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  Tales of a Lombard Alchemist


  Volume One

  J. Daniel Sawyer


  Introduction


  High in the desert, between the mountains out west, up where the ground throbs from the nuclear test detonations, the casinos still glitter. But the city around them has cracked and dried, like the edges of a scab on the verge of infection.


  But the casinos still draw them. People from the far reaches of the world come here to try their luck, to take a chance, to have the adventures they wouldn't write home about.


  And sometimes they run out of luck, with nowhere left to turn, no money, no options, no hope, and no clue.


  When you fall that low, you need that one special thing that might change everything.


  I know. I can smell them. They find me in the old pawn shop in the hot zone in this broken-down gambling town at the edge of nowhere. And, for a price, I can provide what they need. 


  Sometimes they buy.


  Sometimes they sell.


  And sometimes...they stay.


  At The Edge of Nowhere


  


  



  



  SOMETIMES, YOU MOVE BECAUSE you want to. Sometimes, you move because you have to.


  I had to.


  So I found a place in a two-floor walk-up in a city just this side of nowhere.


  A way to get lost?


  To get lost, you have to know where you're at to start with. All I knew is what I was leaving, and that I had three weeks of cash float to find a job.


  Nobody was hiring in any field I knew anything about—granted, that wasn't a lot. At nineteen, I'd done more than most people ten years older than me, but I was nineteen, and there's only so much you learn by that time.


  Quick as bread goes stale, I ran through my prospects. By the end of five weeks, I was down to pocket money, and only got that by selling bits of junk I found on the street to make me last a little longer. Even then, I was running out of places to sell. Even in a city full of gamblers, there are only so many pawn shops, recycling centers, and used bookstores. When that's all you've got to make it on, and you're a kid that pushes too hard, you use up good will fast.


  Mine was pretty much gone.


  You find yourself in situations like that when you grow up being taught that money isn't important as long as you're a good person. If I learned anything in those three weeks, it's that when you don't have enough money to eat and sleep, you don't stay a good person for long. Even in that economy, there was plenty of work for someone willing to look the other way.


  One thing about being on the edge of nowhere: “looking the other way” doesn't mean ignoring a buddy stealing pencils from the company store. There was one night I got cold and hungry enough I actually went down to 43rd  street, where the streetwalkers do their thing, to talk to a pimp about a bodyguard job. He assigned me to a twelve year old—couldn't tell if it was a girl or a boy dressing cross, but it didn't matter. Without money to get back across town to my rooms, I didn't have much choice; I slept under the bridge with a rock in my hand and nothing but air in my belly.


  But by morning, I knew that if I didn't find some way to turn a buck, I'd be back to the pimp tonight, and I'd protect the customer from that twelve-year-old if the kid tried to bite, and I'd do it with a smile.


  Some people say you've always got a choice. Those people have never made so many wrong ones that the choices start making themselves.


  I had the jacket on my back—the last bit of home I still owned. I'd have to sell it to eat, and to get a bus ticket.


  There was only one place near here I could maybe trade it for a few bits—the one hock house left in town that I'd not hit yet. Time to time I heard about it from other drifters while diving in dumpsters for the occasional treasure someone tossed away, but I'd never gone. Too far past the end of the bus line, too expensive to make the trip.


  Two miles of walk. I still had enough rubber on the bottoms of my shoes to make that.


  One mile along, it started to rain, and hard.


  A little gray bungalow at the end of town, used to be a family house back in the days when families didn't mind living this far from the good schools—back when most people were farmers and laborers. Now it was just a shop, the front walls knocked out so the windows could be expanded, the plate glass providing no view past the cram-and-crush of trinkets and junk.


  There were a lot of dollar signs. I remember the way they looked, lit through the rain like the yellow lamps on the bow of a ship coming through the fog to rescue folks off a shipwreck.


  Word on the street was they paid well—I'd have been happy if they paid enough for a hamburger.


  The door had a bell, like you might hear in a Christmas tune. Ghoulish, ringing as I stepped through the door to look directly into the dead eyes of a stuffed creature I couldn't quite identify. A badger? A wolverine? Whatever it was, it looked like it was having the kind of day I was. I shied away, skulking along one of the display cases, taking in the gaudy jewelry, the antique stamps, the crosses and pentacles, the pearl-handled revolvers. Nothing had a price tag, but any one of the things here would have fed me for a week. Maybe two. Not even the foreigner at the high-end hock shop downtown would turn one of these things away.


  It was all locked away under glass. I couldn't get to it if I tried without making a god-awful row. I hadn't had a chance to learn to pick a lock, and, pathetic as it sounds, I shied from breaking the glass mostly because I couldn't afford band-aids for my hands.


