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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  The events in this novel take place between the Firefly TV series and the movie Serenity.
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  That is most precious which lasts least long.


  —Old Earth-That-Was saying
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  A small ship sailed through the vastness of the ’verse.


  Propelled by the twin drive pods of her trace compression block engine, the Series 03 Firefly-class midbulk transport vessel glided at quarter burn against a backdrop of steady-shining stars and the endless Black. She moved, it seemed, with barely any effort. Her forward structure of bridge and foredeck, which resembled the head and neck of a swan in flight, cleaved cleanly through hard vacuum. Her bulbous aft end gave off a gentle pulsing glow.


  She was the very picture of serenity.


  From the outside, at least.


  ***


Inside, it was a different story.


  “That girl,” growled Jayne Cobb, “is seriously damagin’ my calm! She shouldn’t have it. Make her give it back.”


  The “girl” in question was River Tam and the “it” in question was a knitted hat with pompom and earflaps. The hat was made from yarn in a trio of unappetizing colors: cheap-diner-mustard yellow, leprous apricot and moldy pumpkin, with the pompom on top mixing all three.


  It was not much of a hat, but it was Jayne’s and he treasured it. He was irked to his very soul to see it set upon someone else’s head. Particularly the head of a young woman whom he considered as mad as a gorramn loon.


  “Make her give it back, Mal,” Jayne demanded, “or so help me, I’ll go over there and rip it off her head. Maybe rip off her head, too, while I’m about it.”


  Jayne’s blustering growl was loud enough to carry all the way across the cargo bay. It was loud enough to carry throughout the entire ship. But up on the catwalk at the far end of the cargo bay, River appeared not to hear.


  River was dancing. Lost in music only she could hear, she pirouetted and gavotted. Her every movement was a symphony of grace and precision, her legs strong, her arms flowing. Her elegance made the hat seem all the more incongruous. Where she was lithe and supple, it was lumpy and ugly. Yet somehow the hat worked. It was part of the ensemble, offsetting by contrast the uncanny beauty of River’s dance. She owned it.


  The hat’s true owner, if he appreciated this weird symbiotic meshing of headgear and choreography, would never have admitted it.


  “Mal,” Jayne said, pleading. “One last time. She don’t stop that prancin’ tomfoolery and give me back my hat…”


  Mal Reynolds heaved a sigh. He had once been a warrior. He found the role of peacemaker difficult. More often than not, though, he was required to be just that aboard Serenity. The eight-strong band of outcasts and misfits he called a crew were nothing if not argumentative. As their leader, his job seemed to involve less dishing out orders and more putting out fires. Without really trying to or meaning to, Mal had become the head of a family, and it was a family that took the fun out of dysfunctional.


  “It’s just a hat,” he said to Jayne, “and a sorry-lookin’ one at that. Ain’t as though anything she can do to it’ll make its condition worse.”


  Jayne huffed. “Girl snuck into my bunk. Stole my ruttin’ property! There’s rules about such things, or if there ain’t, there should be. Now, you gonna act like a captain, or am I gonna have to lay down the law my own way?”


  Mal heaved a deeper sigh. He liked Jayne. Even admired him for his craftiness and the way he spoke his mind and took crap from nobody. But the fella sure could be a bèn tiān sheng de yī duī ròu at times.


  ***


Just as Mal was about to go over and confront River, Zoë Alleyne Washburne walked into the cargo bay, drawn by all the commotion.


  Jayne spun towards her eagerly. “Zoë. You’re a female.”


  “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” she replied.


  “No, it ain’t a bad thing. It’s a good thing. You go speak to the girl.” Jayne gestured at the still-cavorting River. “Talk some sense into her. Woman to woman, as it were.”


  Zoë cocked an eyebrow at him. “Why, Jayne? You scared of her or something? Great big hulking ex-merc like you? Bitty little creature like that?”


  “I ain’t scared a’ no one,” said Jayne, puffing up his chest, but the fact was, there was something about River Tam he didn’t cotton to. It wasn’t just that the girl wasn’t right in the brainpan. There was more to it. She had hidden depths. Dark depths. Dangerous depths. The kind of depths it didn’t do a man good to go meddling in, not unless he wished himself harm.


  Didn’t even have to meddle, either. River could go off at you unprovoked, as Jayne knew only too well. Like that time she’d stabbed him with a carving knife for no good reason.


  They had a ticking time bomb on board Serenity, and its name was River Tam.


  ***


“Quite a rumpus we have going on here,” said Shepherd Book, entering the cargo bay. With him were Kaylee Frye and River’s brother, Simon. Moments earlier these three had been in the dining area playing Tall Card, and Simon had been losing badly. For a holy man, Derrial Book was a remarkably good bluffer, while Kaylee’s winsome, heart-shaped face masked a deviousness which she wouldn’t have dreamed of using to her advantage except when it came to something harmless like a card game. It didn’t help Simon—but helped Kaylee a lot—that he was besotted with her. He had been losing hands to her pretty much on purpose, just so she’d like him that bit more.


