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PROLOGUE

He shouldn't have opened that box.

Jack hadn't meant to find the box at all. If he'd known one even existed, he would have been far more
careful. It had all started on spring cleaning day. Their winter had been hectic, what with an alien species
from Lacafell trying to cause war in London.

That had been quite a mess to clean up, both literally and figuratively.

As a result, boxes had been piled up everywhere, and their mission for the day was supposed to be
going through each box one by one and sorting through all of the paperwork. Unfortunately, it had
come on one of the most pleasant days they'd seen in awhile. It had been a rare warm day in March,
with very little rain. Kids were playing outside, and even lanto had stared out into space, absently
tossing a bouncy ball back and forth off the wall.

It was going to be very difficult for the gang to focus.

Martha had walked by his desk with a heavy box in her arms. After Tosh and Owen had died, he'd had to
find replacements for them, and he'd found no one he was more impressed with than Martha and
Mickey. They'd joined him shortly after they'd saved the universe from the Daleks. The decision to hire
the two of them ¢ especially Mickey ¢ had come on a whim; he'd seen how well they conducted
themselves while with the Doctor.

Martha came on board without much convincing. She was fed up with her job with UNIT and felt that
her services would be more useful in Torchwood. "There's about ten doctors at UNIT, and it seems like
you need one," she'd said.

Mickey had taken more convincing. He'd wanted to settle down and lead a more quiet life, but Jack did

everything he could to convince Mickey that he'd be a valuable asset to the team. After two lunches out
and one afternoon tea, Mickey had finally agreed. "Only for a bit. I'm not going to do this forever," he'd
warned.

Jack didn't know how long 'a bit" was going to be, but Mickey had lasted about a year without
mentioning leaving. He hoped it'd stay that way. He was just about as good as Tosh had been, and was a
quick learner. When he didn't know how to do something, he found out.

The deaths of Tosh and Owen were something they spoke very little about. After the funeral, they'd
carried on as if nothing had happened. Jack hadn't wanted to bring it up. He'd already lived through so
many deaths. No one else on the crew talked about it, either. lanto and Gwen had thrown themselves
into their work, sometimes working even longer hours than usual.



"Need any help, Jack?" Martha had asked, eyeing the large piles of paperwork on his desk that he'd
been steadily avoiding doing.

"If you want to sort through all of this for me, go right on ahead.”
Martha had shaken her head and continued to walk past him. "I'll pass."

Then Jack had opened his desk drawer. It was probably best to get a head start on all of this before it
became too much to handle. Well, actually, the mess had been too much to handle back in February.
Now it was a disaster area.

He'd pulled out a box from his drawer. Well, that was odd. He hadn't seen that before. Maybe they
should have had more days set aside just for cleaning. It was a gray box, and it had sort of shimmered
against the light as he placed it on his desk. "Hey! Who put this box in my desk?"

There had been no response.
He shouldn't have opened the box. But he had, and now they were dealing with the consequences.

There was a loud bang and Jack fell off his chair from the force of it. "Is everyone all right?" he called
when he managed to pick himself back up again.

lanto came in first, dusting off his suit. "What on earth was that?"
Martha came in next, followed by Gwen. Mickey came in last, dusting himself off as well.

"It was this box. | don't know. It was in my desk and | wanted to see what it was, and as soon as | opened
it, this explosion happened." Jack bent over to see if there was anything dangerous inside. Not even a
stick of dynamite.

"Jack, do we need to have a talk about opening mysterious objects we don't know anything about?"
lanto said, putting his hands on his hips in that way he did when he was exasperated with him.

"It doesn't seem to be anything dangerous."

"Except it's causing quite a lot of smoke," Martha pointed out. She shut the lid and pulled her fingers
back quickly. "Ouch. It's hot."

They waited around for a moment to see if the box was going to cause any immediate danger.
Eventually, the box stopped smoking and started to look like a normal box again.

"I'll go make sure the alarms don't go off," lanto said. "And then we can finish up in here so | can go
home."

He walked out, and the others began to file back to their office stations.



It was Mickey who began to figure out that something wasn't quite right. "I'm getting weird signals all
over the place," he said, a few minutes later. He always barged into Jack's office uninvited. "Look." He
pushed a large remote in Jack's face. "The energy here doesn't seem at all like earth energy. | thought
we were surrounded by aliens at first, but see that green line relative to that red one?"

Jack nodded. Sure enough, a jagged green line filled up the screen on the monitor. Below it, a red line
stretched out horizontally.

"The green line represents our oxygen level, and it's going down. The red line represents our ability to
breathe. Hasn't changed a lot, but it looks like there's a little less oxygen than should be in Cardiff. Well,
anywhere on earth, actually. So far it's not catastrophic, but probably something to worry about.
Slightly."

They heard lanto's voice next. "Uh, Jack? Since when is Cardiff a giant desert?"

~Fk ik ko

New London was a godforsakemag to do a jopMal thought to himself as he walked across the
desert. It was one of the last of the terraformed planets, apparently, and it seemed as if it had been
done almost as an afterthought. Not only was the name of the planet one of the most uncreative names
out there, it was just miserable. It was hot, and every footstep seemed to kick up a mound of dust. Jayne
and Zoe were covered in dust, and he knew he probably looked about the same. He was starting to feel
it in his teeth.

His spaceship, Serenity, seemed so far away. They'd probably walked about a mile or two by now. He
stared at his radio. The ship's mechanic, Kaylee, was back on the ship supposedly trying to communicate
with them, but the wind was so bad they'd have to get much closer to hear anything. They'd lost the
signal about twenty minutes ago. Stupid technology.

"| forgot what water tastes like," Jayne said morosely from behind them.

"Almost there."

"And we didn't take the mule because why?" he asked.

"We wouldn't be able to steer in all this wind. Also, | made quite a stir last time | was on this planet."
"I'm somehow finding that hard to imagine, sir." Zoe's voice came from behind him.

"So walkin' out in broad daylight is supposed to help keep us under the radar?" Jayne asked.

"You with all the questions today. Who is gonna come walkin' out in this mess?" Mal gestured towards
the murky skyline. The weather was so bad here you rarely ever saw blue sky. It seemed to vary
between shades of gray.



It looked as if a windstorm was kicking up, anyway. They had to squat against the wind and put their
goggles on. Mal couldn't imagine anyone living here, but he knew very well from the last time there
were people who did. Why, he couldn't begin to fathom.

"Okay. We're just gonna get the money and get out of here fast as we can. We've got some lookouts at
headquarters to make sure no one gets too suspicious. The sooner we leave this gougiangplace the
better."

The wind subsided and they stood together, walking closer to a large building out in the middle of
nowhere. It looked large and forbidding, almost like a government facility, but Mal knew better. He'd
just been there a year or so ago, and he'd seen the general layout well enough to figure out how to do a
good job and get out of there.

The facility prided itself on its ability to keep track of aliens. Not like there were very many, and up until
that job last year, Mal didn't know there were aliens. Well, he figured they had to be out there
somewhere, but he didn't know that any had actually been sighted. His one encounter with UNIT had
proven that aliens did exist, and every so often they interfered with some of the terraformed planets.
Scared the locals and wreaked all manner of havoc in some places. In addition, he'd seen once or twice
that UNIT had bragged about keeping Reavers out of the sky.

Mal hoped he'd be able to get in and out of UNIT ¢ fast. The sooner they could get out of this
atmosphere and on their way, the better. Besides, if he remembered correctly, Inara had an
appointment on Persephone they just couldn't be late for or he'd never hear the end of it.

"Okay, I'll go 'round the front. Zoe and Jayne, you remember the password?"
"Yep. Meet you in the middle," Zoe responded promptly.
"In the basement," Mal finished.

They were posing as members of the autopsy team so that they could easily slip into the morgue
undetected. There'd be a large bag of goods they had to carry off to Persephone with them. The
instructions on picking up the money had been very vague, other than it'd be in a body bag.

They went their separate ways, and Mal punched the password into the keypad next to the front door.
He was dressed as a UNIT employee, even going so far as to wear that stupid-looking beret that was
apparently standard uniform. He slipped off his overcoat that was still covered in dust and shoved it into
a cloth bag he'd taken with him. He felt much cleaner now.

A few employees caught his eye and smiled politely at him. There was a mixture of Chinese and Western
workers, and occasionally announcements blared over the speaker, once in English, and once in the
Chinese translation.



As long as Zoe and Jayne got where they needed to be, the job would be smooth. As soon as he finished

thinking this, he felt goosebumps on the back of his neck and then heard the quiet, unmistakable sound
of a safety-lock on a gun being released.

However, the one thing Malcolm Reynolds had learned since the war was how to outdraw someone.



CHAPTER ONE

They took their first tentative steps outside shortly after they discovered the planet had turned into a
giant desert. A gust of wind blew from the northeast, causing sand to fly up everywhere. Gwen coughed.
"Most definitely not on earth anymore."

Mickey held up his remote. "It's impossible at this point. | mean, this planet seems to have certain earth-
like qualities, like oxygen, and there's a water source back there somewhere, but like | told Jack, there's
less oxygen here. Wherever 'here' is. But it just can't be Earth."”

"It's boiling," Martha said, taking off her jacket. "l doubt anyone lives here."

"Well, we have to figure out a way to get back home again," Jack said, stepping out of the Torchwood
doors and taking off his coat as well.

"The atmosphere is smothering," Gwen said after they walked a few feet. She held her arm up over her
mouth. "l doubt we're going to find life anywhere."

Mickey shook his head. "Actually, the parameters for life seems to be in place. | mean, we haven't
smothered to death, have we?"

Before long, a large tan building appeared in the distance.
"That looks like UNIT," Martha shouted, walking a little bit faster. "It can't be."

They hurried to follow her. Her long strides caused sand to fly up in large, thick clouds around them.
They were quickly becoming coated in it. At this pace, it didn't take too long to arrive at the back of the
building. "It looks exactly like UNIT," Martha said in awe.

"If it is some kind of interplanetary UNIT headquarters, I'm not too eager to go inside. We don't get
along very well," Jack said.

"But so far it's the only sign of life," lanto pointed out. "They're as good as we get, and as long as we
don't advertise where we're from, we should be all right."”

"How will we get inside?" Martha asked.

"Those people seem to know what they're doing," Gwen said, pointing at a tall man and woman who
were walking past them. As if they didn't even see Jack and everyone else, they punched a code into the
keypad and walked inside, letting the door shut on its own. They weren't far behind the two other
people. Jack caught the door as it started to swing shut and let the rest of them inside first.

As the man and woman headed straight down the corridor, Jack and his crew took a right. There were
offices all up and down the corridor, and they saw someone walk down their direction.
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"It is UNIT!" Martha whispered excitedly. "Look at his uniform!"
The man stared at them suspiciously and then stopped. "Explain your purpose.”

Jack stepped in front of his crew and held out his hand. "I'm Jack Harkness, and we're lost. We were
hoping you might be able to point us in the right direction.”

The man squinted at him and held out his gun. "Where's your badge?"

"l, uh... | told you. We're lost." Jack held his hands up. Call it habit, or self-defense. He noticed everyone
else followed suit.

"You shouldn't be inside without a badge. How did you get in?"

"We followed two officers in. We just... need to figure out where we are so we can get home again."
The officer gestured towards the left with his gun. "Get inside my office. Now."

Jack sighed and held up his hands in surrender.

~E kK

Mal held his gun out at arm's length as the officer did the same. "Drop your weapon. You're in violation
of the law."

Mal ignored him. It's what he'd been doing for years, anyhow.

"You honestly intend on shooting an officer? A fellow UNIT officer, for that matter?"

Damn. That's what acting on instinct got you. He should have remembered he was wearing the uniform.
"Let me see your badge."

