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THE HUNT FOR THE FALLEN STAR


It was a night like any other on Earth. Silence on the land, stillness in the sky. Stars glittered like sunken jewels, and from the ground below, human eyes regarded them as one might a benign tumour.


Something trembled. A shard of silver detached itself from the great black canopy and hurtled down in an arc, ember-hot, vomiting smoke. It landed in a shock of sand and debris that rose high into the air before settling back down with a sigh.


Many miles away, in a ramshackle nest at the peak of a column of criss-crossing metal beams, Bolton Strid snapped his telescope shut.


‘Crawley,’ he hissed, not daring to look away. ‘Crawley, wake up!’


Behind him, a bundle of sacking groaned and slumped onto one side. ‘S’not my turn yet.’


‘Wake up, you old bastard!’ He aimed a kick with his heel. It glanced off Crawley’s shoulder, and the older man sat up, blinking. ‘God’s tits, what?’


‘Grab your things,’ Bolton replied, stuffing the telescope into the lining of his jacket. ‘We’re rich.’
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Marie Marakova, driver, fixer, and sometime-mechanic, leant against the struts of the front porch with her broad forearms crossed, watching narrow-eyed while the scavenger Bolton examined her van. He came to the rear doors, stuffed one hand in each pocket, and sniffed.


‘Bit small.’


Marakova raised an eyebrow. ‘You got a better offer?’


‘Ms Marakova, please disregard the words of my good friend Mr Bolton here,’ said Crawley, clasping his hands together. ‘I can assure you it will be sufficient. However, about the matter of you driving—’


‘I stay with the truck.’ She shifted her bulk, casting a shadow over Crawley. ‘Or no deal.’


‘Of course.’ Crawley nodded quickly. ‘Quite fair. Quite fair indeed.’


‘You know where it fell?’ she asked Bolton.


He shrugged. ‘Roughly.’


‘And you really think. . . ’ Marakova paused. Despite his slack posture, there was a dull excitement in Bolton’s eyes. Ever since they arrived, Crawley, the smaller one with an actor’s voice, had been darting from place to place like a hoverfly, dampening an old rag on his forehead and spouting a continual stream of nervous nonsense. But Bolton stayed still. He watched the horizon.


Optimism was a disease of which Marakova had long since cured herself. She fastened the money with a bulldog clip and pushed it into her back pocket.


‘Let’s go,’ she said.


Buckette was a scrap trader’s town, tucked away in safe obscurity at the edge of civilisation. Most of the shopfronts they drove past lay empty. The few that were in use displayed cardboard boxes stacked high with quasi-legal valuables: lithium batteries, tinned food, cans of gas. Armed guards stalked the base of the water tower, through which passed a sad trickle of people lugging jerrycans. A similar trickle slid in and out of the chapel, thumbing their beads, loosening their collars, muttering apologies for sins committed against the sacred Earth. The border to the wasteland was marked by a circular mound of decaying grass and a weathered marble plinth. There’d been a statue on top of the plinth once, evidenced by the two slender legs of a rearing horse that were still welded there. Someone had taken the rest down with a buzzsaw.


At Bolton’s direction, Marakova drove out for many miles, until Buckette receded to a line of bleached stubble in the rear-view mirror. Crawly unpeeled himself from his seat, revealing a moist stain the length of his spine.


‘Pardon me, Ms Marakova,’ he said. ‘Would you mind turning on the air conditioning, if such a service is available?’


She cranked the driver’s-side window open half an inch, belching hot air and dust into Crawley’s face.


‘Keep your eyes open,’ said Bolton. He was sat with his boots up on the dashboard, sucking at the nub of a cigarette that had long since burned out, fanning himself slowly with the brim of an old ranger’s hat. His eyes were bloodshot and unblinking. ‘We’re close.’


‘Hope so.’ Marakova glanced down at the fuel gauge.


They came at last to a sort of crest, a crease in the land that ran down to a dried-up riverbed. Bolton raised a hand, and the van stopped. ‘There.’


‘Where?’ Crawley asked, leaning forward eagerly.


Across the valley a thinning pillar of smoke rose faintly into the sky. Something glimmered at the base. Marakova’s lips peeled back, showing a pair of sharpened silver incisors.


‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ she declared. ‘You were right.’


There was a trail of gutted soil and black grass, some quarter of a mile long, scarring the ground where the star had slid on landing. Bolton rolled the window down and stuck his head out as they drove along, peering down at the charcoaled earth. ‘It’s big,’ he said.


‘That good?’ asked Marakova.


‘Oh, yes, ma’am.’ Crawley’d shuffled forward so that his whole head and shoulders were wedged between the front seats. ‘When it comes to the scrap trade, volume is everything. Our very bread and butter.’


Marakova ignored him. ‘What is it?’ she asked, watching the thing getting closer.