  “What seems to be the problem?” Book continued. His warm baritone voice was so mellow and reasonable, you could easily imagine yourself sitting up and paying attention as he delivered a sermon in church, and not just that but enjoying it.


  “Her,” said Jayne. “Hat.” He had gotten himself so fired up, he was having trouble getting his words out.


  “Jayne’s got a burr under his saddle ’bout River wearing his chapeau,” said Mal.


  “You’re her gorramn brother,” Jayne sputtered to Simon. “You know better’n any of us how she works. Can’t you just, I dunno, switch her off or somethin’?”


  “She’s not some machine, Jayne,” Zoë chastised.


  “She was, we’d have dumped her out the airlock a long time ago,” Jayne muttered.


  “River? River?” Simon Tam approached his sister, hands held out pacifyingly. Much as he loved River, he was also wary of her. The sinister medical experimentation that had been carried out on her at the Academy—the Alliance’s bogus school for gifted students, from which Simon had rescued her—had left River very different from the girl he had grown up with. At times he scarcely recognized her. At times she even frightened him.


  River paused briefly in her dance to fix Simon with a penetrating gaze. Those large brown eyes of hers didn’t just look at him. They seemed to look into him, as though she knew his every secret. Then she whirled away from him, resuming the sequence of sinuous, athletic moves which, in another life, could have earned her a place in any ballet corps on the central planets.


  “River!” Simon called out, vainly. His sister was sunk in some strange fugue state, beyond the reach of his influence.


  He turned to Jayne with a hapless expression on his face. Jayne’s fingers were twitching. He looked of a mind to come up onto the catwalk and settle things with his fists. Simon gulped, thinking that in the event of him and Jayne engaging in fisticuffs, one of them would end up bruised, battered, bloodied and quite probably unconscious, and it would not be Jayne.


  To Simon’s relief, Inara Serra now arrived on the scene. It seemed that even all the way over in her shuttle, which was docked snugly on Serenity’s starboard flank, she had been able to hear the furor in the cargo bay.


  Simon felt that Inara, as a Companion, pretty much the epitome of tact and poise, would surely be able to soothe tensions in the cargo bay. Not for nothing was she nicknamed “the Ambassador” by the crew. She was as subtle in the ways of understanding people’s characters as she was skilled in the arts of bringing physical pleasure.


  Inara took in the situation at a glance.


  “River,” she said, and immediately River halted. “My love, that hat does not go with that dress.”


  “I could have told her that,” said Kaylee.


  Book looked at her.


  “What?” Kaylee protested. “Just because I wear overalls all day, doesn’t mean I don’t know fashion.”


  “Why not take it off?” Inara continued. “I’m sure, if you came to my shuttle, we could find you something more suitable.”


  River gave a quirky smile. “They can’t even look at each other sometimes. It gets so it’s what they don’t say is more important than what they do. They’re two suns in a binary system, orbiting each other. Both bright, both brilliant. But they’re going to burn out on each other if they don’t ever get together, and it may be too late anyway.”


  River was prone to making oblique announcements like this. Inara frowned, as though she did not understand what River was saying. A quick reflex glance in Mal’s direction, however, suggested that she did.


  “The hat, River,” she said. “Jayne’s upset that you’ve got it. Give it back to him, and then you can carry on dancing to your heart’s content.”


  River weighed up the proposition. Then she grasped the catwalk railing and hurdled over, landing on the cargo bay floor below as lightly as a cat. She strode across to Jayne, plucking the woolen hat from her head. She held it out to him.


  Jayne hesitated, looking at River askance, suspecting a trick. He snatched the hat off her, clutching it close to his chest.


  “‘Thank you,’” said River, like a schoolteacher reminding her class to mind their manners.


  “Thank you,” Jayne intoned grudgingly, wondering why he should be the one to have to show gratitude.


  “This is what happens when we spend too long off-planet with too little to do,” Inara said to Book.


  “Captain Reynolds says we’re ‘between jobs,’” Book replied.


  “What most other people would call ‘unemployed.’”


  Book nodded. “Let’s stick with ‘between jobs.’ We should give the man a fig leaf of dignity.”


  River was still standing in front of Jayne, staring up at him. Then, seemingly apropos of nothing, she said, “She wasn’t ever yours.”


  “Who wasn’t ever mine?” said Jayne, taken aback.


  River’s voice was soft and toneless, akin to that of someone half-asleep. “She never belonged to you.”


  “Mal,” said Jayne out of the side of his mouth. “Girl’s talking crazy. Again. I don’t like it.”


