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  The Lombard Alchemist Tales


  The casinos still glitter in between the moutains out west, up where the ground still throbs from the nuclear test detonations. People come here to try their luck, to take a chance, to have the adventures they wouldn't write home about.


  When they run out of luck, with nowhere left to turn, with no money, no options, no hope, no clue? Sometimes, when you fall that low, you need that one special thing that might change everything.


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


  Sometimes they buy.


  Sometimes they sell.


  Sometimes, they stay.
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  “Pick a card. Any card you like. Don't let anyone else see it.” The street performer's carnival-barker-style presentation drew Peter, backpack and all, from the well-worn rut in the concrete that stretched from Rock Island High School to the Hot Zone Convalescent Hospital at the far end of town.


  Peters feet had worn that rut all by themselves. Every day, they got a little heavier.


  A small colony had gathered around the performer—a magician—on the cold crumbling concrete. The crowd was thick enough that Peter—despite his height—couldn't see well enough to follow the unusual act.


  It was a gambler's town. Card games and magicians came with the territory, but normally both things stayed behind the mirrored plate glass of one of the city's aging casinos. The town's pride and sin out here on the sidewalk for everyone else to see? Not normal. Maybe even abnormal. The cops usually busted these scenes up. Peter was never sure if the shows were actually illegal, or if the casino owners—who owned the police department, too—just didn't like the competition.


  Kids in school universally held to the latter story.


  “That's it, that's it,” rang the magician's ragged voice, “now slip the card back into the deck.”


  Since the magicians all worked in the clubs, and you had to be twenty-one to get in to see a show, this was a chance to get a good look at another magician up close and personal, instead of having to try to catch them on TV specials, where you never could trust that they weren't using editing tricks.


  Trying to be as delicate as he could—because the last thing he wanted was to get punched in the face or accused of trying to pick someone's pocket—he found the little empty spaces between the tight-pressed flannel and nylon, and pushed his way in, a bit at a time, till he reached the second row of onlookers.


  The magician wasn't one of those crusty gray-haired suit-and-tie white mofos. He had close-shorn woolly hair, the kind of face that looked like he had ancestors from half the countries on earth, and he wore a smart brown leather jacket with orange piping over a slate-blue button-up shirt. Nothing that would claw your eyes out, but the kind of clothes that said Look here. I know my business, brother, so you'd better take me seriously, or you'll bring the fury.


  The man stood behind a plain table with a Three-Card Monte setup, two stacks of well-worn antique card decks still in their original packaging, and the kind of confident panache that made him seem to glow, like he was a card-god stepped through from a neighboring universe, and not quite human at all.


  But the showman wasn't tossing the Monte cards. He was making a show of shuffling the deck, then stopped and said, “Hold on a minute, how are any of you going to believe this if I'm the one who does it? We need a volunteer...you.”


  The magician pointed at Peter with the deck.


  Peter flushed hot. Suddenly wished he could hide—something his six-foot-three-inch frame never let him do, no matter how much he tried. All those eyes on him, they made him feel as if he wasn't wearing a stitch and looked like a plague victim besides.


  Two deep breaths. A couple nervous gulps. Peter stretched out his spindly brown hand and took the deck.


  “Fantastic,” said the magician.


  “So what do I do?'


  “Whatever you want.”


  “Um..that's not very helpful.”


  “This woman here has chosen a card. Make sure I can't find it.”


  “But I don't know which card it is and...oh.” Peter flushed again, felt like an idiot. But he did know how to shuffle. He'd been into card magic for years. And since last summer he'd been practicing every day. He needed a deft hand at a shuffle for the day when he was old enough to get a job as a dealer at the casinos. Best paying work in town—with all the tips, if he was popular, he could do well enough to pay for a car, and then for college, with just a couple years work. If he was careful and didn't blow it all on the tables himself (an occupational hazard his cousin Wendell had learned about the hard way and never stopped warning him off about).
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