‘Probably an old satellite,’ said Bolton. ‘Hedonists used to use them to power their, uh’ – he made a gesture with his hand that was equal parts vague and derogatory – ‘devices.’


Marakova nodded. Everything from the old world was stained by sin. But sin, fortunately for her, had no bearing on market value.


She edged the pedal down a little further.


It was about the size of a car. That was the only thing Marakova could think to compare the fallen object to, though the resemblance quickly fell short. It was huge and pill-shaped, chrome body scored with bright red paint, small thrusters built into one side still dribbling smoke. There was lettering scored on the base:  LIFEBOAT – 01.


No solar panels, no radio dish. No fragile gold casing. And no signs of wear, either – it wasn’t brand new, but it certainly wasn’t centuries old.


It dawned on her slowly. This was no satellite. It was part of a ship.


With some effort, Marakova kept her composure. ‘Say,’ she called to Bolton. ‘What’s the bounty on space tech these days?’


‘Can’t recall,’ he replied mildly. ‘Quite high, if I’m not mistaken.’


‘It’s a gift from Gaia!’ Crawley howled. ‘Thank you, O Mother beneath me! Thank you!’ He lowered himself onto his knees and started kissing the ground.


‘What’re you thanking God for?’ asked Bolton. ‘It came from the sky.’


Crawley stood up, scowling, ashy dust darkening the creases of his face. ‘Always one for the details, aren’t you, Bolton?’


They stared at each other.


‘I found a door!’ Marakova shouted. Hatch would have been a more accurate term. It was oval-shaped, curved to sink into the rest of the structure. She grabbed the handle and yanked with all of her considerable might, bracing one foot on the side. ‘Stuck,’ she grunted, waggling her hand. ‘Shit.’


‘There’s a window over here,’ Crawley said, kneeling at the far end. In front of him was a thick circle of hardened plastic smeared with dust. ‘Can’t see inside. Maybe we can break it—’ He started to cast around for a rock.


‘Stop,’ said Bolton. ‘The pair of you. Stop.’


They stopped, watching Bolton amble towards the pod. He studied it much as he’d studied Marakova’s van; as an indifferent and slightly sceptical customer, deciding if the purchase would be worth his time. From his front pocket he drew out a matchstick, which he struck on the plated hull and used to light another cigarette.


‘Here’s what’s gonna happen,’ he drawled. ‘Crawley, you take the van and go find a Sheriff. Tell him what we’ve got, where we are. When you’re done, come straight back here and don’t speak to anyone else.’


‘Of course n—’


Bolton hooked a finger in Crawley’s collar and drew their faces together. ‘Anyone.’


‘Whatever do you take me for,’ he muttered, not meeting Bolton’s eye.


Bolton released him. ‘Me and her will stay here and guard the loot. That okay with you?’


The last sentence was directed at Marakova. She pondered for a moment, chewing her cheek. It seemed wrong to separate from the van, but the cost of that old tanker was a pittance compared to what they had here. Against her better judgement, there was a fantasy blooming in Marakova’s mind: a fantasy of an auto shop with a whole fleet of trucks, dozens of overalled underlings at her beck and call. Some place in the South, maybe with an office in New Destiny itself. To even see the city was a dream. But living there?


The thought alone made her mouth water.


She nodded. ‘Alright. Call it collateral.’


‘That we will.’


They spat and shook. Crawley rubbed them both on the back, the grin returning to his face. ‘Oh, my friends.’ He chuckled. ‘Just think what we’ll get. Even with a three-way split. Oh, this is tremendous. God keep you both, my friends. May she hold you down.’


He climbed in the van and, after a few stutters and false starts, trundled off in the direction of the town.


Bolton and Marakova watched him go. Neither spoke.


Bolton circled the pod again, pausing to squint down into the window. Marakova attempted to work some of the red paint off with her thumbnail. It wouldn’t loosen.


Both were thinking the same thing, but neither of them could incriminate themselves by speaking the idea out loud. They had to dance towards it.


‘You known that guy long?’ she asked at last, picking a scab at the base of her chin.


‘Longer than I’d care to.’


She crossed over to the hatch, pulling idly at the handle. ‘It weren’t him that spotted the wreck, were it?’


‘No.’ Bolton nodded slowly. ‘That honour does go to me.’


‘So he ain’t really done anything, has he?’


‘Not really.’


‘Yet he spoke of a three-way split.’


‘Yeah. Funny that.’


‘Funny.’


Another pause.


‘I never been a big one for close-up stuff,’ said Marakova.


‘I’ve known him longest.’


And just like that, the matter was settled.


Earth days were long. Crawley was gone for several hours, but when he returned the sun was still high in the sky, bearing down on the diseased planet with resentful passion. He found Bolton and Marakova sitting a few yards apart from one another, staring out at nothing. They both stood as he approached. There was a strange atmosphere around Crawley as he climbed down from the van – his chin drooping, his back hunched.