  River reached up and tenderly stroked Jayne’s cheek. “But you should treat her like she does.”


  Then she pivoted away, disappearing off to the passenger quarters as swiftly and fluidly as her namesake.


  The silence that followed was broken by a voice over the ship’s comm.


  “Good day to you all, my merry band of shipmates. This is Hoban Washburne, your dashingly handsome yet surprisingly modest pilot. We’re receiving a wave. Originating from a private sourcebox on Thetis. Recorded message. It’s been pinging back and forth across the Cortex for some while, node to node, to judge by the delivery path record. Named recipient is one Jayne Cobb.”


  “Jayne?” said Mal. “You been expecting a wave?”


  “Not as I know of.”


  “Named sender,” Wash continued, “is one Temperance McCloud.”


  “Temperance who now? I don’t know no…” Then Jayne’s face paled. “Nah. Nah, it couldn’t be.”


  “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost,” Zoë observed.


  Jayne nodded noncommittally, as though he had not really heard what she said.


  “Presume you’d like it patched through to your bunk,” said Wash. “Doing that now. Beep! Thank you for choosing Washburne Telecommunications Incorporated. We appreciate your custom.”


  Jayne, still clutching his hat, hurried off.


  “Sir, any idea who this Temperance McCloud is?” a bemused Zoë asked Mal.


  Serenity’s captain shook his head. “Not a notion. But seeing how spooked Jayne is right now just from hearin’ that name, I got me a powerful hankering to find out.”
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  Huckleberry U. Gillis was sweating.


  Hard.


  Which, being as he lived on what was perhaps the driest planet in the entire ’verse, a world where water was as precious as gold, may not have been wise.


  But it was forgivable.


  Because there was a knife with a wickedly sharp blade right next to his throat.


  And the hideously scarred man holding the knife not only looked like he knew how to use it, he looked like he wanted to use it.


  ***


Being mayor of Coogan’s Bluff was not an easy job, but Huckleberry Gillis reckoned he did it well enough.


  Coogan’s Bluff was a tiny town, one of a couple hundred such settlements scattered across the arid surface of Thetis, a world which sat somewhere between the Border and the Rim but closer to the latter than the former.


  Thetis was an ironic name. The original Thetis was a Nereid, a sea nymph in the Ancient Greek mythology of Earth-That-Was. Only someone with a strange sense of humor—or a great deal of optimism—would have borrowed her name for a planet whose landmasses were more or less desert and whose oceans were small and so densely salty they could not support marine life.


  Terraforming sometimes took, sometimes didn’t, depending on environmental factors and the temperamental nature of the technology itself. In the case of Thetis it had failed to make much of the place, and only the hardiest of colonists chose to live there. They were people who wanted little to do with the Alliance and the Core. Not exactly troublemakers, but the type not to accept readily the yoke of authority, the type who reckoned folks could muddle along without being told by some bureaucrat how they should muddle along and without paying much in the way of taxes on the proceeds of their muddling along.


  As mayor, Gillis interfered as little as possible with the lives of the townsfolk. He confined his duties to settling disputes, smoothing ruffled feathers, and hanging out at Billy’s Bar on the corner of the town square where Main Street met Two-Mile Road. Billy’s was kinda his office-away-from-office, and a damn sight nicer place to spend time at than the glorified cowshed that was his actual office. Regulars at Billy’s would come up to Gillis, maybe buy him a drink, and either shoot the breeze or get something off their chest, or both.


  Whenever anyone aired a grievance, Gillis would make sympathetic noises and promise to get to the bottom of the problem. Sometimes he even made good on the promise, which was rare in an elected official. He was generally well liked, which was rarer still in an elected official.


  So it wasn’t a bad life, and Gillis had reason to be satisfied with his lot.


  Until, that was, Elias Vandal came along.


  The same Elias Vandal who was currently holding a knife on him.


  For Gillis, and for the rest of the inhabitants of Coogan’s Bluff, Vandal and his Scourers had pretty much ruined everything.


  ***


Elias Vandal had a face like an unfinished meal. The right side of it was blemish-free; you might even say ruggedly good-looking. Unfortunately, the left side was such a mess, you hardly noticed the intact side.


  Something had chewed, or burned, or clawed, or in some other manner ravaged the left side of Vandal’s face extensively. Now it was covered from temple to jawline in a mass of waxy tissue, like a flow of molten lava that had solidified. A twisted hammock of skin half hid his left eye, and the white of the eye itself was so bloodshot, it seemed inaccurate to refer to it as “the white” at all; it should have been “the red.” The left corner of Vandal’s mouth was drawn up in a perpetual sneer. The nostril above was broader than its counterpart on the right and puckered around the rim like a dog’s butthole.