Mal fished out a fake badge that had been given to him by their lookout. Speaking of which, where was
Johnson? He was starting to feel like they'd been duped. He put his gun back into his holster and held
the badge out to the officer, who took it and examined the picture.

"Now, see, the interesting thing about all this is... you look awfully familiar. Like I've seen your face in an
¢ oh, yes. You were the one who tried to kill an Operative on Miranda, weren't you?"

Mal's heart sank as the soldier reached into his pocket and pulled out a Wanted poster. Yep, that was
him all right. And Talitia had assured him this job'd be easy.

"Well, that man looks an awful lot like you. And you're in a military-regulated uniform. You know what
the penalty is on New London for impersonating an officer?"

As skilled as Mal was at outdrawing someone, he wasn't so good at talking his way out of things. He

usually ended up shot at.
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The officer raised the radio to his lips but was cut off by a crackling, deep voice.
"We've got a Code I."

~Fk ik k

The officer pushed them into the office and shut the door. "You realize it's a major security breach to
enter the facility without a badge."”

"Yes, we do, and we're sorry," Jack said. "If there's anything we can do... we seem to have ended up
here by accident.”

"Your ship run out of fuel?" the agent said, absently. He pulled out his desk drawer and turned his
computer on. The name card on the front of his desk read 'Sargeant Samuel Donaldson'.

"Not quite, but for the sake of argument, let's say yes," Jack said.
"And you can't find your way back to the ship."
"Right."

Smith looked him up and down, and it honestly looked as if he were going to help them. Finally he said,
"I'm not so sure | buy your story. New London is a small place. Can't get lost." Jack wanted to tell
Donaldson that the story wasn't his; he'd conjured that one up all by himself.

He raised his radio to his lips. "We've got a Code I."

"Hell, I've got a Code |," came a voice a few seconds later. "And mine's an, er, really interesting one."
"UNIT, as competent as ever," Martha whispered to Jack.

He snorted.

"Mine's worth money, if you know what | mean."

Sargeant Donaldson looked up, suddenly interested. "Oh, yeah?"

"It's Malcolm Reynolds, sir."

"I'll be right with you."

He stood and pointed at them on their way out. "Don't touch anything." Within seconds, he was out the
door, and it slammed behind him.

"Who is Malcolm Reynolds, | wonder?" Gwen asked.

"l don't know, but I like the man already," Jack responded. "Good distraction."”



"I'm wondering what's going on with UNIT," Martha said with a frown. "This seems odd. While UNIT is
coded back on Earth, it's not on lock-down like this one seems to be. We used to have people come in all
the time. Granted they had to be kept out of the Classified areas, but other than that, people could
come and go as they liked as long as they were with an UNIT employee. And this can't be a Classified
area, because there wouldn't normally be a door anywhere near where they were keeping secret stuff. |
wonder if they've found something top secret?"

"Who wants to find out?" Jack stepped over to the door and tried to open it. "It's locked. We're not
prisoners. At least not the last time | checked. What is going on here?"

"Get me a paper clip off his desk,” Gwen said, holding out the palm of her hand. "I learned this when |
was in the PTC."

P S S
Mal's radio crackled. Timing was everything, he thought with a sigh. "Sir? Whereabouts?" It was Zoe.

"Oh, so you have accomplices," the officer said, as another man came to stand next to him. Although
UNIT uniforms were specialized, he could recognize that the second man was a sargent by the
decoration. Although he'd never worn any, the other guys did.

"Sir, | found him. And there are possible accomplices."

Mal hoped Zoe was smart enough to pick up on the fact that in this case, his radio silence meant that he
was being interrogated. Even if Jayne didn't get it, hopefully Zoe did. And if she wasn't smart enough to
take the cash and run, maybe they'd come after him, guns blazing.

"How is it my base keeps getting infiltrated? I've got a group of civilians in my office. You wouldn't
happen to know anything about that, would you, Mr. Reynolds?"

"Captain Reynolds, actually."

The sargeant just smiled. "We've been waiting to arrest you for quite some time, Mr. Reynolds. Or they
have, actually. You wouldn't believe the money they're offering."

He heard the gunfire as if from far away at first, and then coming closer. The two UNIT officers turned
around quickly, aiming their weapons towards the noise. He used the distraction to pull out his own gun.
He made quick work of shooting the first officer in the back, and the second one just barely had time to
turn around before he shot him, too.

A few minutes later, Zoe and Jayne appeared from behind the wall of a corridor. "It was an ambush, sir,"
she explained, lowering her gun and putting it back into her belt.

"And there weren't no money, 'neither,"” Jayne added. "Feels like we've been cheated.”



Another failed job, then. They were starting to get used to this. Mal sighed and tried to decide what to
do. Get back to the ship first, of course. Kaylee must be going out of her mind by now with worry. And
Inara really needed to get to Persephone.

They followed him back down the corridor towards the door they'd walked into, hoping no one had
realized what had happened yet. When they opened the door, the sunshine hurt their eyes. The sun was
so bright it seemed to burn straight through their clothing.

They took off their UNIT uniforms, revealing their dusty civilian clothes. As they began to walk back, Mal
heard voices. At first he thought the radio was now picking up signals from the ship, but then he saw a
group of people. Looking very lost.

"l wonder if they could help. They don't look like they'd lock us away or anything," Martha said.

Three people were approaching, and Jack recognized two of them as the people who had opened the
door for them earlier. He walked up towards them and explained that they were lost and needed to get
home.

"Can't help you, sorry," one of the men said. He was tall and wore a long brown coat with a gun belt and
boots.

"Please. You're the only people we've seen on this planet so far. Do you have some sort of way to travel
to a more populated area?"

"I've got a ship. Finest in the 'verse."

"l dunno, maybe you could take us somewhere with more people and we can figure out a way back to
Earth. Or find someone who knows."

"Earth don't exist anymore," Jayne said. "How stupid are you?"
"Yes it does," Martha argued. "We live there."

"Earth got used up long time ago," Mal said. "I fought in a war about it and everything, so... pretty sure
Earth don't exist. Or else we fought in the wrong war, huh, Zoe?"

"Thinkin' the same thing myself."
"You got some way of payin'?" Mal asked.
"All I've got are pounds,” lanto said.

"Pounds?"
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"Never mind. Look, we've all got jobs and specialties. Why don't we come and work on your ship with
you?" Jack said. He was making this up as he went along, but he always did. "We work on your ship for
you, and you drop us off where we can get help. Deal?"

The man narrowed his eyes suspiciously, holding his hand over his gun belt. "What specialties you got?"

"I'm a doctor," Martha said. "And Gwen works for the police, and Mickey can get you out of any scrape.
He's good at reading technology and stuff. lanto does a bit of everything. And Jack --"

"l lead the operation." He held his hand out to the man. "And who are you?"

"Name's Malcolm Reynolds. Captain, to most people. We don't need a doctor as we've already got one
on board, and we certainly don't need any officers."

Mickey stepped forward and pulled something out of his bag. "See this?"
Captain Reynolds frowned at him. "Yes."

"It's a device | paid large money for back on Ea-- where | used to live. Anyway, | bet if you trade it in, you
can get a large sum for it. It detects strange signals from far away, keeps you out of danger."

"l don't have time to play." But Mal was looking at it, as if it had somehow caught his attention.
"I'll let you have it if you'll let us on board."

He paused and looked at his companions as if waiting to see what they had to say. When they didn't say
anything, the captain said, "Can't believe I'm sayin' this, but welcome aboard."
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CHAPTER TWO

Kaylee came out first. "Capt'n, | was so worried! Kept tryin' to radio you, and there was nothin' but
silence. River and | thought you was dead." She paused and shot them all a double-take, noticing Jack
and his crew for the first time. "Who are all these people?"

"Met up at UNIT. Bad news is, we didn't get the money. Good news is, kid's got some device that's
apparently worth a fortune. How'd everything go here?"

No one spoke for a moment. It had been six months since Wash had died, and they all knew Zoe didn't
want to hear about what had gone on back on the ship. Wash should have been there, should have been
helping. Or at least panicking, right along with Kaylee and River. Like she so often did, she brushed past
them and headed back into her quarters, alone.

Zoe had always been a very private person. Even during the war, Zoe had kept just about everything to
herself and their platoon had always joked that she should be the sargeant since she was clearly the
strong one. As he often did during the war, he worried that she was keeping too much to herself.

Kaylee shoved her hands in her pockets and asked, "Everything go all right?"

"We were duped," Mal said, as everyone followed him back into the ship. He pressed the button that
would close Serenity up again. "Shoulda listened to Zoe, but the money was just too good."

"Yeah, bad things happen when we don't listen to her," came Simon's voice from the corner. He was
leaning against a large crate, arms folded in front of him.

"How rude of me," Mal said, ignoring him. "I need to introduce my crew, don't I? Kaylee's our
mechanic."”

"Nice to meet you," she said, smiling and practically skipping up to Jack and the rest of the Torchwood
crew.

"And that guy over there's Simon. He's the doctor."
Simon gave a small wave but didn't smile or walk away from the crate.

Then River walked in, bare foot and wearing a pink dress. She walked right up to Jack without waiting for
an introduction. Then she squinted and said, "You're like a cat. And you're sad. Like a cat who doesn't
have a window to look out of."

There was a long pause until Jayne said, "And she's our resident crazy person.”
"Actually, she's our co-pilot. And her name's River," Mal said, clearing his throat.

"Pilot," River said.
12



"Well,  wouldn't go that far."
"Pilot."
"So that's everyone, then," Mal said loudly, ending the argument.

There was a voice from above them. "You forgot me." Inara stood on the top of the walkway, holding on
to a banister. "Can't say I'm surprised."

Jack looked up to where the voice had come from. The woman walked down the steps, long pink robe
billowing out behind her. "I'll save him the trouble. My name’s Inara."

Jack came towards her and she held her hand out for him to kiss it. He did so, and introduced himself.
His crew took turns giving their names.

"She's our resident... companion,” Mal said. It looked for a moment like he was going to say something
else, but didn't. They looked at each other instead, until Inara looked away. Jack figured there was
something going on between them, but didn't pry.

As she started to turn away, she said, "I have an appointment to keep. An appointment that, as | said
before, will ultimately get you money. Are we leaving soon?"

"River's on the bridge."
"Good." With that, Inara walked up the stairs again and down the hallway.

"Right, then," Mal said, after she left. "Got five of you, seven rooms. One's free, so you'll have to fight
over that one. The rest of you get roommates. Oh, and we eat in the canteen at seven each night.
Everyone's there for that."

He left the room then, and everyone started to go their separate ways. Very brightly, Kaylee skipped
forward. "So, anyone wanna take a tour of Serenity? Best ship in the 'verse, you gotta see her up close
and personal."

"No thanks," Jack said. He wanted to speak to Mal. So far, he was the only one who seemed to know
how to get them home, and he needed to make sure that was taken care of.

Martha, on the other hand, volunteered immediately. "I'd love to see a space ship up close!"
"Great. Anyone else?"

Gwen said she was too tired, and Mickey decided to follow Jack up to the bridge. Jack knew Mickey was
eager to see how one of these things flew. lanto said he'd take the tour later and that he wasn't feeling
well.
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"So it must be fun, living on your own spaceship like that,"”
Martha said, following her tour guide around. The ship was
kind of cute, in an odd sort of way. There were boxes and
crates everywhere, but she could see where the people on
board had added their own personal touches. Kaylee's door
was decorated in bright colors with her name on it, and
there were pillows and blankets piled on one of the couches. Plates had been left out on the table in the
canteen. It wasn't the TARDIS, but this place looked more like a home.

!