  That point when choices make themselves? I was past that, to the point where the choices make you.


  To get into the display cases I'd need a key. To get out of town, I needed someone willing to loan me five on the jacket.


  But the shop was empty—not a soul, not a whisper except for my own breathing.


  “Hello?” I don't really know how loud I said it. In that moment, I didn't really want an answer. If nobody was there, perhaps I could stay out of the rain for a few minutes. Perhaps I could look longer.


  There was a fire at one end of the room, in a fireplace left over from when the shop was a home. A family lived here once. Probably the showroom used to be bedrooms and a family room. Maybe they watched TV right where I was standing. Maybe they yelled at their children about the company they kept. Maybe one of them beat another to a pulp in this room over some small thing—a hairbrush left out of place, or a failure to wash the dishes, or a skirmish over bed times.


  The possibilities were cold as the room. The merest hint of breath fogged in front of my face—the fire didn't seem anything more than a light show, even when I walked close. I was soaked to the skin, and shivering. Drawing my jacket around me for the last few minutes of our relationship was like making love to a girl you plan on leaving—the touch was nothing more than a reminder of the sheer uselessness.


  And like a useless woman, it only left me colder.


  I could have used some of this cold last night. Qualms felt warm—but without them, I wouldn't be starving now, and freezing. I'd have a meal and a bath and be home in my bed, such as it was. At least for today.


  The mantelpiece was festooned with taxidermy over the cold-enough-to-be-dead-fire; all manner of birds and vermin. If I brushed them aside, would I see a device for calling up demons? Why else would a fire be so cold?


  Or maybe it was just me.


  I tapped at the different trophies. Light and hollow, stuffed with sawdust, nothing remarkable about them, other than their deadness.


  But as they shifted around, I spotted something between—a watch, white gold, but thick with dust. In a clean room. This must have been forgotten behind the trophies for years. Completely neglected, on a silver fob. Old. The mechanism still worked when I wound it. Might fetch a few hundred on the open market.


  My fingers twitched against the hearth's oak. Somehow, sinking to theft felt lower than the job I'd turned down last night.


  But that was last night, and this was today. My mouth watered as my tongue curled around the pizza it would taste once I hocked the watch uptown. My spine shivered even more as my gooseflesh imagined a weatherproof coat to see me through the winter. Every nerve stood on the brink of action. It was, after all, a forgotten thing.


  It wouldn't be missed.


  “May I help you?” hacked a voice behind me.


  I nearly jumped out of my skin. Every hair on my body stood on end, and my heart, for just a moment, stopped. I could feel eyes boring into the back of my head, and a labored breathing. Somewhere in the excitement, I yanked my hand back from a hearth, like a child caught near the cookie jar prepping for a snatch-and-grab.


  “Oh. Um. I think so.” I turned, hiding my right hand behind my body, and slipped the watch into my jeans pocket on top of my wallet. Instinct.


  “Please, come over here. Come into the light. My eyes aren't what they used to be.”


  He stood behind the counter furthest from the door, his hands resting on the display case that contained the weapons. His eyes sank back into his skull like they'd seen too much and were retreating, but slowly, so the rest of him wouldn't notice.


  My eyes felt like that sometimes.


  Like the rest of me, they were out of places to run.


  “So, my boy, what would you like to buy?”


  “Oh, nothing. I'm just looking. This your place?”


  “Mmm. Been here most sixty years. Started off with bubblegum and baseball cards, sweeping up after hours.”


  “Long time.”


  “When a man's life finds him, he listens,”  the old man swept his arm out to indicate all the items on display in the showroom.  “Wonders from all corners of the world—exotic species now extinct, preserved on our walls for generations to come.” It was a carnival barker's speech, like the I'd heard from the guy in front of the strip club on 50th. Even through the cracked leather of his vocal chords, he had me by the end of the first sentence. “Weapons that once rested in the hands of Al Capone, or Calamity Jane. See anything you like?”


  “All of it. It's great.” I looked around again as it occurred to me that every piece here was something this man bought. A lifetime's worth of collecting, of short swap deals, of curiosities and secrets, all hanging on the walls in here. For some reason, walking around inside a man's soul like this made my stomach quaver. That, and the water sliding from my soaked collar down my spine, made me reconsider. Creep city. “I'm sorry, I've made a mistake, I...I don't have any money. Didn't mean to bother you.”


  I turned to go. A California Grizzly, claws at the ready, stood between me and the door. For a second, I was sure I could see its breath puffing in front of its face. Which was nonsense. Of course it was. It was a stuffed specimen of an extinct species.


  “If you weren't intending to buy, perhaps you have something you would like to sell?”