‘Well?’ said Bolton, stepping forward, all anxious aggression.


‘I found a Sheriff,’ Crawley began, reordering a mound of dirt with his toe. ‘I was obliged to drive all the way to Springwell, but I found him.’


‘And?’


‘I told him what we have: the weight, the shape of it. He was rather sceptical, but I talked him around. He was able to give me an estimate as to what we could expect in compensation.’


Marakova’s hands were on her hips. ‘And?’


Crawley motioned for them to come closer. They did. In a low voice, he told them the figure.


Marakova took a deep breath. She leant forward, one hand on her knee, and stared at the ground. Then she raised up in a great wave of noise—


‘WHOOOO!’ She slammed one hand between Crawley’s shoulders. ‘Are you kidding me?’


A winded smile cracked across his face. ‘No, Ms Marakova, I am not.’


Bolton was shaking his head, skipping like a record, slapping his hat against his knee: ‘Well, I’ll be damned. Well, shit. Wow. God forgive me. I’ll be damned.’


Marakova ran her tongue back and forth along her teeth, tasting the metal that had stained her breath for almost a decade. Those silver teeth were her backup in the case things ever went bad. She wondered if platinum would taste any different.


‘A convoy should arrive in a few hours to hoist it away,’ Crawley said. ‘I gave them our coordinates. I hope you don’t mind, Bolton.’


‘Of course not. You did good, Crawley.’


Crawley tried to look modest, but the muscles in his face kept pulling into a smile. ‘I thought. . .’ He bustled back to the van and pulled a clinking paper bag from the passanger seat. ‘I thought that celebrations were in order.’


‘I’ll say!’ Marakova yanked the offered bottle from Crawley’s hand and popped the cork free with a slick move of the thumb. She raised it to her lips and downed a third. ‘Gaia!’ She belched. ‘Tastes like spicy petrol.’


‘Waste of good petrol,’ said Bolton, taking a lengthy sip.


‘You may complain, friends,’ said Crawley, ‘but to me, it tastes like freedom.’


‘To freedom, then.’


They clinked nozzles. For a fleeting moment, caught in the crossfires of booze, hope, and minor heatstroke, the three of them were taken in by a genuine sense of joy. Then Marakova caught Bolton’s eye.


‘Hey, Crawley.’ He turned to his friend, who was downing the drink like he was afraid someone would take it from him. ‘Guess what? While you were out, Marakova figured out how to open the hatch.’


Crawley threw his bottle to the ground. It bounced and rolled. ‘Did she now, my fine old friend?’


Marakova crossed her arms. ‘Uh-huh. We thought we ought to wait for you to come back. In fact. . .’ She trailed off, looking back at Bolton.


‘. . . in fact,’ he picked up, ‘we were thinking you ought to do the honours.’


Crawley looked between them, his eyes glazed. ‘You two – you two think I’m not aware of your little game?’


Bolton’s posture stiffened. ‘Uh. . .’


‘Like you’d ever let me have any sort of honours.’ Crawley spat. ‘You don’t want to get hit by anything that might spring out, do you? You mangy old dog?’ He smacked Bolton on the arm hard enough to make his teeth rattle.


‘Aha—’ Bolton chuckled, shrugging helplessly.


‘You sussed us,’ said Marakova, grinning silver.


‘You’re glass to me, friend.’ Crawley tapped his temple. ‘Glass. Well, to space with it—’ He marched over to the hatch and wrapped both hands around the handle. ‘Let’s see what the heathens have been so kind as to send us, eh?’


Crawley yanked. The hatch didn’t budge. He yanked again, face reddening. He turned and was startled to find Bolton standing close behind him. The scavenger stepped away, hiding a hand behind his back. ‘You, uh – you need to twist it.’


‘Oh, do I?’ Crawley went to try again.


It was a wet noise – or rather, a hardness that turned into a wetness. Crawley fell like a cut puppet, first to the knees, then to the face. Totally silent. His fingers trailed down the hatch and fell limply to the ground.


Marakova squatted down and checked his eyes. A pair of marbles. The man was gone. She nodded to herself.


‘There’ll be trouble if the Sheriff sees. We ought to hide him before—’ She realised she was being ignored. ‘Hey.’


Bolton’s body was contorted, one hand braced on the star’s chrome shell, the hat pulled low to cover his eyes. He was still clutching the rock.


‘You alright there?’ Marakova put a hand on his shoulder. He brushed it off.


‘I don’t feel too good.’


‘Look, we both said—’


‘Sweet Mother Earth, would you just give me a damn minute?’ His voice cracked on the last word.


A surge of white-hot irritation passed over Marakova’s face. She mouthed a few unpleasant words at the back of Bolton’s head, and then said, in an affectedly sweet tone, ‘Take as long as you like, darlin’. I’m gonna drag the body down into that scrub, okay? Then we can start talking numbers.’