"Can be. Also a lot of hard work. Not somethin’ | thought I'd do when | was a girl, but | love it. Love the
feel of a wrench in my hand as | work on Serenity. She's a good ship." Kaylee smiled, and Martha saw a
genuine fond expression on her face.

"You know, | was on a ship for a bit. Well, sort of. A TARDIS."
"What's a TARDIS?" Kaylee asked. "Never heard of that kind of ship before."

"It's not really a ship, I guess. It stands for Time And Relative Dimensions In Space."” She found herself
explaining, without going into too much detail, about an alien species that could turn their ship into
anything they wanted it to look like, and how this TARDIS happened to look like a police phone box.
Kaylee stared at her, transfixed.

"What's a phone box?"

Martha found herself explaining all about London, back on Earth. Evidently they'd heard stories of Earth,
but had never been there before. Kaylee asked her lots of questions about myths she'd heard about
‘Earth-That-Was', and if they were true.

They ended up in the back, in the living area. Martha and Kaylee sat down on one of the soft couches in
the back corner, and Kaylee grabbed a pillow and hugged it. "We can trust Jack, can't we?"

Martha frowned, caught off-guard by the question. "Why wouldn't you be able to?"

"You seem all right. Most people just walk in, guns blazin'. And you seem sweet." Kaylee looked off to
the side, then back at her. "It's just ¢ the Captain's been burnt a lot lately, and | don't think he can take
no more."

After everyone had left, it was only Jayne and lanto, standing next to the crates. After a few moments,
Jayne drew a knife out of his belt and began to polish it with one of the rags lying on the floor. He sat
down on one of the crates, and lanto followed his lead.
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"S0. Jayne's an interesting name," lanto said, after an awkward moment.
"What of it?" The other man growled, not looking up from his knife.
"Well, where I'm from, there aren't a lot of men named Jayne."

Jayne looked up at this, and lanto noticed the knife was now pointed at him. "It's a man's name, all the
way. 'Cause it'sgota'y'init."

Much to lanto's relief, the knife was no longer pointed at him. Jayne went back to polishing his knife
without another word.

"Oh," lanto said, simply.

~Fk ik ko

Jack eventually found himself drawn to the bridge. Much to his surprise, the door had been left open, at
least for the time being. He'd missed this. It had been a long time since he'd had a ship of his own, and
that one had brought him to World War II, and that's how he'd met the Doctor and Rose.

"Mind if | join you?" he said, mostly to River, who was carefully pushing buttons and steering. She didn't
turn around at first.

"l have a rule about people comin' into the bridge when they're uninvited," the Captain said, turning
around and glaring at Jack.

"It's okay," River said soothingly. She pulled a lever and turned around to look at him, finally. "You're
lost.”

"I'm not. | figured out my way all by myself."

"No, you still don't know your way. It was dark and lonely and you felt like you were going to die, but
you're never going to, no matter how much you want to. And you've been betrayed. You should meet
my brother. He's kind. You'd like him."

Jack felt dizzy, uncertain. Was she talking about what had happened with his own brother so many
months before? If so, how could she know all of that? Her dark eyes were looking into his, examining,
trying to read him. After a moment, the intense glare softened and Jack wondered if maybe she was just
crazy and had gotten a little bit too close to home with her gibberish.

"Yeah, well," he said, lamely.

Mickey entered a moment later. "Wow, this is so neat!" he said. "Never seen anything quite like this
before."

"Okay, you two are distracting my co-pilot," Mal said.
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"Pilot," River said, with a small smile.
"Co-pilot. Do you even have a license?"

Suddenly, a small screen flickered on and a young brunette appeared. "Sorry, Reynolds," she said. Jack
noticed she was wearing a military uniform, much like the ones UNIT always wore.

"Better late than never," Mal said dryly. "Talitia Johnson. To what do | owe this not-so-much-of-a
pleasure?"

"I can explain. What happened on New London is unforgivable."
"I'll say. Now I've got a hungry crew, and | don't take that lightly."

"I hear you'll be touching down on Persephone soon. If that is indeed, true, I'd like to meet you at the
bar on Grinwold Street so we can talk."

"Think we're a bit beyond talking at this point."
"Nothing | can do can make it up to you?"

"You got money?"

"Something can be arranged."

"If | get duped again--"

"You won't be. Trust me."

"l don't trust you, not one bit, but I'll give it a go. | ain't gonna be happy if it happens again, and | can't
promise you and your men are gonna get out of it safely if | ain't happy."”

"Understood."
"Good."

The screen flickered off, and the bridge was silent as they soared off into the sky.
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CHAPTER THREE

Simon had begun to divide the days into good days and bad days. Good days were becoming more and
more frequent since the fiasco on Miranda, when his sister had finally broken through and killed
seemingly hundreds of Union soldiers in one go. Days, and sometimes weeks, passed and you'd never
know River was different from your average eighteen year old. She hung out with Kaylee, and he knew
she'd spent several hours in Inara's shuttle for some time away from him, something which he found to
be good for her.

But since the new passengers had arrived, the days were nothing but bad. She'd resorted to sitting
cross-legged in the cabin hold, chanting "Ashes to ashes, dust to dust" or singing "Ring Around The
Rosey" quietly to herself, sometimes in English, and sometimes in Chinese.

Something was different with one of the passengers, and whoever it was was disturbing his sister. He'd
been determined to find out which one it was. It wasn't until he witnessed how different she behaved
around Jack.

When she sat in the same room as the other passengers, she seemed calm and collected. But when she
sat next to Jack, she always seemed preoccupied with something she called the Bad Wolf.

He found Mal checking on some cargo in the hold early one morning. "I need to talk to you."
"Good mornin' to you, too," he said sarcastically.

"I'm not in the mood for jokes."

"Doesn't surprise me at all." Mal smiled at Simon, something he found to be maddening.

"Anyway. | think you've got someone dangerous on board. Don't you notice how every time River's in
the same room with Jack she goes a bit nutty?"

"Don't you ever notice how any time your sister is in a room with anyone she goes a bit nutty?" He
turned around to face Simon for the first time during the course of the conversation.

He sighed. "Especially nutty. Like she keeps singing nursery rhymes that have to do with dying."
"Which one? Ring Around The Rosey is my favorite."

He wanted to punch Captain Reynolds, but he usually always did, so he kept the urge to himself. "You'll
see. Jack is trouble. And I think you're going to regret having him on board.” He tried to put as much
venom in his words as possible.

From the expression on Mal's face, it looked as if the captain was trying very hard not to punch him, too.



They landed on Persephone safely, although it wasn't the smoothest landing Jack had ever experienced.
He thought he'd heard a rumor about another part of the ship breaking on them and that they should
strap themselves in. His gang was understandably worried that they'd die, but Mal's crew seemed used
to it. Even so, Kaylee said she'd go see what she could about getting a new part for the engine room
with her pocket money. As they dispersed around the planet, Jack followed Mal into the bar.

The bar was tiny, and very few people were inside. Two men wearing brown shirts were sitting in a
corner, playing Chinese checkers. A small table was occupied by a man sitting by himself and reading a
newspaper in Chinese. And a pool table had been set up in the corner, although no one was playing.

As Jack found a table by himself and tried to figure out what to order, he saw Mal walk up to the
bartender and lean across the counter. He noticed the bartender was wearing a similar shirt to Mal's
and wondered if there was some kind of significance to the color brown. Everyone seemed to be
wearing it.

And then, the girl from the screen entered. She looked around for a moment, saw Mal, and nodded her
head slightly in acknowledgement. Then she fished a cigarette out of her purse and walked over to the
bar.

~E ik k ko

Louis Malley was well known in the 'verse for providing safe haven for Browncoats like Mal. The Union
didn't like that Louis, an Independent himself, kept a bar and was allowed to keep it open, but he let
Union members in. Some of the soldiers liked that he not only kept the bar open on Unification holidays,
but also gave soldiers the occasional free drink.

Mal had considered Louis' actions to be a betrayal. After all, he was forced to find jobs wherever he
could, why was Louis so special? But Louis had explained to him why he kept it open. "l keep my bar
open 'cause I've got a wife and kids now. | ain't just playin' at war now like when we were kids. | got five
mouths to feed, and I'm gonna keep this bar open to whoever'll pay me for my beer."

Talitia slid into a chair next to Mal then, smoking a gorram cigarette in his direction. "Again, | apologize
for my behavior five days ago. And who is that handsome man I saw in the background during our little
teleconferencing session?"

"Passenger." He didn't feel much like talking to her.
"Come on, Mal. No need to be shy. You can tell me."
"Apparently | can't." He turned his head to face her, and the girl was smirking.

"Listen, my hands are tied with UNIT. I've got Edward Lozen breathing down my neck. The money was
going to be there, | swear. But when the General gives an order, you've got to obey it, you know. It was
his decision to pull out, not me."
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"You coulda said somethin’, is my problem."
"Look --"

"You put me and my crew in danger, and you know | look down on that. So what you're gonna do, is get
out of my sight and we're gonna put this whole thing behind us."

Talitia seemed to know when she was beaten. "The money was good."
"Speakin' of money, when am | going to get mine?"
"Oh, that."” She reached into a large bag and pulled out a smaller bag, then handed it to him.

He made a big show of opening the bag and checking out what was inside. All the gold was there, just as
she'd promised. "See, was that so hard?"

"The money was really good, Mal."

He frowned at her, and she slunk off as Mal went to join the men playing Chinese checkers in the corner.
ek

Talitia then slipped into the chair across from Jack. "It's you | saw on the screen last night, wasn't it?"

"Guilty. Jack Harkness. And who are you?"

"Talitia Johnson. How did you get swept up with Malcolm Reynolds?" Jack noticed her hands shook as
she fished around in her purse for a second cigarette. She seemed unnerved about something.

"l got lost and | need to find my way home."

"Wait a moment."” She frowned and tilted her head to the side. "You were at UNIT headquarters the
other day, weren't you? You don't by any chance work for Torchwood?"

He stared at her in surprise, unsure of what to say next.

She laughed at his surprise, and then put her cigarette out in the ash tray. "l have my ways, Jack
Harkness. Look. | know that not only are you lost in this godforsaken 'verse, you're lost in time. That's a
pretty dangerous scenario you've found yourself in. And it's not like anyone here is going to be able to
help you."

"l think | can manage," he said, sitting back on his chair. If Malcolm Reynolds had been duped by this
woman, there was nothing to say she wouldn't turn around and do the same to him.

"You can't. Because, you see --" she leaned towards him so that she could speak to him in a whisper, "--
we've got a time machine at UNIT now. These guys don't know how to travel in time, they only fly in the
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terraformed planets out here.” She pointed at Mal, who was now joined by Jayne and Zoe. "You want to
get out of here, UNIT's the key."

Jack had never trusted UNIT all that much, but so far she was his only lead. "What are you suggesting?
Can | just get on a UNIT ship and go home?"

"Only if you can do something for me first.”
"Doesn't seem fair, to have you offer me a ride home and then make me work for it."
"You'll find that's how it works out here," she said. "You do something for me, | do something for you."

"Odd world you're living in. Back on Earth it's considered polite to offer things unconditionally once in
awhile.”

Talitia laughed and smooshed her second cigarette into an ash tray. They watched the thin line of smoke
swirl up into the sky before disappearing completely. "If you can bring Malcolm Reynolds into UNIT so
his arrest can be a UNIT coup-d'état, | will help you home."

"Why don't you arrest him now? He's sitting right here," Jack said, heart pounding fast. He wasn't sure
how it all worked in this bizarre universe, but back home it was incredibly rude to betray someone who
had offered you a ride.

"Neutral territory," she said. "Otherwise | would. But this whole part of Persephone is neutral to both
Independents and those who supported the Alliance. Plus, even if it wasn't, it's going to take a whole
army of men to bring Malcolm Reynolds down. You haven't heard the stories, have you?"