  Oddly, Vandal’s left ear had not been damaged during whatever heinous mishap had befallen him. Its flawlessness was marred only by the earring that dangled from its lobe. An earring that, unless fake, appeared to be fashioned from a genuine human knucklebone.


  This was the face that now loomed before Gillis, while the knife pressed harder against the little dewlap of flab that hung below the mayor’s chin. A bead of blood welled at the knife’s tip, but Gillis barely felt the pinprick of pain. He was too mesmerized, and frightened, by Vandal’s face—and by the thought that it might be the last thing he ever saw.


  “So let me get this straight,” Vandal snarled. “We came here, what was it? A month back? Somethin’ like that. And we had us a discussion, did we not? Did we not?”


  Gillis, realizing that some form of response was being sought, nodded. Given the position of the knife blade, it was the tiniest of nods.


  “We did,” said Vandal. “And what was the upshot of said discussion? Refresh my memory, Mr. Mayor.”


  “I said…” Gillis’s mouth felt parched, his tongue like a dry sponge. Meanwhile the sweat continued to ooze from every pore, dampening his shirt collar and armpits. “I said I needed time. Weren’t a decision to be made lightly. I said I’d canvass opinion throughout town. Get some feedback. Let you know.”


  “Let. Me. Know.” Vandal spun out the words slowly. “And here I am, ready to be let known. I’ve given you plenty of time, ain’t I? Given you all the time in the world to talk to these here good people.”


  Vandal swept his free arm around, indicating the patrons of Billy’s Bar, who numbered perhaps twenty. All were staring at him and Gillis. None had taken so much as a sip of their drinks since Vandal and a half-dozen of his gang, the Scourers, had swaggered into the establishment a few minutes earlier. Each was watching their mayor squirm in Vandal’s grasp and quietly thanking the Lord that he or she wasn’t in Gillis’s shoes.


  “Them and their kith and kin,” Vandal said. “Seems to me like you oughta got this all squared away by now. What’s there to quibble over? You have wells. Aquifers runnin’ hither and yon beneath the soil. Decent water supply. Enough to keep your crops irrigated and your whistles whetted. The kind thing to do—the right and proper thing to do—would be to share some a’ that bounty with folks less fortunate than yourselves. In that category I most surely do include my boys’n me.”


  The Scourers jeered in agreement. One of them was behind the bar, having usurped the position of the bartender and owner, Billy Kurosawa. While Billy looked on helplessly, the Scourer was tucking into some of his best bourbon, necking the liquor straight from the bottle. Another of the Scourers was sat between an elderly married couple, Jake and Sally Buchholz, with an arm draped around the shoulder of each like he was their long-lost son or something. Mr. and Mrs. Buchholz sat stock still, with identical looks of frank terror on their faces.


  “Now,” said Vandal to Gillis, “I made you what I would term a fine offer for full and exclusive ownership rights for the wells at Coogan’s Bluff. What offer did I make?”


  “You told us we could sell them to you for zero credits,” said Gillis.


  “Correct. The princely sum of zero credits. And in return, you’d start buying your water off me, every single drop of it. But that’s not all you’d get in return, is it now?”


  “No.” Gillis shook his head, using the action as cover to put a sliver of distance between its blade edge and his skin. “No, you told us we’d get to keep our lives, too.”


  Vandal grinned. Not all his teeth were present in his mouth, and those that remained were jagged, yellowed, fangsome things, dangling from his gums like stalactites. His breath would have made a sewer worker gag.


  “Ask me, that’s a veritable bargain,” he said. “What’s there to dicker about?”


  “Nothing. It’s just… Some things you can’t rush, Mr. Vandal. Big decisions like this, they take careful broaching. Finessing. I’ve not been able to speak to everyone yet. Some homesteaders around here, they live far out in the barrens or up in the hills. Not easy to reach. I need a little more time. A few days, is all.”


  Vandal’s grin broadened, before abruptly vanishing.


  Gillis knew then, without a shadow of a doubt, that he was about to die. He prayed it would be quick. Vandal claimed to have been a Reaver once, however, and if there was one thing Reavers were renowned for, it was the agonizing slowness and disgusting humiliation of the deaths they inflicted.


  “Hear that, boys?” Vandal said, addressing his Scourers. “Mr. Mayor here needs a few days. After all the many days we’ve already allowed him. Sound to you guys like a delaying tactic? Sure sounds to me like one.”


  “N-No,” Gillis stammered. “I swear. Just got to do this right, you know what I mean? Spread the word. Let democracy take its course.”


  Vandal reared back. Gillis winced in anticipation of the killing blow.


  Suddenly the knife was no longer at his throat. Vandal was holding it up beside his own head. The weapon had a distinctively unusual shape. The blade was curved like a sickle. The polished-wood haft, not much thicker than the blade, completed the semicircle.