Bolton nodded.


Marakova grabbed Crawley’s corpse around each of the ankles and pulled him easily towards a patch of high, yellowing grass, coming to a halt a dozen yards in.


‘Hey!’ she called. ‘This far enough?’ The scavenger didn’t respond. She squinted. ‘What’re you. . .?’


He was standing with his legs apart, pointing at her.


Not pointing – aiming.


The first shot caught her in the shoulder; the second in the centre of the chest. Marie Marakova fell backwards and vanished into the grass.
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Bolton stuffed the handgun back into his jeans. His face glowed with sweat. But he was alone, now, finally, just him and his treasure. He ran his fingertips along the surface, feeling the otherworldly metal under his palm – smooth and well formed, still cool under the sun’s heat, still unmarked despite the incredible distance it had fallen. All his life, Bolton had made do with what was old and rotted and cobbled together. Clothes that didn’t fit. Tools that didn’t work. Someone else’s hat. Leftovers. That was all he knew, all that Earth had given him: the scraps and the cast-offs from the people they called sinners, just because they’d had the good sense to leave. But now he had something of theirs. Something new. Something of his own. Something, God’s disapproval be damned, that would set him up for life.


 He peered through the window. Dark shapes lay unmoving within. Then he took out his telescope and turned it southwards.


A small sound came from the back of Bolton’s throat. A whine, dissolving into a gurgle as the muscles contracted one by one. The sensation was that of a throttling fist. He dropped the telescope and seized his neck with both hands, clawing, grasping, tendons leaping forward like taut ropes against the skin. He tried to stumble towards the trio of bottles that lay empty in the dirt, but his legs seized up before he could arrive, and he had to reach out and pull them towards himself. On the corner of the label someone had etched a small cross. The other, also a cross. The third – the one Crawley had drunk from – was marked with a circle.


The bitter taste. He should have known.


‘Crawl—’ He couldn’t even get the name out to curse it. ‘Crawl—’


He convulsed another moment, and then lay still.


After a while a breeze picked up. The collar of Bolton’s shirt flapped feebly against his jaw, and his hat, broad-brimmed, lifted and fell a few times before coming altogether clear of his head and settling face up on the ground beside him. Half an hour passed.


The star shuddered. It was just a tremble, followed by a faint sound from within. Then it shook again, harder this time. Once more, and finally the hatch door flew open, slamming against the outer shell and bouncing forward again to dangle delicately on its hinges.


Sticking out of the star’s interior, into the arid atmosphere of Earth, was a single boot.
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It is the general principle of any Empire to leave no swathe of land untouched, unless that land is so barren and hostile as to be not worth touching in the first place. So it was with the Central Galactic Empire (also called the Centralian Empire and the Empire of the Never-Setting Sun) in regards to Earth. Abandoned for over three centuries. . . [the] planet was officially evacuated less than a few decades after the Empire’s founding. Only a scattered few chose to remain, almost all of whom were members of a group officially known as the ‘Latter Day Church of Gaia’, a fringe religion dating back to the late 20th century. . . [now] revived in a more radical form. Central to the Church’s dogma was the deification of Earth.


Though their presence on the planet was technically illegal, the Church’s doctrine forbade the use of contemporary technology, rejecting anything associated with the so-called ‘sin’ of space travel. They considered climate change a form of divine punishment to be meekly accepted, rather than a natural disaster to be escaped at all costs. Considering this, and the state of the planet’s atmosphere, Imperial experts predicted that the remaining population would not last more than a handful of generations. . . To put it bluntly, they were not worth nuking.


– A Potted History of the Periphery, Vol 1




A FISTFUL OF NOVELS


Here is a fact that does not change: the best place to go for information is a library. Even if you’re countless miles from home, dirty and worried, even if your mouth has a copperish tang where you bit your tongue on landing, and you want to scream or pummel your fists into the dirt, or tear down a wall, or kick something, all out of pure fear and frustration. Even if you don’t like to read.


Head to the library. They’ll set you straight.


A Stranger walked into town – and then she walked right out again. To call the looks she got ‘dirty’ would be an insult to dirt. Locals watched her pass with open venom, so she kept moving without so much as a nod, fearing that any slight gesture would be taken as an invitation to fight. It was a fight she’d probably win, but that wasn’t the point. She needed help.


Specifically, she needed to send a message.


A message to someone who might be dead.


She didn’t know. There was a lot she didn’t know.


So she went to the library.


It was a trailer hunched low on rusted axles, parked a half-mile from the centre of town. A cart nailed to the rear bumper carried a brightly coloured sign: Good books for rent! Generous prices!


The door was propped open with a brick.


After taking a moment to count her options – they numbered in the low zeroes – the Stranger ducked inside, praying for a friendly face.