Jack shook his head.

"He was once tortured half to death, had his ear cut off, and lived to tell the tale. Rumor has it, he died
for five whole minutes so they could bring him back to life just to torture him again. Also, he can
outdraw just about anyone. And then there's this." She pulled out a Wanted poster. "He attempted the
murder of an Operative. | mean, the man just doesn't know when to quit."”

"Yeah, but there's got to be another --"
She leaned forward and whispered, "l read old Torchwood documents and I've heard you don't die."

"If, hypothetically, | do betray Malcolm Reynolds, the one person who's offered me hospitality out here
in this world, will you also help my crew?"

"There are others with you?"

IIYeS.II

20



"Jack Harkness, if you can manage to bring Malcolm Reynolds down, UNIT will give you whatever you
want. And I'm sure the Alliance will do the same."

Talitia tore apart because Mal was coming over to their table. He glared at her one last time and then
said, "All right, get out of here. Jack and | are on our way now."

Talitia raised her eyebrows as if to say, Think about it?

Jack went out of his way to avoid returning her gaze. The problem with all of this was it was a tempting
offer.

~Fk ik ke

When Mal walked out of the bar, he found River squatting bare foot on a mound of sand, letting it sift
through her fingers. She looked up at him. "The big bad wolf took it all away."

"What are you talkin' about now?"

"The bad wolf. Came and everything vanished. Except for one." The last of the sand sifted from her
fingers and she clutched her head, groaning. "It's all wrong! It shouldn't be! It can't be, it's broken!"

Mal was used to River's ranting. She'd done it a lot more when she'd first arrived on the ship. But he had
rarely seen her so anguished. This ranked right up to the night they'd ended up on Miranda. He shook
the thought from his mind. Miranda was not a time he had much fond memories of. "Uh, let's go find
your brother, shall we?"

"He can't help. The bad wolf is too powerful. It'll get him, too."

Mal frowned and shifted uncomfortably. His usual method of dealing with her was to let Simon deal
with her, but without him there, he was at a loss. Much to his relief, she stood after a moment and
started to walk back to the ship with him. Just as they started to go up the plank leading to the ship,
River stopped short and moaned. "l can't go in there! It's too powerful, the force of it. We can't fight the
big bad wolf."

Simon came up to them just then, looking bemused at his sister sitting in the sand.

"Simon, take care of your sister. She's havin' a crazy spell again," Mal said, and turned to go back into his
ship. "Take off in ten."

~Fk kK

"Okay, here's what we're doing," Jack said later that night, after the group had gathered back into the
ship. It had become clear that they weren't going to find a way out on their own. They'd need to stay on
Serenity just a little bit longer, just spending enough time to get back to New London. Mal and his crew
had given them some privacy, so they were sitting in the common area of Serenity together. "We're
going to break into UNIT."
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"Why?" Mickey asked.
"Ever since | started being a cop I've been a criminal pretty much,"” Gwen said. "There's irony for you."

"Right." He explained what had happened to him in the pub. "Okay, Martha. You look worried about
something. What's wrong?"

"It's nothing. It's just ¢ well, it's not going to happen, so don't worry about it." She still looked
uncomfortable, but he didn't press her to tell him. After a moment, though, Martha began to look like
her normal self.

Gwen and Martha, who were sitting next to each other on one of the couches, looked up as Jack heard
soft footsteps behind him. It was Inara, whom he hadn't seen since their first night.

"Hope I'm not disturbing anything," she said, smiling calmly. "l was just on my way to find something in
the kitchen to eat. Anyone wish to join me?"

"I'm starving," lanto said. The others looked to Jack to see if their meeting was over. When they were
satisfied that it was, they began to file out in their separate directions. Martha and lanto followed Inara
into the kitchen, and Jack sat alone in one of the couches, overwhelmed with his own thoughts.

Yes, this had to be the right thing to do. If there was a way to get home without betraying Mal's
confidence, Jack wanted to try it. He might have been a con-man, but he had morals and a conscience.
You just didn't betray the only person who had offered to help you find a way home.

ek
Inara began to fix herself some tea, and offered some to Martha and lanto. "Do you take sugar?"
"And milk," lanto said.

She slipped into one of the chairs and said, "So, what do you think of Serenity?"

"l like it so far," Martha said. "I've done quite a bit of, er, space travel, and | must say, it's a beautiful
ship.”

Inara smiled. "I believe there are several people on board who would agree with you on that, myself
included. Do you feel homesick at all?"

lanto shook his head. "We're used to doing mental things like this. Trust me, as rough as this is, I've seen
rougher days."

She raised an eyebrow and said, "Really? | can't imagine being on board with us is a picnic for anyone. |
know the captain can be... rough.”

"Yeah, we noticed."
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"But he's a very good man," she continued. "People don't realize that because he's so... so..." She never
finished her sentence.

Martha noticed how eager she was to jump to his defense. She concentrated on drinking her tea and
tried to forget how she'd done the same thing for the Doctor so many years before.

"You need to trust him. | know it's hard when you don't know how to get home. But please, try to trust
him a little," Inara finished.

Martha didn't think lanto noticed the sadness in Inara's eyes.

~Fk ik ke

The sky stretched out like infinity in front of them. This is the part that Mal liked best, putting Serenity
into autopilot and watching the stars float past them. When you were planet-bound you forgot how vast
space was. And this was a reminder of how tiny they really were. River had calmed down quite a bit. Mal
didn't know how Simon did it, but she seemed to be doing much better. She was almost cheerful.

River didn't talk much, which suited him well. She turned out to be a calm and precise co-pilot, always
muttering mathematical equations in her head that were way beyond him. Yep, his genius co-pilot.

"There's something different about Jack," she said calmly.
The sudden noise startled Mal. "That's quite a different tone than you had last night."

She ignored him, continuing her line of thought. "He doesn't work right. The rules state: Ashes to ashes,
dust to dust. But that can never happen. Not for him."

He had no idea what she was getting at, and he knew she wasn't likely to elaborate. Instead, she folded
her arms and slunk in her chair. "He can never follow the rules. He wants to, but he can't."

"|s it possible for you to, you know, not speak in riddles?"

River frowned, as if trying to figure out how to answer his question. Finally she said, "No. Because | don't
know the answer myself."

"Oh, I think you do. Somehow I think you already know."
"How can someone understand infinity?" she asked. "Only the bad wolf knows."

He just stared at her. After a moment, she closed her eyes and rested her head against the headrest.
Mal knew their conversation was over, and he couldn't say that he was sorry.
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A few weeks later, Jack sat alone on one of the couches. His crew
had all headed to bed since then, leaving him alone with his own
thoughts. They'd been flying for weeks, seemingly aimlessly. It
was as if Mal had no idea what he was doing. How were they
going to get home? Getting on Talitia's good side was becoming
more and more appealing to him. Although he wouldn't
necessarily bet on UNIT being able to send them back to Cardiff,

she was his best bet so far.

River slid into the room, hair looking stringy around her face. Goosebumps shot up his neck.
"You're wired wrong," she stated simply, pointing at him like something out of a horror movie.
"What are you talking about?"

"You don't die. You want to, but you won't ever, no matter how hard you try."

He had no idea how to respond to this. How did she know so much about him? It was a secret Jack tried
to keep to himself as much as possible.

"Is this yours?" she continued, pulling a box out of her pocket. It looked a lot like the box he had found
in his desk drawer so many weeks before. "l can't make it work. Maybe you can." She held it out to him.

With trembling fingers, Jack took the box and opened it. Nothing happened, although it felt warm in his
hand.

"l found it at a fair. A man gave it to me. It was so pretty but | couldn't make it work." She frowned. "Do
you think the bad wolf knows how to make it work?"

"How did you know about the bad wolf?"

River tilted her head to the side. "I don't know. | know a lot of things, and they're all mixed up in my
head. But the bad wolf might be keeping you from going home. It's like that story from Earth-That-Was.
Red Riding Hood wanted to go home, but he ate her and her grandmother. And then she couldn't go
home."

"Right. I've got to, er --" He never finished his sentence. Jack felt like it was best to return to his quarters.

As he turned his back, River called, "Well, that theory didn't make much sense, did it?"
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CHAPTER FOUR

"It just didn't make sense!" Jack said, pacing in front of his crew. They had full use of the back living
space and often took advantage of it, as it was the only place they were likely to get privacy. Mal's crew
often used the front of Serenity to meet or make plans. "She knew everything. And she had this." He
pulled out the box River had handed to him.

"That looks like the box you had back in Cardiff," Mickey pointed out.

"ldentical," Jack said. "l didn't have it with me when we arrived. | left it back on my desk. So how did a
girl hundreds of years into the future get the same box? Mickey, you run some tests on this box. | know
you have limited material here, but anything you can pick up would be good. Gwen and Martha, | need
the two of you to meet with me and make a plan. We're landing on Hawall in two days. We've got to
find a way out of here. | don't think Mal knows what he's doing. We're on our own here. lanto, | need
you to talk to the crew. Find out all you can about the planet; geography, temperature, the kinds of
people we're likely to run to."

His crew went off in separate directions, spreading out and beginning to carry out their assigned tasks.
Mickey picked up the box and began to walk away with it. A few minutes later he returned, holding a
towel. "It's hot again. Remember how Martha said it was hot to the touch? It's getting to be that way
again."

"So what does that mean?" Jack asked. "The last time it happened, we travelled forward in time. Are we
going to go back home again?"

Mickey shook his head. "Somehow | doubt it. My scanners were going off the charts when we travelled
the last time, and nothing's happening now. It's weird. It's like there's a ton of energy coming out of this
box, but nowhere else. Before --"

"There was a ton of energy coming from everywhere," Jack finished. "Well, what do we do about it?"

"|'ve got to figure out what was different last time. You'd think because we're in space, my scanners
would be detecting an alien life form somewhere and there's nothing at all.”

They heard the soft padding noise of bare feet in the living room. It was River again. "Oh, you won't find
anything in there," she said, pointing towards the box. "The big bad wolf scared it all away."

"He's trouble," Zoe said, sitting in River's vacant co-pilot seat. "I feel like I'm always repeating myself
around here, but he's trouble."

"I'm getting that. What's wrong with him this time?"
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"River thinks he's the big bad wolf, and I'm pretty caught up on my fairy tales from Earth-That-Was. The
Big Bad Wolf eats Red Riding Hood."

"Yeah, but she gets away."

"That's not my point, sir."”

"So, you think I'm Red Riding Hood?" Mal asked, frowning.
"Metaphor kind of fits."

"First of all, | rarely wear red capes. Except for that one time, and it was a job. Second of all, I'm not a
girl. Third of all, | can take care of myself."

"I'm not sayin' you can't take care of yourself. I'm just sayin', who knows what problems he'll cause here
on this ship or to the crew."

"We're landing tonight. You want me to dump him on Hawall?"

"I'd feel better. We can help him, find someone on that planet who knows a thing about time travel, or
thinks they know about time travel, and get out of here. But let's not keep him around."

"Can do."

~Fk ik ko

They landed early that evening as the sun set on the planet. Martha had travelled to many planets, but
this was one of the more beautiful planets she had ever been to. The planet looked almost tropical, with
palm trees and flowers. They were treated to a colorful sunset, and it made her slightly homesick for
Earth.

She sat on a bench outside of a bunch of booths where people were shopping, enjoying the warmth of
the evening. A gentle breeze cooled off the temperature, making it a nice night. She was waiting for a
good opportunity to slip into one of the booths. Kaylee had mentioned a fortune teller who frequented
the capitol city, and Jack had suggested that she talk to the fortune teller and see if she knew anything
about time travel. It was a long shot, but if she did know anything about it, they would be a lot closer to
a plan about how to get home than they were right now.

