Aiken and Clan Anson are non-canonical. 
Axe Woves - A human Mandalorian. One of Bo-Katan Kryze’s Nite Owls and  tal’vode (blood-kin.) A shrewd fighter. Koska Reeves’ husband. 
Bo-Katan Kryze - A human Mandalorian, sister of now-deceased Duchess Satine Kryze, Mandalore’s ruler during the Clone Wars, and current leader of what remains of the Mandalorian resistance. Bo-Katan ruled Mandalore briefly before losing the planet to Moff Gideon sometime prior to the Battle of Yavin. Former member of Death Watch and leader of the elite Nite Owls warrior group. Has aspirations for the throne of Mandalore. 
Cyri Ordo - A young Mandalorian bounty hunter and one of the few remaining members of Clan Ordo. A Mirialan. Partners with Haddock Saxon. 
Enna Kast - A human Mandalorian. A daughter of Clan Kast and former member of Death Watch. Currently a tenuous ally of Bo-Katan’s. Younger sister of Rook Kast, who served in the supercommandos under Gar Saxon. 
Fenn Rau - A human Mandalorian. A skilled pilot and the former leader of the Mandalorian Protectors, which were based on Concord Dawn during the Imperial occupation of Mandalore. The Protectors were betrayed and slaughtered by Gar Saxon and his Supercommandos, at which point Rau defected to the Rebellion, where he continued to serve as a pilot and also as an advisor to Sabine Wren, who briefly led a united Mandalorian Resistance against the Empire. Likes to cause problems on purpose. 
Grayling Saxon - A human Mandalorian. One of Lysistra Saxon's seven sons. 
Haddock Saxon - A Mandalorian bounty hunter. One of Lysistra Saxon's seven sons. 
Jango Fett - Boba's father. Jango's status as mando'ad is hotly contested, but he was the adopted son of Jaster Mereel, mand'alor, and fought alongside the True Mandalorians. After Mereel's murder at the hands of Death Watch (with some involuntary help from the Jedi), Jango abandoned Mandalore, got his revenge on Tor Vizsla and spent the rest of his life working as a bounty hunter. 
Jaster Mereel - Now deceased. Former mand'alor and adoptive father of Jango Fett. Jaster led the True Mandalorians during the first Mandalorian Civil War (of the modern era). Jaster was murdered by Tor Vizsla, the leader of Death Watch. Creator of the Supercommando Codex. Grandfather-adjacent of Boba Fett. 
Kippan Awaud - A Mandalorian Protector and a scion of Clan Awaud, a respected Great Clan that was destroyed in the Purges. Fenn Rau's right hand man. Also called "Kip." 
Korkie Kryze - Satine Kryze’s son. Currently allied with his aunt, Bo-Katan. He is not Bo-Katan’s formal heir. 
Koska Reeves - A human Mandalorian. One of Bo-Katan Kryze’s Nite Owls and  tal’vode (blood kin.) Bo-Katan’s second-in-command. Axe Woves’ wife. 
Lysistra Saxon - The current head of Clan Saxon. Gar Saxon's youngest sister (and, incidentally, the scion of the last branch of Clan Saxon the Wrens left alive.) 
Mira Antilles - A human Mandalorian. A late-life convert; Mira became Mandalorian after her home planet, Alderaan, was destroyed. A supporter of Bo-Katan. 
Pike Saxon - A human Mandalorian. The eldest of Lysistra Saxon's seven sons, and her heir-presumptive to what's left of Clan Saxon. A bounty hunter. 
Pre Vizsla - A former leader of Death Watch, an enemy of Satine Kryze's and an all-around giant dick. Now deceased. 
Rearden Hokan - A young Mandalorian. Devaronian. 
Sabine Wren - A human Mandalorian. A Rebel pilot and fighter who fought extensively in the Rebellion against the Empire. Daughter of Ursa Wren, one-time owner of the darksaber. Currently MIA in the Unknown Regions. 
Satine Kryze - Deceased. Bo-Katan's sister (and Korkie's mother even if she didn't acknowledge him, what with the whole "bastard son of a Jedi thing that I'm so, so committed to) and former Duchess of Mandalore. Satine was deposed during the Clone Wars by Pre Vizsla and the Shadow Collective, then murdered by Darth Maul. A Neutral Mandalorian. 
Sima - A Mandalorian. Hostile towards Bo-Katan. 
Tor Vizsla - The former leader of Death Watch (Kyr'tsad), now deceased. Tor led Death Watch against the True Mandalorians during the Mandalorian Civil War. He was killed by Jango Fett. 
Torryg Saxon - A Zabrak Mandalorian. A young warrior and a son of Lysistra Saxon, one of Gar Saxon’s younger sisters. Currently “allied” with Bo-Katan (it’s a bit of a hostage situation, but he’s alright with it). 
Tristan Wren - A human Mandalorian. A former supercommando serving under Gar Saxon. Sabine Wren’s brother and Ursa Wren’s son. An ally of Bo-Katan’s currently representing Clan Wren’s support for House Kryze. 
Ursa Wren - The current head of Clan Wren, a vassal Clan of House Kryze. Former Death Watch. Mother of Sabine and Tristan Wren. An ally of Bo-Katan's. Human. 
Veshok Beroya - A Togruta Mandalorian. Non-canon daughter of Vera Beroya, one of my favorite Mandalorians. Veshok is huge. 
Wells Saxon - A Kiffar Mandalorian. One of Lysistra Saxon's seven sons. 