  “Know what?” Vandal said. “Three days. That’s it. Three more days. That’s when we’ll be back next, at sunup, and by then you’d better have had formal papers drawn up, handing over the water rights. Else you’ll be seeing plenty of liquid, Mr. Mayor, but none of it the aqueous persuasion, if you get what I’m saying.”


  “Blood,” said one of the Scourers, a huge, apelike ogre of a man. “He means blood.”


  Vandal rolled his eyes. “He gorramn knows that, Shem, you backbirth. Don’t need it explaining to him.”


  “Oh. Yeah.” Shem, it must be said, did not look like being the sparkliest firework in the display. His eyes were too close together, his ears too far apart. “I see. Gotcha, boss.”


  Vandal helicoptered his arm in the air, and the Scourers made for the exit.


  Just as Vandal was leaving, one of the townsfolk got to his feet, shoving back his chair with a scrape.


  He was a frail old man, seventy if he was a day, thin as a twig. His skin looked as desiccated as the landscape surrounding Coogan’s Bluff.


  “Now you listen here, you bastard,” said the old man, one Cecil Hanratty by name. He was the seniormost resident of the town, considered cantankerous by some, forthright by others. He had lived in Coogan’s Bluff practically since the place was founded. His age-faded eyes glittered. “You can’t take what ain’t rightfully your’n. Our water is ours. It belongs to us. It’s a gift given us by God, and we ain’t sharing it with no one, no how. ’Specially not some half-assed bullyboy like you.”


  Vandal had halted in his tracks to listen, head canted to one side. He looked curious, almost resigned.


  “You done, old-timer?” he said.


  “No, I ain’t,” said Hanratty. “Alliance hears what you’re up to, Vandal, comin’ into half the settlements on Thetis and intimidatin’ your way into ownin’ their water, they’re going to send in Enforcement and they’re going to crush you and your band of halfwits like bugs.”


  Vandal turned. “That a threat?”


  “No, it’s a fact.”


  “Seemed more like a threat, I’d say. And I don’t take kindly to threats. I’ll show you in a moment how unkindly I take to threats, but first let me address your point about the Alliance. Alliance don’t give two turds ’bout a boondocks planet like this. Alliance ain’t going to dispatch no cruiser, no shuttle, no gunship, no nothin’ to Thetis. Don’t matter how loudly you holler, it ain’t gonna happen. Your mayor here is well aware of that, ’cause otherwise he’d have sent ’em a wave already, and he hasn’t. May as well ask for divine intervention. It’s about as likely. Now…”


  He tossed his knife in the air, making it somersault, catching it.


  “As for them as threaten me…”


  The knife somersaulted again.


  Hanratty glared defiance at him.


  Vandal swung his arm to the side, the knife leaving his grasp. It spiraled across the room in a perfect arc, whirling like a boomerang. And like a boomerang, it described a full circle and returned to its thrower’s hand, Vandal catching it dexterously by the haft.


  Hanratty was still standing. The knife’s looping flight had taken it directly in front of him. It had seemed to pass him by, missing by a whisker.


  Only it hadn’t missed.


  Hanratty raised a trembling hand to his neck. A ribbon of blood sprouted across his throat at an acute angle. His expression was one of shock and incomprehension. He knew something had been done to him; he just couldn’t fathom what.


  Then his head slid sideways, shearing away from his neck. It fell to the sawdust-strewn floor with a heavy thunk. His legs crumpled a split second after, his decapitated body collapsing backwards, blood spurting from severed arteries. There were shocked cries and gasps of horror from the locals.


  Vandal flicked the knife so that the blood on its blade flew off. Three townspeople close by were spattered. They flinched and grimaced.


  “I bid you all farewell,” Vandal said, with a courteous bow. “Three days. You better have what I want ready for me by then, or… well, I guess some of us don’t need to make threats, do we?”


  He nodded over at Hanratty’s two-part corpse and sauntered outside.


  ***


Nobody said anything. Nobody needed to say anything. Everybody turned to Mayor Gillis.


  “Miz McCloud’s gonna come through for us,” Huckleberry Gillis murmured, mostly to himself. “She’s got to.”
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  “Jayne Cobb,” said Temperance McCloud, a woman whom Jayne had not seen in fourteen years and who, back then, had gone by the name Temperance Jones.


  He paused the recorded message so that he could study her face. An added wrinkle here and there, hair a little coarser and flecked with gray, but otherwise she was exactly as he remembered. Her eyes were still lively, green as jade and twice as lustrous. They were the eyes of a smart, wily woman. The mouth looked hard, but that was a mark of inner determination. Temperance—the Temperance he had known—was somebody who got what she wanted, more often than not through polite persuasion, but when polite persuasion failed, by force. Sometimes force of will, other times sheer brute force.


  Jayne’s heart was beating with an odd rapidity. He felt a mite dizzy.


  He unpaused the message.