After a moment or two, she began to walk over to the collection of booths behind her. People were
packed in, buying arts and crafts or food or playing games. Some were even sitting in chairs, just
enjoying the pleasant temperature.

The fortune teller found her before she found the booth. She heard her voice from a chair. "Beautiful
woman, you are lost and in the wrong place.”
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Martha stopped and looked at her. She did not look like a stereotypical fortune teller. Her hair was cut
short, and she was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. She'd met one before on her travels back when they'd
thought the world was ending, but she had been far more stereotypical looking, complete with frilly
shirts. She also hadn't been very good. "'l was hoping you could help me."

"Sit down."

Martha sat on one of the chairs. It was soft and relaxing, and she started to feel like she might nod off.
No. She had a job to do. "I need to find out how to get home." She'd left the statement vague enough
that if the fortune teller was any good, she would be able to find out the problem herself. If she was a
fraud, Martha would get a generic fortune and she could walk away.

"l know," she said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. That was a good sigMartha
thought. "You must beware of silver boxes. They will keep you moving but nowhere you want to go.
Unless you know how to use it."

"What's wrong with silver boxes?" she asked. "What do you mean, they keep you moving? What does
that mean?"

"You came here because of a silver box, yes?"
"l don't know if that's quite how we should describe it, but we opened one, and --"

"They are evil. And if you don't know the magic behind it, you will be lost. Forever.” She leaned towards
Martha. "Forever."

"So how can we find out how to use it properly?"
"Discover the magic. It will bring you home."
"And how do | do that?"

"You must find that out for yourself." She leaned back in her chair mysteriously. "You must discover the
magic on your own."

Helpfulas alwaysMartha thought. It was clear the fortune teller wasn't going to give her any more
information. She stood and began to walk away, hoping to find Jack.

Jack had walked down the plank of Serenity as soon as he possibly could after landing. He was eager to
avoid River, who always seemed to be where he was, no matter what. He had slipped the box into the
pocket of his coat earlier. It seemed to be the key to them getting home, since it seemed to be
fundamental to them getting back.

The first person he saw wasn't River, or any of the other crew. It was, much to his dismay, Talitia.
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"Hello, there," she said. "Given any more thought to my plan?"

"Not really. The captain did give me a ride, so I'm not going to let you arrest him just so you can get
some glory."

"What if | told you, | know what that bulge-y thing is in your pocket and | know what it can do?"
"Still not going to bite."

"That box. Perhaps you saw one in your headquarters back in Cardiff? We've been studying it for ages.
Ever since this girl who travelled with the Doctor died we've been in possession of it. The fact that this
box ended up in your time was probably a time travelling error. But whoops, | can't tell you anything
else until you agree to help me out.”

"Well, that's not going to happen, so you'd better just help me out."

"Well, it is, because I'm about to help you find him." She pulled the gun out of her pocket. "Either give
me the box, or I'll kill you. Well, probably not you, since you can't die, but | have no trouble killing
everyone else in your crew one by one until you agree to hand me Malcolm Reynolds."

28



CHAPTER FIVE

He put his hands in the air, which struck him as silly since he wasn't going to die, but it was a reflex.
"You've got a lot of demands," he said. "First you want me to give you the box, then you want me to
hand you Malcolm Reynolds, and then who knows what else you'll want?"

"l think my demands are very simple. | just want Malcolm Reynolds and that box you've got in your
hand. What | want to know is how did you get that box in the first place?"

"Well, as long as you've got a gun pointed to my head and are threatening to kill my crew, | don't feel
very much like talking. And keep in mind, you shoot me now and | can't die. So. I'll just be back to
normal in a few days. It'll hurt, so I'd rather not, but if you insist."

"Yes, when you wake up, everyone in Torchwood will all be dead, so..."

Jack could not hear her, but was able to see her first. River snuck up behind the Talitia, something he
didn't think was a good idea. She was so fragile-looking. He tried to telepathically communicate with
her: "Walk away, she's on a killing spree." But River kept going, staring intently at the back of Talitia's
head. It reminded him of a cat waiting for just the right moment to pounce.

And River pounced. She kicked out her leg and swung Talitia over backwards, then grabbed the gun and
pointed it at her face as she lay on the ground, eyes wide in fright. "I can kill you," the girl said simply.

"Don't! Please don't!" Without the gun in her hand, Talitia was a coward. She trembled on the ground,
hands up over her eyes as if they would protect her if River decided to shoot.

"Don't shoot her," Jack said, in disgust. "She's just a coward."

"Cowards can be ferocious," River said, not looking away from Talitia. "Look at the cowardly lion in that
one fairy tale, the one about the lion and scarecrow and tin man. He always had courage."

"Yes, but still. Let's leave her alone for now." He felt shaky and off-kilter. How did such a fragile looking
girl cause that much damage?

"Get up,"” River said. "And you can go home. And I'll be keeping this."

Talitia slowly stood up, trembling. She eyed the gun for a moment, but then turned and walked away.
River did not lower the weapon.

And then, the crew of Serenity crowded around them.

~Fk kK

"Pick up," Martha thought to herself. She didn't know how this worked. If the Doctor answered, would it
be a new Doctor since they were so far into the future? Or would it be her own? Hopefully her Doctor
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lasted a really long time. Even though she knew technically a different Doctor would be as brilliant as the
one she knew, she'd feel a lot better talking to him.

He picked it up on the fourth ring, and she recognized his voice, much to her relief. "Stupid lever," he
said. "l can't get it to work. As such, I'll probably be stuck in the 18" century forever. | loved watching
electricity get invented and all that, but | am thoroughly soaking wet right now --"

"Doctor," she said quickly, to try and get him to focus. She'd forgotten how much he tended to ramble.
"Martha Jones! Nice to hear from you! Don't know where my manners have been!"

"Do you know anything about a silver box? It's got some sort of intricate design on it, you know, dark
spirals and stuff. It glows and gets really hot sometimes."

"Hmm. Silver box. Silver box. Silver box. Is this a UNIT thing?"

"No, we found it at Torchwood. | just saw a fortune teller and she said there was some kind of magic.
And it all makes sense because when we opened the box before in Cardiff we ended up centuries into
the future where Earth doesn't exist anymore."

"Ah, yes. Chinese and American unification, right? Fascinating time in history. That's when you lot figure
out about space travel.”

"Yes. Well, | thought you might know something about this silver box since it seems to be the key to
time travel. At least in this universe."”

"l don't know anything about it. Sorry, Martha. Without seeing it, I'm not sure | can help."
"The phone | gave you is a camera phone. | can send you a picture."

"Really?" the Doctor said, as if this was the most amazing thing he'd ever heard of. "You can send me
pictures with your phone? Brilliant!"

"I'll do it if we can't find a way home on our own. I'd better go, Doctor."
"Yes, I'd better get this TARDIS fixed. Talk to you soon, then."
Martha shut her phone and walked off to find Jack.

"Everyone in the ship now!" Mal thundered, pointing to the open doors of Serenity. Kaylee stood at the
top, arms folded. She looked confused and more than a little bit alarmed.

"Jack," Mal continued, "you have ten minutes to find your people or we'll leave you behind, time travel
be damned. And yes, I'm letting you back on out of the kindness of my heart. Zoe, take the gun from
River and let's get goin'. I'm going to go do a walk around and make sure no one saw a known fugitive
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knock out a UNIT operative right outside of my spaceship. Also, Zoe, call Inara and tell her to drop her
appointment if she wants to get back on Serenity ever." He glared at River, but River didn't seem to
mind.

Zoe put her arm gently around River and took the gun from her. She didn't try to fight it, she just let Zoe
steer her back into the ship.

Mal frowned as Jack went off his separate way, to track down his own crew. If River and her brother
were found and she was sent back to that academy where they tortured people, it wouldn't be his fault.
He'd done everything he could to protect the two of them and the only thanks he got was River
attacking government officials.

It didn't take long before he heard the unmistakable clicking noise of a gun lock being released, followed
by the sound of several guns making the same noise. When he looked up, he realized he was now
surrounded by UNIT officials.

"Come with us and | recommend you do it peacefully!" came a loud booming voice. "Malcolm Reynolds,
you're under arrest!"

~r kK

Thirty minutes later, Jack had returned with his crew but there was no captain. It wasn't like him to be
so late. Zoe sat in the bridge with Kaylee and River.

"Radio silence," Kaylee said. "I'm hearin' something about Number One, but nothing else. Just vague
chatter.”

"It's got to be code,"” Zoe said. "All right. I'm goin' to go out there with Jayne. River, if somethin' goes
wrong, you've got to fly this thing out of here and get away as fast as you can. Kaylee, you think you can
help her get out of any scrapes with Serenity?"

"Yes, but --" Kaylee looked upset. Zoe's heart went out to her. She hated the idea of being separated, or
worse ¢ if something had happened to the captain.

"We'll be fine," she said soothingly. "But you've got to prepare for the worst."
"l know, but --"
"Why don't we come with you?" River said gently. "That way Kaylee won't be so sad."

Zoe paused for a moment. "And have you going out in front of UNIT soldiers? | think that's the reason
we're in this trouble in the first place.”

"Well, I can stay here with my brother, | suppose. But Kaylee should go. She will be very sad."

"If you want to,"” Zoe said.
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"l wouldn't mind."

"Okay, then. Stay close to me, though. All right? And keep your radio close at hand. | don't want to miss
it if the Captain's tryin' to communicate."

The holding cells at UNIT were white and they didn't even have bars you could peek out of. There was a
tiny hole in the wall that opened when someone wanted to bring him food, but other than that, Mal
stared at white walls. He wasn't sure how long they'd keep him here. Was he at UNIT so they could
interrogate him, or was he here just waiting to be handed off to another part of the Alliance? He hoped
they'd just keep him here. UNIT, he could handle. The Alliance, not so much.

Most of the guys here seemed weaker than Mal was. Maybe he could take some of the guards down
next time they took him out of the cell? He'd been trying to come up with a plan since he'd been placed
in here. Nothing seemed to be viable. He'd have to see exactly where he was before escaping.

Something large and blue on the walls caught his attention. At first, he thought it was a giant insect or
something else equally unpleasant, but after a moment he saw there were words written on the wall in
neat kanji letters.

It said Bad Wolf

~r kK

Jack let Martha snap a quick photo of the silver box to send to the Doctor. She'd just hit send when they
heard frantic footsteps in the next room. Jack poked his head out and saw Zoe and Jayne testing out
weapons and putting some of them into holsters.

"What's going on?" he asked.

"We think somethin' happened to the captain,” Zoe said simply.
"Should be over soon."

"Do you need help?"

"l need you to stay here and keep your crew safe."

"If something happened to the captain, I'd feel responsible. I'd like to help."”
"All right, fine. You any good with a gun?" she asked with a sigh.

"Quite good, actually." He smiled as she tossed one at him. Jack caught it easily and slipped it into his
own gun holster. "Let's get this show going, then!"

~Fk kK
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Zoe knew that the captain couldn't have been taken far. Kaylee was still getting radio signal declaring
that Number One was down, so most likely there was another UNIT headquarters or jail of some sort on
Hawall. Zoe was about ninety-nine percent positive that the captain had to be Number One, too.

She just didn't know for sure where UNIT was on this planet. They followed the muffled and unclear
sound of the radio for awhile, and eventually the radio started to come in much more clearly.

"Meeting in ten," they heard over a crackling noise.

"There they are," Zoe said, pointing towards the east. Sure enough, a few steps later, they saw a beige
building in the distance. It looked precisely like the UNIT headquarters they'd visited back on New
London. She hoped that the captain was there. "Follow me. And Kaylee, stay close, all right? Jayne and
Jack, you be ready from behind if anything happens to me."