 
THE JEDI
 











Luke Skywalker’s Jedi Academy
Cal Kestis - A human Jedi Knight. A survivor of the Great Jedi Purge. Uncomfortable with Temple life, Cal spends most of his time roaming the galaxy with his wife, Merrin, and his master Cere Junda, looking for Force-sensitive children. His droid, BD-1, is a huge hit with the younglings. 
Chase Piru - A human Jedi Knight. A survivor of the Great Jedi Purge and protector of the Soaring Hawkbat Clan. Has near-endless patience with Jedi younglings until mind-tricked snakes get involved. 
Eulia - A Mirialan Jedi youngling in Grogu’s creche class. Extremely fond of leaping off the pyramids of Yavin-4, especially when Din is around to chase her with his jetpack. 
Ferrus Olin - A human Jedi Knight. Left the Jedi Order prior to the end of the Clone Wars and therefore survived the initial Purge. Took up a lightsaber again to terrorize the Empire. Crowned the top of the Empire’s Most Wanted list for a few years. 
Gungi - A Wookiee Jedi Knight. Gungi is a survivor of the Great Jedi Purge and is slowly transitioning back into normal Jedi life. 
K’Kruhk - A Whiphid Jedi Master. A survivor of the Great Jedi Purge and an enormous fan of Jedi younglings. The Master of the Soaring Hawkbat Clan of younglings, most of whom are now Jedi Knights in their own right.
Luke Skywalker - A human Jedi Master and current head of the new Jedi Academy on Yavin-4. A certified war hero. Most of his time is spent trying to keep the Temple habitable, expand the New Jedi Order and keep any younglings from getting eaten by Yavin-4’s wildlife. Sometimes he rescues Force-sensitive children and their Mandalorian fathers from certain death. 
Quinlan Vos - A Kiffar Jedi Master. A survivor of the Great Jedi Purge, because I said so. Spends very little time on Yavin with the New Jedi Academy and instead does a variety of things across a variety of security clearances, mostly on the New Republic’s behalf. 
Vedram - A Zabrak Jedi younling in Grogu’s creche class. Twin brother of Vrasta. 
Vrasta - A Zabrak Jedi youngling in Grogu’s creche class. Twin brother of Vedram. 

  

  













Other Jedi 
Ahsoka Tano - A Togruta woman. Former Jedi Padawan during the Clone Wars. Ahsoka left the Order prior the end of the Clone Wars and led the Fulcrum rebel cell for several years. A sometime-ally of Bo-Katan Kryze. 