The interior was close, dusky, low enough that her ranger’s hat nearly brushed the ceiling. Cracked paperbacks covered every inch of the wall space and most of the floor. At the back of the library, over a makeshift counter, two people were ruining what should have been a cosy atmosphere by having a blazing row.


The librarian was short, maybe 5’2” on a good day, made slightly taller by a bouquet of dreadlocks she kept tied up over her head with a bright orange rag. Around her waist, she wore a sort of belt, which had attached, among other things, five pens, a small knife, a spool of semi-translucent tape, an inhaler, a pocketbook, and a hand-cranked machine that dispensed receipts. Her right leg was held stiff by a brace. She was arguing with one of her customers, almost nose to nose with the man. His tones were silky, but the Stranger could see bloodless spots on the tip of each knuckle where he gripped the counter’s edge.


‘Ms Keeper,’ he was saying. ‘Don’t be foolish. I cannot give back what I have already bought.’


‘You didn’t buy shit, Sheriff,’ snapped the librarian. ‘It was a rental. I only do rentals.’


‘I don’t think that’s true.’


‘Oh yeah? I have your signature right here.’


She slammed something down on the counter – a plastic ring binder, thick as her arm, with yellowing sheets. ‘You’re in the ledger.’ She swivelled it towards him, indicating a page. ‘Right there. See?’


The man leant over, tugging thoughtfully at a tuft of white hair on his lower lip. ‘Right here?’ he asked, pointing.


‘Uh-huh.’


With the same considerate energy, he reached across and ripped the page clean out of the binder. She squawked with outrage, snatching the ledger away. But the damage was done.


‘I’ll repeat,’ he said, mashing the page in his hands. ‘Don’t be foolish. You know what I want.’


‘You. . .’ The librarian breathed deep, and then spoke in a torrent: ‘You can keep your heathen fuckin’ money and every penny of your heathen fuckin’ change. I’d sooner throw my entire collection down a mineshaft and let God Herself find out who Mr Darcy marries than sell a single page to you. EAT SHIT!’


The customer clenched his fists harder, white spots spreading into a bloodless fist, and the Stranger was certain he was about to hit her – so much so that she flinched forward, ready to catch his elbow. But he relented with a chuckle and the words, ‘You’ll regret this.’


‘Like space I will,’ she snarled. ‘Get outta here.’


The customer left, pausing to bob his head at the Stranger, who was trying lamely to conceal herself behind a bookshelf. ‘Ma’am.’ Then he kicked the brick that was propping open the door, sealing them in with slam.


The librarian started muttering, picking paper scraps out of the metal clasps and flicking them at the wall. It seemed like a bad time to approach, so instead the Stranger moved around the trailer, scrutinising her collection. Though the books were worn, they showed signs of tender repair: neat threading, well-placed glue.


‘I’m sorry you had to see that, friend,’ said the librarian, closing the ledger with a sigh. ‘The name’s Amber. Now what can I— God’s tits! What is that?’


The Stranger jumped, then followed the direction of the librarian’s pointing finger to the thing on her hip. It was a sleek, aquiline contraption of chrome and black glass, no magazine or scope, clean metal surface peeking out of a faded leather holster.


‘Where are you from?’ demanded Amber. ‘Are you with the Sheriff?’


‘No—’


‘Did you kill a Sheriff? Where in God’s good name did you get that?’


‘I-I—’ She stuttered, grasping for an answer. ‘I-I found it.’


‘Oh.’ The librarian calmed. ‘Scavenger, eh? Space junk?’


She nodded.


‘Guess it’s your first time this far north?’


‘Yeah.’


Amber shook her head. ‘Always the same.’ Then, sharply: ‘Listen up, friend. You’re not down south anymore. This is a God-fearing land, and our Holy Mother beneath does not sanction that sort of unnatural machinery. You got that?’


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, adding in full honesty: ‘I didn’t know.’


‘Well, now you do.’


There was an uncomfortable lull – at least, uncomfortable for the Stranger – broken when the librarian asked: ‘What happened to your hair?’


‘I shaved it off.’


‘And your face?’


‘That’s just how I look.’


‘You look like you’ve seen a couple fights.’


‘Yeah.’ She reached compulsively for her nose, feeling the spot where the bone went awry. ‘A couple.’


‘Hmm. And what sort of book are you after?’


‘No books. I need a communicator.’


Amber cocked her head. ‘A what now?’


The Stranger winced, searching for the right words. ‘Uh – a radio.’


‘A radio? I already told you, we don’t keep shit like that around these parts.’


‘Oh.’ The Stranger sagged lower. ‘Right. Yeah.’


Amber watched her another moment, expression softening. ‘Look, what’s your problem? Are you lost?’


‘Yeah,’ she admitted. ‘Very lost.’