They walked together in silence for awhile, the occasional sound of the UNIT radios reflecting in their
own.

"All right," she said. "I'm goin' to shoot that lock, so you best be prepared to hide behind anythin' you
can find. And if they come out shooting, we're going to shoot 'em out first. Ready?"

The others nodded. Kaylee looked pale, as if she didn't really want to do this. She always looked
awkward holding a gun, as if it didn't fit. Zoe knew that back on Miranda, she had shot her gun only a
few times, and she wondered if she'd be up to the task of shooting UNIT operatives as well. Killing a
couple of blood-thirsty Reavers was a much different task than killing human beings who were not out
to kill them first. If Kaylee froze up on her, she knew at least Jayne would be more than adequate back-

up.

Zoe aimed well, because then she heard the lock click out of place right after she shot it. Alarms went off
overhead as they scurried for cover. It took seemingly forever, but the hallways quickly cleared. It
seemed that the UNIT employees had found their evacuation spot. "We move together, got that? Jayne,
you got that?"

Jayne frowned. "Hey, | wasn't gonna do anythin'. What exactly did you think | was gonna do, woman?"

"l don't know, but don't do it. Right. Everyone keep an eye out for someplace that looks like a holding
cell. If we're not too slow, we should be able to get the captain and get out of there quickly. I'll stand in
front and Jayne, you'll stick around back. Kaylee, stay in the middle."

Kaylee nodded, not daring to argue with Zoe. Jack kept his gun close at hand, and prepared to fight.

Mal heard the gunfire moments before the alarms went off. It woke him up from a dead sleep, and he
wondered sleepily what was going on. Nothing happened for a long time. He waited for someone to
come for him, to move him to a secure spot, but no one did. UNIT, clever as ever, he thought. The
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gunfire came closer and he heard shouting, then screams. Mal walked over to the door to see if he could
hear anything else.

After a moment or two, he heard voices coming as if from very far away. It didn't take him long to
recognize Jayne's voice. He wished that Jayne would learn how to be a little bit quieter during these
kinds of missions.

"Let's just get this done!" he said, sounding exasperated. "l value my life, you know!"

Then he heard Zoe's voice, much to his relief. If Zoe was in command, he'd be out of there faster than
you could say Big Bad Wolf. "You're supposed to be protecting Kaylee."

"l value my life more than | value hers!"

"Don't ever let me hear you say that again," she said. Mal smiled. Good for her. As much as he hated to
admit it, she might make a better captain than him.

Some day. Way in the future, he hoped.

There was more gunfire and the door sprung open.

"You're scary when you get your in-command voice on," Mal said, standing up and beaming at Zoe.
"Shut up, sir." There was a hint of a smile on her face.

"Hey there, Captain," Kaylee said, voice sounding shaky. She looked happy, though.

"Hey there, Kaylee. And Jack. And Zoe."

Jack waved at him slightly and nodded in acknowledgement.

"Right, let's get out of here." Zoe tossed him a gun and they began to sneak out of the hall. Since the
halls had pretty much cleared, they walked together with guns pointed out, the way they had done in
the war, but they didn't really need to. There was no one in sight.

"Far easier getting out than getting in," Kaylee joked weakly after they opened the door and stepped out
into freedom.

"Let's go, though," Mal said. "Quickly."
Without speaking, they ran back to the ship and got ready for take-off.

When Mal stepped into the cargo area, he pressed the button that would close the doors. He knew they
had to leave now. It wouldn't take long for UNIT to discover that their prize prisoner had escaped and
would come after him.
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A few moments later, Serenity soared into the sky. "Okay. Jack, | need to see you. Everyone else, go find
ajobtodo."
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CHAPTER SIX

Jack heard the safety of the gun behind him, and he could feel goosebumps all up and down his neck.
Without turning around, he put his hands in the air.

"Don't like guests of mine betrayin' me. There's a special place in hell for fellas who do that kind of
thing."

"Before you shoot me, | just wanted to point out | can't die. And second of all, | don't think | know what
you're talking about.”

"Now, see, people are always shocked when | reveal that I've read poems and stories and things like
that, but I'm pretty well versed in the old fairy tales. | gotta say, River walkin' around, calling you the Big
Bad Wolf, gets me a little uneasy. And since you've been here there's been nothin' but trouble. I've been
able to keep a low profile up until you got on this ship."

"Can | turn around?" Jack asked, because it seemed like the logical thing to do.
There was a pause. "Maybe. What do you want from us?"
"l want to explain. And it's not going to be easy, so | need you to listen."

He'd been on a mission for the last few years to find out what had happened to him, and in the places
he'd been confused, the Doctor had filled him in. Jack felt like he knew enough about his own story to
tell Mal, but wasn't sure if he'd listen. Or believe him.

"I'm not the bad wolf," he said. "I travelled with this girl for awhile. We had a mutual acquaintance in a
man called the Doctor." As Jack told his story, Mal stared back at him skeptically. He never lowered his
gun, which Jack had hoped that he would.

"And how am | supposed to believe you?"

"Well, you don't have to believe anything you don't want. Shoot me now, if that'll make you happy. But |
can't die, so unless you dispose of me in some really grotesque manner, I'll still be here in the morning."

Mal's eyes narrowed and he frowned, as if contemplating what to do with this new piece of information.
After what seemed like forever, he finally lowered his weapon. "Fine," he growled. "But you're getting
off on the next planet. And I'm not kiddin' this time."

Just then, River walked in. First, she stared at Jack, then at Mal. "There's a girl in the box. | told Martha
to let her out, but she didn't know how."

They both just stared at her.



Jack met his own crew privately later that day. "Okay, this is what we know. Bad Wolf is everywhere. It's
like when | used to travel with Rose. You'd see it in the strangest places. And it's coming back, which is
strange."

"Yeah, | remember that," Mickey said. "It'd follow her wherever she went. She didn't talk too much
about it because | think she was scared of it, but | do remember seeing it."

"Well, now it's following us everywhere," Jack said. "And there's no Rose. So we need to find out why
this thing isn't gone." He wasn't sure he wanted to know. The bad wolf had pretty much ruined his life
the first time. "Do you think the Doctor might know?"

"He wasn't much use the first time," Martha said. "l called him before and he had no answers. It was
almost like he was distracted. Kept talking about his TARDIS and everything. He still hasn't got back to
me on the silver box."

"That's odd. Well, you keep trying. Mickey, have you found out anything else about the box?"

"No. Every time | do, it just gets hot but doesn't do anything else. I've tried opening it with a hot pad,
and there's no energy coming from the outside world at all. And we haven't moved through time yet. |
don't know what I'm doing differently from what you did."

"Gwen, can you hand me the box?" It was lying on a table a few feet away from where they were sitting.

She didn't give it to him right away. Instead, she let it rest in her palm. "Did you say it got hot whenever
you touch it?"

"Yeah. Is it warm for you at all?" Mickey asked.

"No. How long does it usually take?"

"Not long. Pretty much right away."

"Nothing is happening." She passed the box to Jack.
Within a few moments, the box began to get warm again.

"Why is it like that for some people but not for others?" lanto asked. "Here, let me try." Jack passed the
box to him, and lanto let it rest on the palm of his hand, the way Gwen did. "Nothing. Feels like a normal
box for me."

"Can | try?" Martha asked.

"Are we going to do this all day?" lanto asked. "Shouldn't we just try and figure out what's different
from before? And who knows, maybe this box just looks identical to the one back in Cardiff, but doesn't
have the same power."
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"Can't be," Martha and Jack said at the same time.

"Talitia told me it was the same box," Jack said. "It's like we're missing a piece to the puzzle."
"And a fortune teller told me the answer lies in this box."

"Don't tell me you believe in that stuff,” Gwen said.

"| told her to check it out," Jack responded.

"And it's the best lead we've got," Martha said. "We've had two people tell us anything about the box,
and one of them happened to be a fortune teller. I'm not going to discard any of our sources yet."

Later that night, Martha called the Doctor once more. "Listen. Have you figured out anything about the
box yet?"

"To be honest, | haven't really had the time. I'm still stuck here in the 18" century, Martha. It's mental.
I've made good friends with Benjamin Franklin and I'm afraid if I'm stuck here long enough I'll be stuck
watching the first continental congress in Philadelphia. And I've already seen all of that! They're not that
interesting, they keep arguing about how hot is this this time of year. Remember when we first met and
I'd mentioned I'd watched electricity being invented? I'm stuck in a time period I've already been to."

"So the TARDIS is still broken?"

"It really is. I'm usually quite good at fixing her, but she's totally being stubborn at the moment."
"Gosh. Sorry to hear that."

"|s that all you called me for?" He sounded impatient, distracted.

"No," Martha said, rolling her eyes. "We keep hearing the bad wolf everywhere. Jack and Mickey said it's
like when Rose used to travel with you. It's on walls, in whispers. There's this girl here who repeats the
story of the bad wolf all of the time. And everyone takes what she says seriously. She reads people,
Doctor. It's unnerving."

"Bad wolf, huh?" His voice sounded distant. "Oh, that's really not good. Not good at all, if that's
repeating itself everywhere."

"River, that girl I was telling you about, said that there was a girl stuck in the box. Is that referring to
Rose?"

"No. She's in a different world now." His voice was flat, and Martha heard none of his usual enthusiasm.
"It can't be her."

"What does it all mean, though?"
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"l don't think that'd be in reference to Rose at all. By the unification she'd be long gone, dead, a
memory. She didn't travel with you or anything, so there's no way the future could know anything about
her. They do, however, know about you and Jack. UNIT has been keeping close watch on Jack for awhile,
trying to figure out why he can't die. So they're well versed in Torchwood and the people who have
contact with him every day. That's how they know all about you. And | think, unless you all do something
to stop it, they're close to their answer about Jack."

"But how do we stop it?"
"Tell me. What happens when you touch that box?"

"Well, it's different for everyone. For Jack and Mickey it gets real hot, but with Gwen and lanto it stays
the same.”

"No, Martha. | asked what happened when youtouch that box."

She had to think for a moment. It had been awhile since Martha had touched the box. "l don't know. |
haven't touched it since before this place.”

"Am | right in deducing then, that you were the last person to have touched the box before you were
sent into the future?”

Martha thought carefully about what had transpired on that morning. So much had happened since
then, she could barely remember. She went through the entire morning in her mind ¢ the spring
cleaning, the box smoking, Jack complaining that it was hot to the touch. So she'd touched the lid and
the alarms had gone off. "Yes," she realized. "But how did you know that?"

"Remember when we saved your planet from Davros last year? There was all this energy in the
atmosphere. Rose, you, Sarah Jane, Jack, Donna, Mickey, everyone was together. You were all
enthusiastic and wanted to save the earth, and | believe some of the power of the TARDIS was
unleashed that night. That's the power of the bad wolf, Martha. That's all that means. You all received
some of that energy. The reason why Gwen and lanto don't get any of it is because they've never been
on the TARDIS. And you've been on the longest, so most of the power is in you. The box is somehow
responding to that power."

Martha's heart pounded. It was awe-inspiring, to know that much power was inside of her. She felt
overwhelmed by what the Doctor had just told her. It was just too much. She just didn't know what all of
it meant yet. "Am | going to be able to control all of this power?" she asked quietly.

"Oh, heavens, yes," the Doctor said cheerfully. "You've just got to use the box. You shouldn't do
anything dangerous like make Jack stay alive for a thousand extra years or anything like that. You're
absolutely fine. | bet if you open the box, you'll be home in a moment. And you do need to be the one
who opens the box. | don't know if | clarified that for you yet."
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"All right." She frowned. It seemed all too easy. So all she needed to do was open a box? Sounded easy
enough.