  “I wish.” I didn't quite have the courage to look him in the eye. Instead, I took my lapels in my fingers and held the jacket open, then turned around as if to prove I wasn't carrying a weapon. “This is everything I've got.”


  “Perhaps there is more value there than you believe.”


  The watch felt hot against my hip, as if his gaze could set it alight.


  “Maybe," I said. "But I'll keep it for now.”


  



  I ZIPPED UP my soaked jacket and scurried out, like a rat eager to hide a morsel of cheese from peering eyes. Another week—maybe two—to find work. Work I could be proud to do. Work that would keep me fed. Work that would let me sleep at night without having to re-live every moment of my day.


  Some kind of dignity, and who gave a damn that I bought it with a little theft? Better that than the alternative.


  Besides, no one would miss the watch. No one even knew it was there.


  



  AT THE BUS stop, I ran face-first into my folly. I had not pawned the jacket. I had not sold it. I was just as cash-poor as I'd been when I found the last hock shop in town. No way home, except to hoof it—that meant crossing through the Forgotten district. Without a weapon. Again.


  The pavement was turning icy. The rain pelting me in the face froze solid as soon as it hit. If ever there was a hell to find on earth, this surely was the place. With treasure in my pocket that I couldn't sell, I turned left on Southfork and trudged toward 43rd. The pimps were open twenty-four seven.


  I went back to the one who offered me the job last night—still on duty, minding his market. A run-down storefront with apartments above for the knocking shop. Streetwalkers out front, all dressed like various flavors of decay.


  I told him I needed quick cash. The man said fifteen dollars. For only an hour. All I had to do was stand there in the ratty upstairs room, make sure the merchandise behaved itself. Make sure the customer didn't damage it.


  That's what he called the kid too: merchandise.


  The customer was a couple. They worked in shifts. First her. Then him. Then her again. Making it into a seduction. Pretending it was a romance. Making the kid watch while they did their thing with each other, then putting the kid in the middle.


  I had the easy chair near the door, made sure they couldn't leave if things got ugly.


  Ugly, you can guess, was a relative term.


  As for the kid? I didn't even see its face. Didn't know if it was a boy or a girl. All I knew was it was a piece of four-foot-three mobile entertainment, and as long as it was just a collection of sounds, it wasn't real.


  But as the customers played out their script like a staged ballet, they didn't think about the wallets they left on the bureau. In arm's reach. With seventy dollars between them.


  I closed the door so softly, not even a dog could've heard it. I tiptoed to the back of the building. I ducked out the window and slid as quick as I could down the fire escape.


  The alley opened halfway between 43rd  and 44th. I headed uptown, toward the bus stop on 46th  and waited for the coach to take me home. The bench had a little shelter over it, which gave me meager—but welcome—protection from the wind.


  Out here in the high desert—dry because the ground sucked the water away, not because it didn't fall—the wind has its own voice; a hollow drone moaning songs that, before I came here, I only heard when I was half-asleep and alone. The kind of sound you don't like to remember, and it beat against the bus stop walls on a day already full of sounds that, no matter how long I lived or how many drugs I took, I'd never be able to stop hearing.


  Another young man joined me, huddling up against the opposite corner like my stunt double. He looked like I felt. We waited together for a minute or two, mirrors of desolation. A bus came, but it was the wrong line—heading out of town to the north—so it left without interrupting our silent understanding. He lit a cigarette and blew it out into the comparatively still air between us. I matched it with puffs of cold fog.


  To his credit, my companion gave me several warnings like that in the five minutes we shared, but I was still new to this side of life. I hadn't learned the language of looks that gives you a second chance to come clean, or to step on the wrong bus while there was still time.


  He finished his cigarette and produced another. After fumbling with his chintzy convenience store lighter he looked at me like a man who'd gone too long between meals.


  “'Scuse me, Mister, could ya...my fingers are all froze and I gots ta...”


  “Yeah. Yeah, sure.” My fingers, until recently happy and warm in my pocket wrapped around the watch, took the lighter from him and struck a flame while the wind whipped past. I held it up, shielding it as best I could with my colder hand.


  “Thanks.” He pushed his face toward the flame, rested his left hand on my wrist, and stepped toward me.


  Then, there was pain. The most exquisite pain, like good liquor, a kind of burning cold that seemed to slide forever until it pierced my heart. Then it was gone again.


  The world, wrapped in the sound of wind, tumbled up to meet me. The concrete floor of the bus stop seemed much more intense viewed side-on, with all its little pebbles and perturbations. Like frozen waves on an unnoticed sea.


  His hands patted my pockets, found the wad of cash in the back one, and took it. I didn't see where he went.