The librarian planted her elbows on the desk, and said, with the affect of a friendly bartender: ‘You wanna talk about it?’


‘I shouldn’t, uh. . .’ The Stranger tugged her hat down over her eyes, clearing her throat. ‘No, it’s okay.’


‘Come on, now, it’s no trouble. And anyhow,’ she gestured around at the paperbacks, ‘I like a good story.’


‘It’s not a big deal.’ A throb of pain formed in the Stranger’s forehead, and she winced again. ‘I’m looking for someone. Someone missing. Or I’m the one who’s missing. Anyway, it’s urgent.’


‘Sounds rough. They must be someone special.’


‘Yeah, well.’ She felt herself blush. ‘Yeah.’


They both mulled for a moment. Then Amber smacked her fist into the palm of her hand. ‘Tell you who’s got something like that. That weasel who just left. The Sheriff.’


The Stranger brightened. ‘Really?’


‘Uh-huh. I’ve seen him using it. Bold as anything.’ The librarian grew gloomy. ‘But you’ll have to be careful. He’s a slimy, cockroachy, boot-licking, dust-sucking little toenail of a man. Thinks because he owns the well, he owns the whole town.’ She made a motion with her hands as if to strangle the air. ‘He still has my only copy of The Count of Monte Cristo. Keeps trying to send me money for it. As if that’s something money can buy. Pleh!’ Her eyes jerked upwards. ‘What’s that face for?’


‘Nothing.’ The Stranger shook her head, smiling faintly.


‘It ain’t funny. You don’t know how hard it is to find a good book. Or any book.’


‘Tell you what, I’ll get your book back for you.’


‘Oh, come on, now.’ Amber flapped a hand dismissively. ‘There’s no need to – I mean, I couldn’t hardly ask—’


‘I’d like to. You’re the first friendly person I’ve met, since – since I got lost.’ They looked each other full in the face, the Stranger bending a little at the hip, to make their gaze level. ‘I should pay you back.’


‘Well.’ Now it was Amber’s turn to blush. ‘Aren’t you sweet.’


‘So, this Sheriff. What’s his name?’


‘He calls himself Emollient.’ The librarian grimaced with second-hand embarrassment. ‘Emollient Du Cream.’
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The Du Cream mansion had been fake old at the time of its construction, but enough decades had passed since to grant it the status of genuinely ancient. It stood apart from the low tin roofs and whitewashed church spire of Springwell, upon a hill tall enough that most townsfolk were a little red in the face by the time they arrived. It was multistoreyed, with long windows and a tapered slate roof. A handsome porch with four white pillars faced out towards the horizon.


The Stranger took this all in from the top of the cracked driveway, pushing her hat up with one finger. Please, she thought. Please let this work.


If you put fear, confusion, heartbreak, a dash of lime and a half-cup of crushed ice into a shaker and gave it a good swirl about, what poured out the end might look something like the inside of the Stranger’s mind at that moment. She was fighting every moment to stay calm – or at least, stay looking calm. Her emotions were a law unto themselves.


As she climbed the porch steps, a man came into view. He was leant up against the mansion door, a rifle cradled comfortably in the crook of his elbow. Dark circles of sweat stretched down from both armpits.


‘Hey,’ she said, nodding.


The man did not return the greeting. Instead he sniffed, a long draught of air rattling through two bulbous nostrils, and asked, ‘Fuck’re you supposed to be?’


‘I’m here to see the Sheriff.’


He didn’t respond, except with a stare.


‘. . . Is he in?’


The doorman grunted.


‘Yes?’


Another grunt.


Calm, the Stranger reminded herself, calm. ‘This is urgent,’ she said. ‘Can I go in or not?’


‘It’s a free planet,’ he muttered, stepping out of the way.


She pushed inside. He twisted round and watched her from the doorway, bouncing the rifle up and down on his forearm. ‘Careful how you go now.’


The entrance hall was wide and stately, with a strict colour palette of pale pink and lime green. Windows, fringed with frilly curtains, stretched down to the floor, giving her a view over the rows of dahlias and geraniums that lined up across the garden – and, in the distance, another patrolling guard. A grandfather clock ticked morosely on the far wall.


‘Hello?’


No answer.


There was a door ajar at the far end, and she stepped through, calling out, ‘Hello? I’m coming in. . .’


It was a huge, vaulted room, a full two storeys tall, ribbed from floor to ceiling with dozens of bookshelves – at least five times the number in Amber’s trailer. And where hers were all carefully mended and remended over years of use, Du Cream’s collection was as pristine as a tomb. The spines were leather, the titles embossed in gold. A pair of plush candy-coloured armchairs lay in front of a marble fireplace. At the centre of the room was a desk, meticulously set out: papers neatly stacked, a pen set at a perfect right angle beneath, and more books, stacked up in castellated piles, their pages marked with bits of ribbon. A pair of sliding glass doors led out to the garden.