  “Kind of a blast from the past, huh?” Temperance McCloud-formerly-Jones went on. “I’m maybe the last person you expected to hear from again.”


  “Damn straight,” Jayne said under his breath.


  “I know it’s been a long time, Jayne. Heck of a long time. And I know things between us didn’t end exactly how either of us mighta preferred.”


  Jayne did not comment on that, just pursed his lips tightly.


  “It’s not like I cut and ran,” Temperance said. “May have seemed as I did, but that weren’t my intent. We were good together, you an’ me. So good. It’s just it was gettin’ too much for me. I was gettin’ a-scared. Of what I might be with you. Of how bein’ with you was makin’ me think of my future in new ways.”


  She shook her head as though trying to shake loose the thoughts that were crowding into it.


  “Look, I ain’t callin’ for to rake over old coals. God knows there ain’t no benefit for me in dragging up ancient history, and none for you neither. All I’ll say is when I think of us, I think of that ancient Earth-That-Was saying: ‘That is most precious which lasts least long.’ Heard that one? It’s kinda become the code I live by these days.”


  “Maybe you do, Temp,” Jayne muttered. “Maybe the rest of us not so much. The rest of us, you have something precious, you hang on to it for as long as you can.”


  “Jayne, the reason I’m reachin’ out to you now is… I need your help.”


  Jayne looked hard at the videoscreen. He couldn’t tell whether he was angered or unsurprised.


  “Now, I ain’t a woman who asks for help just any old how,” Temperance said. “If you recall anything ’bout me at all, you’ll recall that. I wouldn’t even be askin’ if it was just me involved. It ain’t. It’s others. Coupla hundred of us, all told. We’re in deep trouble, the kinda trouble the Feds’ll be no use settlin’. The kinda trouble that calls for a man of your talents, Jayne.”


  “You mean my talent for bein’ your stooge, Temp?”


  As though Temperance had anticipated him asking this question or one much like it, she said, “I ain’t talkin’ ’bout that first job you pulled for me, nor any of the others we did together, where you were the muscle and I was the brains. That was that. The Jayne Cobb I need now is the Jayne Cobb who was tricky and underhand and could think his way out of a bad situation when he knew he couldn’t fight his way out.”


  Jayne was not sure if he recognized himself in that description. There might be some truth in it, but then Temperance wasn’t above massaging the facts and ladling on the flattery.


  “I’m on Thetis these days, and we have ourselves a predicament here now. There’s a guy, name of Elias Vandal, who’s musclin’ in on our town, fixin’ to steal our water. Water’s all-important on Thetis. It’s the line between life and death. Vandal’s got a gang backin’ him up, call themselves the Scourers. He’s got ordnance and numbers. Most of all he’s got a reputation. A bad one. It’s his reputation as does most of the heavy lifting for him. Everybody round these parts is just about piss-your-pants terrified of him, and with justification. Vandal says jump, folks chuck themselves off a cliff. That bad of a reputation.”


  Temperance hesitated. Her eyes widened. She gnawed her lip, seeming reluctant yet resigned.


  “I need my boy named Jayne,” she said. “I need you to get together some people, some hired guns. I know you can. You have contacts. Leastways you used to, and I doubt as you’ve changed much in all this time. I need you to come to our rescue. No one in this town—Coogan’s Bluff, it’s called—has the testicular circumference to resist Vandal. We got a lily-livered mayor and a bunch of farmers who can handle a pitchfork but not a weapon in anger. I’ve tried mobilizing an opposition and ain’t had no joy. Vandal and his mob’re going to overrun us and take our water and our livelihoods and maybe our lives. I’m askin’ you—I’m beggin’ you—in the name of what you and I had, come and save us, Jayne. Please. We don’t have long. You’re our last, best hope.”


  The message ended. The screen image froze on Temperance gazing imploringly out.


  Jayne sat back. His mind was awhirl.


  One phrase Temperance had said stood out above all the rest.


  My boy named Jayne.


  It had been a running joke between them. Temperance had teased Jayne constantly about his name. He had started out growling at her to stop going on about it. After a while, as she carried on, he only acted as if it annoyed him. Secretly he liked it.


  

  ***


Jayne met Temperance Jones at a dive bar on Persephone. He was just a kid back then, wet behind the ears but already garnering a name for himself in certain shady circles. It was said about Jayne Cobb that you could hire him to do anything you required, and you’d get what you paid for. As long as you paid, that is. If you didn’t cough up the credits, woe betide you. Jayne had a code of honor: you honored your side of a bargain, he’d honor his. You welched on a deal, though, and you’d better run, because no power in the ’verse would save you from his wrath.