  I must have thrashed around. I might have tried to call for help, but really, with so little breath, in wind that was so loud, there was no way anyone could have heard. All I could hear was ticking.


  When life flows out of you onto that placid, frozen concrete sea, it passes through a kind of lens, and everything focuses. You figure out what's really important, and maybe it's not too late. I knew that I could do something that would make all the difference. Leave some mark on history; a coffee stain on a forgotten page, instead of just a finger smudge. I could make sure the clock was right.


  My fingers didn't want to work right. It seemed to take an hour to fumble the fob out of my pocket. The watch splashed in the red river, open. I batted at it, managed to get the little knob up where it spun freely. It was off. The time was wrong. It didn't match the clock on the bank across the street.


  A last swing, my arm landed on the watch, and the world melted like wax on a hot rock...


    



  “FIFTEEN FOR THE hour.” The pimp's bookkeeper, a small man with metal teeth, nodded past me to the brothel waiting room.


  A couple, beautiful and well turned out like you might see in any advertisement, looked through a picture-book of prepubescents as if they were here to adopt. They lingered and cooed over some, sharing secret looks and laughter.


  My right hip pocket was warm—warmer than I remembered. Not enough to burn, but enough to make me itch.


  “Room 315.”


  I nodded and took the money and the room key. The couple made their selection and asked for directions. I escorted them halfway up the first flight of stairs, then stopped. “I just remembered, something I gotta do. Here.” I mumbled and handed them the room key. “The...merchandise will be in the foyer on the second floor. Um...excuse me.”


  I hurried back down the stairs and threw my fifteen bucks down on the bookkeeper's desk. I ran out, chased by a stream of invective. There had to be another way to make bus fare.


  Still soaked to the skin. When I hit the freezing air on the stoop I almost went back inside. Wind like a knife between my ribs—a feeling I knew I could remember, though I wasn't sure how. I took two, maybe three breaths, before the enforcers burst open the door behind me.


  Nobody backs out once they've been paid.


  I ran. On no food and less sleep, I ran while the icy air scorched my lungs. Water ran in my mouth like it did in the gutters. My feet slipped every which way as they strained for the vanishing traces of grip between patches of ice.


  One intersection passed.


  Two.


  Three.


  Nothing else mattered but keeping my footing.


  The park. The park would hide me. A chance glance back showed me they were trapped behind fast-flowing traffic one street back. I heard a bus.


  Of course! A bus. It would hide me.


  Diesel-powered salvation.


  Except I couldn't afford to get on. They'd throw me off to die at the hands of the animals I almost joined.


  Crushed between the bus and the park, I dove over the low cobble wall and scurried under the bush into a mud hole. Thirty seconds later, two Chicanos and a harried albino leaped the wall and stopped, mere yards from my burrow.


  The rest of the park was a lawn, open as a baby's face.


  My pocket burned. The only place on my whole body that knew even the memory of warmth.


  I fumbled the fob out. I wanted to watch the last seconds I'd have as a human—if I was really human anymore.


  But it had stopped. Footsteps round the bush I was under, and the watch had stopped. I wound and wound and wound until it wouldn't click anymore. What time was it?


  Two boots tramped in front of me.


  “Oho! Lookie here! I found me a sewer rat.” More clicks, but these came from above me. “I say we leave him for the cats.”


  I'd never heard a bang that loud. I didn't know what to make of the hole in my hand. I didn't know why my vision went dark. The cold taking my brain. At least the watch was warm. Warm enough even to melt the world again...


    



  “IF YOU WEREN'T intending to buy, perhaps you have something you would like to sell?” The old man behind the counter held a cat. I didn't remember a cat, but there it was. He kneaded its head right between the ears.


  I couldn't quite bring myself to look him in the eye, but I looked everywhere else. The fire still burned without heat. The breath still fogged in front of my face. The hock shop's walls, still festooned with every artifact of nightmare I could dream up.


  “I...don't I wish.” I took my lapels in my fingers and had held the jacket open, then turned a full circle on the spot as if to prove I wasn't carrying a weapon. “This is everything I've got.”


  “Perhaps there is more value there than you believe.”


  The watch burned against my hip, so hot I could swear I smelled my flesh roasting. Like a rodent gnawing through to my bones, and yet I somehow managed not to scream. “Maybe. But I'll keep it for now.”


  I zipped up my soaked jacket and scurried out into the freezing rain. But three steps out the door I remembered the bus fare. I needed a way to get back to the other pawn shops if I was going to sell the watch. Something—I can't call it memory and still be truthful, but an awareness, perhaps—drove me back into the shop.


  But the man was gone.


  A bell sat on the display case next to a statue of a Hindu idol.
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