"l wouldn't do it as long as you're still on the space ship," he said. "It can get messy if you're in space and
you try to travel through time and you don't really know what you're doing. So wait till you land next,
and you can certainly open the box and get home. And do hurry. This is wreaking havoc on my TARDIS."

Martha shut the mobile and went to go find Jack. This was going to make their lives so much easier.
~Fk Kk ko
"So you're tellin' me all you got to do is open a box and you'll get home?" Mal said skeptically. "Seems

awful simple to me." Martha sat on the other side of the canteen with him. Jack had decided that what
the Doctor had said was so complex it'd be much easier to let her explain it, in case he messed anything

up.

"That's it in a nutshell. So, just wherever you're going, we'll take the box with us and all will be well with
the world." She smiled. "We'll be home before you know it." She'd left out the part about the bad wolf
and the power of the TARDIS. Somehow, Martha didn't think he'd believe her if she told him.

"You sure? It seems way too easy," he repeated, leaning back into his chair. "l like a good plan as well as
the next person, but even the best laid plans don't always work out."

"I've known the Doctor for quite awhile," Martha said. "l trust him and he knows what he's doing."

"Well, that's good. At least someone knows what they're doing." He didn't seem angry, though. More
than anything, he seemed amused. "Really? All we gotta do is open a box? That seems really strange to
me."

"Strange to me, too! It seems like it's far too easy!"

"You know," he said thoughtfully. "It's been real strange havin' you all on board, but I think | kind of like
the company. Sometimes it's good to get away from the routine, you know?"

"l think so, too," Martha said. "Every so often. Which is why | can't be too annoyed that we've been on
this ship for so long." She smiled. "It's really been fun, although I'm looking forward to going back to
Cardiff. | like sleeping in my own bed."

"You miss anyone back at home?" he asked.
"Well, I do miss my family. Sometimes."

"That's good," he said awkwardly. It seemed as if he didn't want to go into too much of a life story with
Martha. He stood then, rubbed the back of his neck, and said, "Well, guess I'll see you all in the mornin’.
We should be landin' tomorrow afternoon sometime."
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Martha sat alone in the canteen for a long while before returning to her quarters on the ship.

~Fk ik k

The morning came far too early for Martha's liking. She'd been up late that night, going over everything
the Doctor had said to her before. So, the power of the TARDIS was inside of her now, huh? She kind of
liked the sound of that. It also scared her. Even though the Doctor had said there was nothing to be
worried about, she knew full well what the power of the TARDIS could do. And maybe if she opened the
box and regulated the power inside of the box, the Doctor could fix his TARDIS. It was something she'd
only just considered.

After a few minutes, she began to have doubts. As Mal had said, it did seem far too easy. It seemed as if
far too much could go wrong. Martha shook her head. Think positiveshe told herself. You'll be fine. You
just have to open a box

She rolled out of bed and brushed her hair quickly. Then she walked up the ladder leading to the main
quarters of the ship. They were going to go home today. It was as if a weight had been liftesd from her
shoulders. It felt good.

Kaylee was the first person Martha saw. "Hey. Heard you guys are goin' home today. That's great! I'l
miss you guys, though. It's always so shiny havin' people on board."

Martha smiled back. Kaylee's energy and enthusiasm was contagious. It was like once you saw her, you
couldn't help but be in a good mood. "I'll miss being on Serenity," Martha said. "It's been quite an
adventure."”

"l bet you lead such a glamorous life back on Earth," she said. "We're probably not nearly as exciting as
bein" in Torchwood, seein’ aliens and stuff up close!"

"Well, actually, when we left we were spring cleaning. Not fun at all!"

Kaylee giggled. "Well, I think a few of us we could afford to do that once in awhile. Hey, a few of us are
havin' breakfast in the canteen. Want to join?"

"Yeah!" Martha said enthusiastically. She was starving by now. When she followed Kaylee into the
canteen, Mal, Zoe, Jack, and Simon were sitting around laughing and talking. She could tell this was a
usual tradition; the crew sitting back and enjoying each other as friends. It was strange, all the things
you observed about people when you weren't panicking that you'd never get home again.

"How are you this morning?" Jack said cheerfully, raising his mug in toast to Martha. "See? This little girl
is so smart, she's getting us off this time zone and back home!"

"It's impressive to me, at any rate," Kaylee said, slipping into a chair next to Simon and resting her head
on his shoulder. "Don't think | would have thought of that.” Slowly, he put a tentative arm around her
shoulders and they sat there together, looking content.
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The mood was definitely more jovial than it had been in awhile. The crew of Serenity was no doubt
happy to have the ship to themselves again, and Jack's crew was more than happy that they would be
going home.

"So who exactly is this Doctor guy?" Mal said, taking a large swig out of whatever he was drinking.

Martha and Jack exchanged a look. How did you describe the Doctor to someone who had never heard
of him? Somehow, Mal struck them as the type of person who would just laugh if they said he was a
time travelling alien who kept saving earth from destruction from evil aliens.

"He's a... really good scientist," Martha said finally. "He travels through time a bit. Knows a thing or two
about, well, everything, actually.”

"Interesting man. Think I'd like to meet him someday."
"And how much beer have you had?" Zoe asked, deadpanned.
Mal paused for a moment, thinking. "Two."

"You know it's breakfast, right?" She smiled slowly and then looked down at her food as if she was
thinking about something else.

Mal glanced at her, but she didn't notice.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The ship landed a few hours later back on Persephone. There was apparently a job that needed to be
done, and the plan was to say good-bye to the passengers and get to the job as soon as possible. The
remaining leg of their journey had been a pleasant one. Jack's crew were optimistic and seemed
genuinely happy for the first time since landing in this strange universe. The past few weeks of not
knowing what to expect had been hard on them.

Mal and his crew began to separate, but first he turned and said, "Best of luck. Can't say it's been easy,

but it's sure been interestin'." He put his hand out.

Jack shook it and smiled. No, Malcolm Reynolds had not been the easiest man to live with. But it had
definitely been interesting.

"See you around, maybe," Mal said, turning once more to follow Zoe and Jayne.
"See you," he said. Then he turned to Mickey. "Okay, box."
Mickey held the box out to him.

"l think Martha should do the honors, since she has the power to literally knock us out of here. But first,
| just want to say --"

"Not so fast, Jack," came Talitia's voice from behind them.
Jack sighed. He heard the safety of the gun click off, and he turned around to face her.

"l believe that the box there is official UNIT property." With her free hand, she reached down into her
pocket and pulled out a sheet of paper. "See? It moves through time and space. And by official Alliance
decree, possession of the box belongs to UNIT in order to foster in good relations between alien and
human life on all terraformed planets. You've got to surrender it to us.”

Jack grabbed the piece of paper from her and read it. Somehow, he doubted that UNIT was going to
foster good relations between anyone. The piece of paper seemed to be some sort of contract, signed
by top government officials. "That's fine and good, but we've got to get home. | am not staying on this
godforsaken set of planets any longer."

"I'm not saying you have to. Just give me the box. All will be fine."

Martha stepped in. "We can't give her the box. We have to have it, with us, back in Torchwood where
we left it. Otherwise | think it wreaks havoc with the time-space continuum."

Talitia pointed the gun at Martha, who lifted her hands. She looked terrified, but took a deep breath and
steadied herself. "Put your gun down and we'll negotiate."
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Jack wondered, not for the first time, exactly what Martha had faced traveling with the Doctor, or during
that erased year. She seemed remarkably calm.

Talitia shook her head, but lowered her gun. Then, without warning, she fired it right at Martha.

Gwen knelt down to the ground, putting her hand over Martha's wound.

"Is she all right?" Jack called, not daring to look away from Talitia. At this rate, he'd have to give her
what she wanted. She was highly dangerous.

"She was shot in the shoulder, so she's okay for now. But she's losing a lot of blood. If we don't get
help..." Gwen trailed off. There was so much blood spreading out all over Martha's shirt and on her
hand.

A few seconds later, they heard Mal's voice boom out behind them. "Now, if you ain't the most nao huo
person on the central planets, | don't know who is. | accidentally married a gal who fits that description,
but you... you might actually beat her." He pulled out his gun and pointed it at her, while pulling out his
radio. "We're bringin' an injured person back on board. We need a doctor."

Talitia pointed her weapon at him so that they were facing each other, ready to shoot at any moment.
Zoe and Jayne rushed over to Martha, and slowly started to pick her up. Talitia only looked at them for a
moment, but let them go back on board.

"Now, it's been pretty funny around here lately," Mal continued. "l keep seein’ this one sign all over the
place. It says Bad Wolf. Don't know what it means, don't care what it means necessarily, but | want it to
stop. Been drivin' me nuts."

"You lan piece of go se" Talitia responded, hands trembling in anger. "You had the power of the bad
wolf right on board with you the whole time. She isn't the bad wolf, but she's got almost as much
power. But now she's down and hopefully dying, so..."

"We already knew all of that," Jack said.

""S0, you can see why we're in no hurry to give this box up. Which rightfully belongs to us, by the way. By
Alliance decree, this box belongs to UNIT so that they can foster --"

"Oh, shut up," Mal said. "l don't care about the Alliance. | just want them off my gorram ship."
"Got into a spot of trouble, Mal?" came a voice from behind them.

Jack recognized it as the bartender from the place where he'd first met Talitia. He held a gun parallel to
Talitia's chest. If Talitia was at all nervous that so many people were holding guns in her direction, she
didn't give any of it away.

44



"I'd say so, Louis," Mal said cheerfully.

"Just so happens | caught a wave from Zoe. | remember her from the war. Smart girl. Probably the only
thing that kept you alive, you know. My point is, | don't like it when my planet is in turmoil. I'm here to
keep the peace, whether that means helpin' the Independents or the Alliance, | don't care. All | care
about is ending this. So what do | need to do?"
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Louis narrowed his eyes at Talitia suspiciously. "I know one thing. | trust you about as far as | can throw
you. I've come into contact with you before. One a scale from one to ten, one being great and ten bein’
the scum at the bottom of my shoe, you rank about a ten and a half. And Mal, | don't know about you,
either, but at least you take care of your own. So I'm gonna have to side with you."

As if out of nowhere, River came up from behind them. She looked completely unfazed by all the guns.
"You can't control it, any of it."

Mal's shoulders slumped, and he hung his head with a big sigh. "Can | get through a good old-fashioned
gun battle just once without her tryin' to be all philosophical?"

She ignored him and walked between the circle that had been forming. "You think you can put it into a
tiny box and trap it inside, but you can't.” She looked at Jack, and the expression on her face gave him
goosebumps. "You should know that."

Zoe and Jayne came out of the ship, carrying guns in holsters at their hips.
"Need help, sir?" Zoe asked.

"I'm really fine," Mal said, exasperated. "Probably one of us coulda shot at the other by now, but it
seems everyone's got to say their piece first."

"l could do it," Jayne said helpfully. He smiled at his gun as he took it out of his holster. "It'd only take a
sec."

"Now, | think things are getting a bit hasty," Talitia said. In one quick motion, she pulled a radio out of
her pocket. "Back-up."

With one fluid motion, there was gunfire everywhere. Jack couldn't see who had fired first in all the dirt
that was spirling up into the sky. UNIT officers were descending upon them in all the madness and
chaos, and he could see River in the midst of it all. She wasn't moving, but for some odd reason, none of
it fazed her. It seemed as if all the bullets were flying right past her. With one fluid motion, she held her
hand up and started to attack.

Her attacking looked more like a dance. Each movement she made had the grace of a ballet dancer, but
each movement also had the intent to destroy. It was a strange combination, and it took a moment for
Jack to make sense out of the bizarre scene unfolding in front of him. He was nearly taken out by
someone as he stopped to stare at her fighting style.