  His meeting with Temperance at the bar was no happy accident. She was looking for a man. Not in that way. She was looking for a man who would teach her soon-to-be-ex-husband Kelvin a lesson in how to treat a woman. The lesson was similar to the one Kelvin had been giving her during the six ugly months of their marriage, delivered with fist and foot, sometimes his belt.


  Jayne was glad to take on the assignment. He didn’t tell Temperance why he needed credits so badly. He never told anyone. People did not need to know about his sick brother Matty and the medical bills that were crippling their mother. That kind of information a fella kept to himself, lest it be exploited as a weakness.


  Besides, men who hit women were pretty high on Jayne’s scumbag list. It was the sort of job he might have done for free, if money weren’t such an issue for him.


  And he could not deny that Temperance herself was a beguiling proposition. She was perhaps four or five years older than him and sophisticated, but with a ruthless streak. That and the black eye she was sporting made Jayne feel appreciative of her and protective. She was enough of a femme fatale and enough of a damsel in distress to make a young man’s head spin, although he would realize this only in hindsight.


  He duly went to the address she gave him, broke in, pulled her louse of a spouse from his bed, and dished out the kind of drubbing nobody would forget in a hurry. He stopped short of breaking any bones, and when he was finished he told Kelvin that if he ever laid a finger on his wife again, or any other woman, he’d get the same, only twice over.


  At that point Kelvin spat out three words, along with a lot of blood.


  Three words that rocked Jayne down to his boots.


  “I ain’t married.”


  Jayne knew he wasn’t lying. What reason would a man have to lie after he had just had seven shades of gŏu shĭ beaten out of him? Before, maybe. After? No.


  Jayne went straight back to the bar to demand his fee from Temperance and an explanation.


  She laughed. “Would you have done as I asked if I’d told you that Kelvin screwed me out of my cut on a deal?”


  “Yes. Maybe. But what about that shiner? Who gave you that?”


  Temperance Jones touched a forefinger gently to her bruised eye. “Me. Or rather, the door edge I slammed hard into my face to make it look like someone hit me. One or other. Depends how you look at it. Made my sob story credible, didn’t it? Thing is, Kelvin and me, we had a consignment of protein bars which just kinda happened to fall into our laps. No government molecular stamp. Weren’t a mighty huge payday but weren’t nothing to be sniffed at neither. The gorramn hún dàn offloads them onto some bowler-hat Limey kid from Dyton—Weasel or Badger or somethin’—then tells me the Feds caught up with him and confiscated the loot afore he could sell it. Like I wouldn’t find out! You don’t pull that crap with me and not expect repercussions.”


  “Well, that there is a sentiment I can get behind,” Jayne said. “What I don’t condone is lying.”


  “Honey, I am all about the lying,” said Temperance. Sliding closer to him in the booth they were sharing, she added, “Speakin’ of lying, there’s another kind I’m partial to. Handsome buck like you I reckon’s well built not just in height and breadth. I reckon he’s well built in every department.”


  Her hand went where a lady’s hand should not go without permission, but Jayne, if a tad startled, did not ask her to remove it. Least of all because the stroking, caressing motion Temperance started using left him more or less incapable of speech.


  He never did get paid for the Kelvin job.


  But in the weeks that followed, there were other jobs, ones he and Temperance carried out together. Money came in. He sent most of it back home. The rest he spent freely.


  It was the time of his young life. Scrapes with the law, heists, scams, and all of it anchored by his association with Temperance Jones, which was business partnership and torrid affair in equal measure.


  There was the bank hold-up on Beylix.


  There was the bounty they earned from hauling a people-trafficker off Parth and taking her back to face the music with the crooks on Santo whom she had unwisely stiffed.


  There was the theft of military skiff parts from a Blue Sun manufacturing plant on Verbena, which netted the couple the price of a luxury vacation on Pelorum. There they earned a little extra pocket money fleecing wealthy, horny male tourists with a classic “not as single as she looks” con.


  There was the Silverhold caper, about which the less said the better, although Jayne had a bullet-wound scar on his triceps as a permanent memento.


  And, finally, there was Temperance’s desertion of him, a wound that left a deeper, albeit invisible scar.


  ***


Jayne winced as he thought of what Temperance Jones had meant to him, the pain her jilting him had caused. It still hurt, deep inside. For some time afterward he had had trouble trusting anyone, women especially. What good was falling for a member of the opposite sex if all she was going to do was betray you eventually? Better to love ’em and leave ’em. That was his philosophy when it came to intimate relationships with the opposite sex, even now. Dip into that pot of water and jump out again quick before it started to boil.


  Unbidden, River’s words came back to him. She wasn’t ever yours. She never belonged to you. But you should treat her like she does.


  The girl had been doing that witchy hoodoo of hers. Jayne hated that witchy hoodoo of hers. The way she seemed to know things that others couldn’t hear or see, things that others simply couldn’t know.