  

  

  













THE DENIZENS OF TATOOINE
 











The Court of Boba Fett
Ay-Two - A droid bounty hunter working for Boba. The nature of his relationship with Zero is ambiguous. 
Boba Fett - A human man, the son of Jango Fett (and one of Fett’s genetic clones), former bounty hunter and current inheritor (through violence) of Jabba’s criminal enterprise. Seeking to turn over a) a new leaf and b) a tidy profit. 
Fennec Shand - A human assassin and bounty hunter working with Boba Fett, to whom she owes a life debt. She appreciates efficiency in all things. 
Gida - A young Twi’Lek learning to bartend from Noora. A former slave of Jabba the Hutt’s and Bib Fortuna’s. 
Kasyyk - A Wookiee bounty hunter working for Boba. 
Kirsha Littlemoon - A human guard working for Boba. Currently stationed at Mos Pelgo. 
Noora - A Twi’Lek bartender and former dancer working for Boba. A former slave of Bib Fortuna’s.  
Theran - A human guard working for Boba. 
Ushib - A Tusken of the Spotted Anooba tribe working with Boba Fett. Ushib serves as the palace’s chief cook (her chuba stew is to die for), his medic and his advisor. 
Zero - A human bounty hunter working for Boba. In love with his droid, Ay-Two. 











 
The Ahra & Their Allies 
Cobb Vanth - A human. The Marshal of Mos Pelgo and an escaped slave with a vested interest in making the lives of slavers very difficult. Manages a significant portion of the  ahra and their operations on Tatooine. 
Pirra Windrunner - A human. An escaped slave who works as a freedom fighter and a freedom runner as part of the  ahra network. 
Tobes - A Bith child who lives in Mos Pelgo. 
Dyrman - A human resident of Mos Pelgo. 
Kesh - A human resident of Mos Pelgo. 
Siolo - A Twi'Lek male who lives in Mos Eisley's slave quarters and works as a part-time bouncer in many of Mos Eisley's seedier establishments. Ruli's cousin.
Yuna - A Twi'Lek male who lives in Mos Eisley's slave quarters and works as a deliveryperson in the city. Ruli's cousin. 
Ruli - A Twi'Lek female who dances in Mos Eisley's Gleaning district. She is a close friend of Gida's.  

  

  













The Tuskra
The Spotted Anooba 
A’Shek - Chieftain of the Spotted Anooba and an ally of Boba Fett’s. A fierce fighter who killed the previous chieftain, A’Karan, in single combat. A’Shek is very forward-thinking for a Tusken and embraces anything that might help him keep his people alive. 
A’Shasta - Storysinger of the Spotted Anooba tribe. 
A’Ken - A scout of the Spotted Anooba. 
A’Karan - The now-deceased former chieftain of the Spotted Anooba, who originally gave Boba shelter after Boba killed the sarlacc. Killed by A’Shek as A’Shek rose to power within the Spotted Anooba. 
A’Timma - A scout of the Spotted Anooba.
 
The Sun Rock
Douwan - A scout for the Sun Rock tribe, which helps guard Mos Pelgo. 
A’Ten - A scout for the Sun Rock tribe, which helps guard Mos Pelgo. 
 
The White Bantha
A’Haza - A warrior of the White Bantha tribe. 
A’Saf - A warrior of the White Bantha tribe. 
A’Ven - The chieftain of the White Bantha tribe, who adopted Din during Din's first visit to Tatooine, after Din had been injured hunting bladebacks and needed protection. 
A’Ze - The storysinger of the White Bantha tribe. 
Elhama - The jida (grandmother) of the White Bantha tribe. 
Usdaq - A warrior of the White Bantha tribe. 
 











Other Characters 
Bib Fortuna - Deceased. A male Twi'Lek who once served in Jabba's court, then took over for a time when Jabba died. Killed by Boba. A slaver. 
Lady Valarian - A crime boss who runs a small syndicate in Mos Entha. A Whiphid and former enemy of Jabba's. Currently reserving judgement on whether or not she wants to throw down with Boba Fett. 
Ikbo - A Weequay in Jaasa's employ. 
Jaasa - A femal Zygerrian, the proprietor of Gella's Place, a cantina in Mos Eisley, and a slaver. 
Onno - A Weequay in Jaasa's employ. 
Pelli Motto - A mechanic in Mos Eisley with a soft spot for children. 
Robb - A Besalisk who owns a cantina in Mos Entha. Chronically in trouble with the law. 
Zhalto - A Zygerrian wanted by Boba as a former ally of Bib Fortuna's. Din's first bounty hunted on Boba's behalf. 
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