But nothing that looked like a radio. Nothing with so much as a battery. All analogue, primitive. The Stranger’s teeth set with frustration. She was on the verge of rifling through his drawers when a voice called out from the entrance: ‘Did it hurt?’


Startled, her hand twitched towards her holster. She forced it down. ‘. . . Hurt?’


‘. . . When you fell from heaven?’


The Stranger choked. ‘Wh—’


‘Mercy, there’s no need to blush.’ Du Cream chuckled, placing his hat on a waiting stand. He was a soft-spoken, smooth-skinned, besuited Swiss roll of a man, with a white goatee and an indulgent twinkle in his eye. ‘I use that line on everyone. Never get too far with it – angels are out of vogue, you know,’ he added with a wink.


‘Right,’ she croaked.


‘Take a seat.’ He indicated one of the hideous couches. ‘Rodrick told me I had a lady caller.’


‘The doorman?’


‘The very same.’


Remembering the revulsion in Rodrick’s eyes, the Stranger doubted that ‘lady caller’ was the phrase he’d used. Du Cream ambled towards a claw-footed table, where a glass chalice lay, filled with amber liquid. ‘Will you take a tipple?’


‘No. I’m here to borrow—’


‘I know, I know, it’s so early in the day. But I must steady my nerves.’ The Sheriff threw down a measure and wiped his lips on his sleeve. ‘I just returned from the most awful scene.’


He paused significantly.


‘. . . Scene?’ she asked.


‘Yes, of a crime, you know. Dreadful thing.’ He shuddered, filled another measure and lowered himself down on the opposite couch. ‘And so strange. Three bodies, scattered out in the middle of nowhere. All dead by different means. Bludgeoning. Poison. Gunshot. One man stripped of his hat and shirt, post-mortem. Who’d do such a thing?’


The Stranger paled, twisting a cuff button in her fingers. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Awful.’


‘All low lifes, of course, scavengers and such. Normally I’d write it off. But my superior in the South – the good Deputy Seawall. . .’ There was a portentous pause, as if the name was supposed to evoke something. The Stranger arranged her face into an awed shape. Pleased, he carried on: ‘He’s taken an interest for some reason. Apparently there’s more to the case. We’ve been told to look for anyone carrying a lot of heathen kit.’ His eyes flicked demurely down to the Stranger’s pistol. ‘Personally, I’d put it down to a scrap between ne’er-do-wells. But what Seawall wants, Seawall is bound to have. . .’


Du Cream sighed, leaning back against the overstuffed cushions. ‘Tell you the truth, I don’t have the stomach for these murderous things. I’m a scholar at heart, as you can see from the shelves around you. From a young age—’


‘Do you have a radio?’ the Stranger asked, cutting him off. She was sat on the edge of the couch, poised to spring up and run. ‘It’s urgent.’


Du Cream blinked. ‘A what?’


‘Your communicator. I was told that you have one.’


‘Oh, that thing?’ He recovered quickly and chuckled again. ‘Why, I do.’ He patted his pocket. ‘Right here. But who told you?’


‘The librarian did. Out on the edge of town. She’d like her book back, by the way.’


Du Cream raised an eyebrow. ‘Her book?’


‘Yes.’ In a flash of panic, the Stranger realised she’d forgotten the book’s title. ‘The Counted Minty – uh. . .’


‘The Count of Monte Cristo.’


‘Yeah.’


‘I see.’ He pressed his hands against his knees and stood up with a sigh. ‘Very well. I’m sure it’s around here somewhere.’ With a rueful smile, he added: ‘I’m afraid she doesn’t care for me much.’


‘I know.’ Calm, thought the Stranger. Calm, calm, calm. ‘She said.’


‘It’s because I’m trying to buy her collection.’ He inspected the shelves as he spoke, hands clasped behind him like a pair of nestling white voles. ‘I dislike this rigmarole of withdrawing and returning, withdrawing and returning. We are not living in the age of barbarism and bartering anymore. I can afford these items as a businessman, and I deserve them as a hardworking keeper of the law. . .’ He glanced at her. ‘You understand I offered her a reasonable price.’


‘Sure.’


‘But she wouldn’t sell.’ He beamed at her, eyes twinkling. ‘And now she’s leaving, and all I have to comfort me is one trite volume of Dumas. Very irksome.’


The Stranger nodded vaguely. She was looking past the Sheriff, through the windowed doors, at the trim garden and the ocean of wasteland beyond. There was a black scratch in the sky – a buzzard – and her imagination followed it, over the smooth hills and on to parts unknown, and she realised that the forty-thousand-kilometre circumference of this one planet troubled her far more than the unmeasurable reaches of space.