  Always, though, what River said turned out to be spookily accurate, and in this instance she could only have been talking about Temperance. Who, now that Jayne thought about in retrospect, hadn’t ever really been his. There had always been a part of her she kept to herself, out of his reach. They had been together but, even in their most intimate moments, he had sensed her withholding from him. She couldn’t seem to commit herself to their relationship as fully as he wished she would and as wholeheartedly as he himself did. Maybe it was the age gap, the distance and disconnect that those few extra years of maturity gave her.


  Jayne sat in front of the videoscreen brooding for several minutes. A part of him wanted to turn Temperance down. Send her a wave back telling her to go hump herself. That’d learn her.


  But, for all that, he already knew what his answer was going to be.


  You should treat her like she does.


  He snatched a rifle from the small arsenal he kept in a wall recess above his bed, concealed behind a strip of fabric. Shouldering the gun, a Callahan full-bore auto-lock, he swung up the ladder to re-join his comrades in the cargo bay.


  



  [image: ]


  “Best not be firin’ that thing in here, Jayne,” said Mal, “in case it has the unfortunate by-product of you ending up full of bullet-holes.”


  Mal’s gun hand twitched beside the pistol holstered at his hip, known as the Liberty Hammer. Likewise Zoë’s gun hand strayed towards the cut-down Mare’s Leg lever-action carbine repeater strapped to her thigh. Jayne was a loose cannon at the best of times, and to see him come storming into the cargo bay brandishing his rifle was a cue for extreme caution.


  Jayne glanced down at the weapon in his arms as if he’d forgotten he was carrying it.


  “Oh, hey, no.” He lowered the chunky customized rifle to the deck.


  Mal and Zoë relaxed—although not completely.


  “No, this is just… Look, I got something I gotta ask you people. Kind of a favor. Now, you can turn me down, or…”


  “Or you’ll shoot us?” said Simon.


  “No, Doc Smart-Britches.” Jayne looked about as uncomfortable as any of them had ever seen him, even more uncomfortable than when he had discovered he was idolized as a hero by the mudders of Canton on Higgins’ Moon. “I was going to say, ‘Or I’ll go it alone.’ I don’t got any right to ask you to accompany me. But there’s people who need aidin’, and I figure we’re the ones best placed to offer that aid.”


  “There money in this?” Mal enquired.


  “Nope. It ain’t paid work as such. But there’s Vera.” Jayne nodded at the rifle at his feet. “She’s yours, Mal, if you’ll agree to come with me. And the rest of you, you’ll get equal shares of whatever credits I got stashed away, which is maybe a bigger sum than you might reckon.” This was pure sophistry, since Jayne suspected they thought he had next to nothing stashed away. And they would be correct in that assumption.


  “Vera?” Mal could not hide his disbelief. “You’d be willin’ to part with Vera?”


  “If it comes to it, yeah.” Jayne looked pained but resolute.


  “But you love that damn gun. More’n life itself, some’d say.”


  “Should show I’m in earnest, then. Mal, this ain’t a thing I’d do lightly, comin’ to you cap in hand.”


  “Don’t see no cap. Nor no butt-ugly woolly hat either.”


  “Figure of speech.”


  “I did realize.”


  “I got a friend in need, you see.”


  “This friend called Temperance McCloud by any chance?”


  Jayne nodded. “Old friend. She’s in trouble.”


  Briefly Jayne summarized Temperance’s message—Coogan’s Bluff, water rights, Elias Vandal, and so on—omitting any mention of his former close relationship with her.


  “Well now,” said Mal. “You already told us it ain’t paid work.”


  “You’ll all still get some platinum.” Just not a lot.


  “And,” Mal continued, “paid work is pretty much a priority right about now. Food stores are runnin’ low.”


  “Ammo stores too,” said Zoë.


  “The compression coil in the steamer keeps acting up,” said Kaylee. “It wouldn’t hurt to buy a brand new one instead of some reconditioned piece of junk that’s been around the ’verse a couple hundred times.”


  Mal glared at her.


  “I’m just saying, Captain.”


  “The ship’s infirmary isn’t exactly abounding with medical supplies,” Simon chipped in. “We burn through weaves and blood plasma like there’s no tomorrow. If only you people would refrain from getting wounded quite so often.”


  “We’ll make a start on that,” Jayne said, balling a hand into a fist. “Right after I’ve done with you.”


  Simon blinked but kept his nerve. “There could be a little less gunplay around here, that’s all I’m suggesting.”


  “It sounds to me,” said Shepherd Book, “as though gunplay is very much in the offing on Thetis. Isn’t that so, Mr. Cobb?”


  “Mightn’t be out of the question.”


  “Gunplay and more besides. A savage like this Elias Vandal isn’t the sort simply to turn tail the moment he runs into opposition. Your friend Miz McCloud must know she is asking a lot.”
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