Jack watched as she took out one UNIT officer after another seemingly without effort, and then he was
attacked. Before he knew it, a man in uniform tackled him to the ground and held a gun to his forehead.
"Tell me one reason you should live," he grunted.
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"Ooh, threatening. | like that. Except | don't die." He punched the officer in the stomach and he rolled
off of Jack, grunting in pain. "Sorry," he added, standing to his feet and dusting himself off.

Just as Jack stood again, another officer grabbed him around the throat and tried to strangle him. Oh,
for heaven's sake. He elbowed the man behind him and oxygen flew back into his lungs. "You lot are
really going to have to learn your lesson, aren't you?"

Everyone else appeared to be engaged in battle. Mal was breathing heavily as he fended off several
UNIT officers, and Jayne punched a few in the stomach. It was as if no one was particularly eager to
shoot. River was doing enough on her own. Although a few UNIT officers had stopped to stare at her at
the beginning as Jack had done, the Serenity crew seemed to find nothing out of the ordinary. However,
everyone had to get back into the fight. River was destroying everything in sight.

It only took about ten minutes before River had done her work. Dust rose into the air and settled again,
with her standing in the center, looking as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. It didn't really
feel like much had happened, actually, other than the countless dead UNIT officers at her feet.

"Oh, this again,” Mal said, putting his gun back into his holster. "We gotta have a talk about dealin’ with
people.”

"l coulda just shot ‘em," Jayne said to River. "I mean, really. | don't think we need the ninja stuff.”

Talitia stood up, hair messed and gun wavering in front of her. She was the sole survivor, and Jack
wondered why River had decided to spare her life. "Look, | know when I've been beat,"” she said,
reluctantly. She glanced at River warily, but this time River didn't move.

The two women were at a stand-off. Blood trickled down River's face. So it seemed to be that the
fragile-looking, somewhat strange girl on Mal's ship was not only able to take care of herself; she was a
killing machine.

"Guess you guys sort of brought it on yourselves, with the crazy tests all you Alliance folks performed on
her," Mal said. "So | can't say I'm sorry exactly."

Talitia hesitated for only a moment longer and put her gun back into her holster as well. Then she put
her hands up in a clear sign of surrender.

"| trust you about as far as | can throw you," Mal said. "Which probably ain't far."

She glared at him and began to back off. "Have your stupid box. We're trying to save the universe, Jack.
We're not evil. We're trying to do what's right. You'll regret this. Every action has consequences."

Talk about a lesson Jack had already been well-taught. "I know that already, trust me. It's how | got into
the mess I'm in now."

Talitia nodded once. "You killed my men," she said, sadly.

47



Jack felt a brief wave of pity, but wasn't sure what to say.

"You're right," Mal said. "She shouldn't have done it. But see? The reason she did it is the same reason
why we don't trust you with that box. Your men broke her mind. May not have been UNIT, | don't know.
But your sort did this, and now she's trained to destroy when she's threatened. So, nice job with that.
And you start backing off now, I'm more likely to let you go without shooting you."

Talitia looked to be at a loss as to what to say as she backed away. She was finally defeated.
Jack watched her go. It was a pitiful sight. "Are you just going to let her walk away like that?"
"You shouldn't kill people when they're down," River said, out of breath. "That's just mean."

Mal put his hand to his forehead.
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CHAPTER NINE

Simon came out of the ship just then, surveying the damage as he walked. His eyes widened. "What the
hell happened?"

"Oh, you gotta learn your cue,” Mal said exasperatedly. "We could have used you half an hour ago."
"Yeah, your sister went on a killing spree again," Jayne added.

Simon raised his eyebrows at the ten or fifteen UNIT soldiers lying on the ground. He opened and closed
his mouth in disbelief for a moment. Jack was unsure whether Simon was more disconcerted over the
dead bodies or the fact that Mal and Jayne seemed to be blaming him for what had transpired. "I can
see," he said dryly. "l was actually busy patching up a gunfire victim, and | wanted to announce she was
doing all right.”

"Martha's okay?" Jack asked, feeling relieved.

"She'll live. I've got her on some morphine. Turns out she's quite a good doctor herself. She was giving
me orders, even as | gave her some anesthesia."

River finally moved. She came up to Jack and looked him right in the eye. "I made sure all the power
didn't stay in the box." And with that, she walked away.

"What was that?" Jack asked, gesturing at the bodies. He was afraid of the answer.

"Turns out, the Alliance turned her into an assassin. Ain't that interesting?" Mal said, as he led them
back onto his ship. It was hard to read him, to see what he was really feeling. It occurred to Jack that Mal
often used a light tone to cover things up when times got rough.

Jack followed Simon into the infirmary. Martha was lying on one of the tables, looking sleepy but still
awake. She waved at him as he walked in. Kaylee was holding her other hand.

"Everything go all right?"

"Yeah. Turns out River is tougher than she looks." He smiled at Martha. Jack noticed Kaylee looked
worried.

"I'm not sure | want to know," Martha said, catching Kaylee's expression.
"There's a bunch of UNIT soldiers dead out there," he said.
"Oh, no," Kaylee said. "l was afraid something like that might happen. What are you goin' to do?"

"About what?" Jack asked her.
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"Well, I figured with all those UNIT soldiers dead, there's a good opportunity to make sure all the bad
folk don't come back."

"At this rate, the only way to do it is to get rid of UNIT entirely," Mal said, walking into the room as well.

"Start fresh with a new alien-hunting organization or somethin’.

"You can't," Martha said suddenly. "I know they're causing all sorts of trouble in your world, but they
were once a force for good. They used to help catch evil aliens and stuff. You just need the right kind of
leadership. | mean, | used to work for them, and I'm not all bad, am 1?"

Mal seemed to think it over for a moment. "l think | got just the right person." And with that, he left the
room.

~Fk ik ko

When Jack left the infirmary, Mal was shaking hands with Louis, who looked pleased. "I got the idea that
Louis here should lead UNIT, huh, Louis?"

"Do my best. No promises, though."

"Why not? You're fair to everyone, and you don't let people mess with you. You'd probably give aliens a
piece of your mind. Oh, and tell 'em at UNIT Malcolm Reynolds says hi. Whoever's left. And Talitia, too.
Especially Talitia."

Louis nodded slightly and smiled. "You got some odd ideas, you know that?"
"It's how | stay alive," he said. "My odd ideas got me through the war."

"'S'ppose so. See you around, Mal." And with that, Louis walked off the ship. He turned and waved for
just a moment, before turning around and walking off into the distance.

"I think it's time for us to leave now," Jack said, and Mal faced him.

" Bout damned time. | was afraid you'd never get out of here. You goin' to be all right out there? | mean,
what if somethin' goes wrong?"

Jack still had the box in his pocket. He reached in and lifted it out, holding it in his hands and watching
the light flash off of it. "You know? Somehow | don't think it will." The box was already starting to get
warmer.

"All right, then. See you around." And he held out his hand for Jack to shake it.
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It was surprisingly sad to say good-bye to the crew. They stood in a semi-circle in front of Serenity, and
Jack and his own gang stood in the middle, huddled around the box. "Okay, Martha, you stand in the
center, there. Hold on to it, tight. But first, everyone say your good-byes."

There was lots of hugging. Kaylee looked like she might have tears in her eyes. Jayne lurked around in
the back, looking awkward. Jack waved at him and he scowled back.

"This is how he expresses emotion," Simon said. "This is him being sad, trust me."

Jayne shoved him rather roughly, but Simon didn't fall. He was surprisingly strong for someone who
looked so tiny. Zoe and Inara stood together in a corner, waiting to see what would happen.

What an odd group, Jack thought, as he stood back and watched them. But Serenity had been his home,
albeit temporarily. It was strange, how this mis-matched gang of space cowboys had watched out for
him and his gang, even if it had been rocky at first. He knew that even if something did go wrong, they
would be there for them. It was odd how so many friendships had just happened.

"I'm going," Martha said, walking away from hugging Kaylee and getting ready to hold on to the box.
"Thanks for patching me up before," she added to Simon. "Okay, let's go."

With that, she touched the box. She closed her eyes, looking a little bit nervous.

It didn't take long. Jack felt a warmth as everyone touched it, and before he knew it, he was back at the
Torchwood headquarters, boxes piled everywhere. It was as if they had never left.

"Home sweet home," Martha said. "I never thought I'd say this, but I'm sort of looking forward to
getting this place cleaned."

"Speak for yourself," Mickey said.
"Tomorrow we'll pick up where we left off. | think everyone deserves a break," Jack said.
"Good. | think I've got the intergalactic equivalent of jet lag," Gwen said. "I'm absolutely exhausted."

"Doesn't go away," Martha said, as she grabbed her purse and started to leave. "Oh, wait, hang on. Is
the box still on your desk? | want to see."

They rushed over to Jack's desk. There were boxes and papers piled everywhere, and the floor
desperately needed mopping, but there was no box. Martha placed their box on the table. This time,
when she touched it, it didn't even get warm in her hands. It stayed cool in her hands.

Jack unlocked a safe in the closet and placed it inside, for safe-keeping. It seemed that the box had lost
all of its power, but no one wanted to take any chances.

Their adventure was finally over.
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Just as Martha got back to her flat, the Doctor called. It took her a minute to fish her mobile out of her
purse. "Oh, Martha, you are so brilliant!"

"l know. What did | do this time?"

He laughed. "The TARDIS is working again, which is a huge relief. | can't tell you how tired | was of being
in the 18" century. Watching electricity being invented is quite a thrill, but you know, only the first one
hundred times."

"All right then, where's the box? It's not working anymore. Is the power all gone from it, or can it
happen again?"

"Well, I don't know what happened to the box. If my theory is correct, | think the box is dormant and if
someone were to get their hands on it, it wouldn't do anything. But | can't say for sure.”

"Er, isn't that a bit dangerous?" she asked, surprised by his calm tone.

"When you used the power to get back home, most of that power ended up in the TARDIS, where it
belongs. Enough to get her moving again. See, all that power was trapped in that tiny box and ended up
moving through galaxies, space, and time. Isn't that incredible? There's no more power left, it's all here
again."

Martha was in awe. She had done all that? "Yeah, it is pretty neat. So, one more question. We arrived on
the planet in the Hub and we were able to get back with just ourselves. What happened?"

"Well, that is puzzling, isn't it? I'd say it was probably the bad wolf. Once you channeled all that energy
in the box, everything aligned itself the way it was supposed to, and the Hub travelled as well, even
though you weren't in it when you touched the box. But I'm not sure. Time travel is never straight
forward, is it?"

"I've got to get going, Doctor. But do you have anything else to say before | hang up for the night?"
"Oh, you were fantastic. Have | said that before?"
"You may have mentioned it once or twice. But feel free to keep piling on the compliments, mister."

He laughed and then said, "I'd better get going. Time and space to explore, you know. But tell Jack and
everyone | said hi, all right?"

"All right," she said, closing her mobile and turning off the light.

It had been a very long day. She deserved her sleep.
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"Okay, gang, you know what to do," Jack said. lanto groaned as he picked up a couple of boxes and
walked over to another room with them. "The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can go home.
And no touching strange boxes, got that?"

"Technically you were the one who touched it," Mickey pointed out as he continued to work.
"Well, yes, but that's hardly the point. Be careful, got that?"
"Slave driver," Mickey muttered under his breath.

Suddenly, from outside the door, there was a large commotion. lanto opened the door and came back
in. "Er, there's a big green nasty looking thing doing battle with a 90 year old woman." He paused for
just amoment. "And er, the 90 year old woman is winning. | think. Actually, it's a bit of a draw, for the
moment."

The gang rushed into action, but Jack lingered for one more moment.
At this rate, they were never going to finish cleaning.

And that was going to have to be okay.
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