‘Ah, here it is!’ From the bottom of a stack on his desk, Du Cream lifted free a book that was roughly the size of two bricks. He grabbed the cover by one corner and the rest of it fell, spine snapping with an audible crack. ‘One moment. . .’ He fumbled in his breast pocket and pulled out a cigarette lighter.


Pulled from her daydream, the Stranger got to her feet. ‘Wait—’


But it was too late. Flame ate over the surface in a matter of seconds. Du Cream laughed and lit it from the other corner, his face awash with orange. Words melted, the cover warped and receded into nothing. When at last the fire petered out, he beat the book against his leg to smother the embers.


‘There.’ He dropped the book into the Stranger’s hands. Nothing remained but a few curling, blackened pages bound by the scrap of a spine. ‘Do we understand each other now?’


‘No.’


‘I don’t want one book. I want all of them. Bring them to me, and I’ll help you contact whoever you want.’


She balked. ‘Are you serious?’


‘Deadly.’


‘What about—’


‘The asthmatic? With the lame leg? Your heathen pistol should take care of that.’ Du Cream turned back to the shelves, running his fingers delicately over the spines, as if to make them shiver. ‘The scriptures say, when the fires burn, bathe in ashes. Besides, we do have that dreadful case to worry about. If I am left idle for long enough, I may be forced to start making arrests. . .’


[image: Images]


There was a bone-rattling jolt as the library rolled over yet another chunk of desert rock. Du Cream’s mansion wound into view, and the Stranger jerked the gearstick up, revving the complaining engine against the steepness of the driveway. At last, with a sigh of relief, she wobbled the trailer over the hill’s crest.


Staring up at the house, in that threadbare seat surrounded by the librarian’s things, the Stranger felt something unfamiliar touch the edge of her heart. She wondered what sort of person she was becoming.


‘Oi!’


Something sharp tapped against the window. The Stranger obligingly wound it down, only to have the long nose of a rifle thrust its way inside.


‘Hey, now.’ She lowered the barrel with two fingers. ‘It’s only me.’


The gun retreated, replaced with the heat of Rodrick’s glare. ‘He’s round the back.’


‘Thanks.’


Winding the window back up, she crawled the trailer around the side of the mansion and reversed it so that the rear entrance was a mere step away from the library doors. She cranked the handbrake and hopped outside. Du Cream was clapping.


‘Marvellous, my friend!’ he called. ‘Simply marvellous!’


The Stranger smiled, slamming the door shut. Du Cream was rubbing his hands together. ‘Let’s see what we have, shall we?’


He wrenched open the back door and climbed inside, giggling as he went. The Stranger crossed her arms and waited. There was a thud. The trailer bounced as something heavy hit the floor. Amber poked her head out, looked swiftly left and right, and stepped out. ‘This is crazy,’ she said.


‘Did you get it?’ the Stranger asked. ‘The communicator?’


Amber nodded. ‘Let’s make this quick.’


The Stranger watched the door while Amber, half cautious, half giddy, walked the length of Du Cream’s collection, pulling books off the shelves.


‘Crap,’ she declared, dropping a book flat on the floor after reading the first few lines. ‘Crap.’ She dropped another. ‘Dull.’ Thud. ‘No good.’ Thud. ‘Space, doesn’t the man have anything readable?’


‘Amber. . .’


‘Yeah, yeah, sorry.’ Amber moved faster, coming to a discarded shelf right at the back and pulling something out. ‘The Three Musketeers. Haven’t read this one yet.’ She tucked it approvingly under one arm, then stuck her hand down the back of the row and pulled out another five, hoisting them up to her chin. ‘This shelf’s all fiction. Help me carry ’em and we can get outta here.’


The Stranger scanned the garden one more time, then hurried over to the shelf, stooping down.


A gunshot. Amber screamed.


Somebody yelled, ‘I fuckin’ knew it!’


The Stranger turned, a book in each hand. Rodrick was walking swiftly towards her, raising his rifle, but before he could pull the trigger, Jane Eyre spun across the room and hit him across the knuckles.


‘Fuck—’


Wuthering Heights smacked into the soft meat of his nose.


‘FUCK!’


Rodrick stumbled back, arms pinwheeling, blood and paper rippling away in a fine arc, as the Stranger scooped up the two fallen books and slammed them neatly into either side of his head. He fell.


‘Hey. Hey!’ She sprinted across to where Amber lay on the floor. ‘Hey. Still here?’


A long, agonising groan drew from Amber’s lips. ‘Fuck,’ she spluttered. ‘Little – rat.’ She propped herself up on one elbow and lifted The Three Musketeers from the pile scattered around her. She gave it a vigorous shake. A long bullet clattered to the floor and rolled away. Rodrick’s violent intent had made it as far as the epilogue.


‘Fucking ruined,’ she spat. ‘Son of a bitch.’ She flung the book to one side and staggered unevenly to her feet, holding the Stranger’s arm for balance. ‘Grab the rest, c’mon.’
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