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  Used To Be




  Chuck Wilson set the rubber–banded deck of playing cards on the glass display case full of cheap, low–level one–shot trinkets. He rubbed his steel collar and considered the kid.




  Even if the disheveled young man in his green, hooded rain slicker had not reeked of garlic, the golden halos around his iris screamed. Out of sight and downwind, the sad story of addiction could be read in the glowing yellow rings from across the street.




  His son would be about this kid's age. Looking at this kid, this young man, Chuck prayed his ex applied part of the hefty child support part of their divorce to educate their son. Marcus never wrote, but Chuck envisioned him in a secluded mountain abbey where was learning the high crafts. Far away from drugs and boorish magic.




  Chuck slid his finger across the glass as if to underline the four items presented. “They’re worth fifty pellets.”




  “Don’t bullshit me, man.” The kid’s breath, a mix of freshly minced garlic and noxious funk, could strip paint. He pushed the deck of cards an inch on the glass. “This is probably worth that alone.”




  “Probably,” Chuck echoed. He pulled a glass bowl of butter mints and two small, pre–counted leather pouches from under his register. Each held twenty–five tiny one–ounce metal eggs and, through the leather, they clattered like dice on the counter. He popped a couple of mints, chewed, and offered them. “Want?”




  “You’re trying to fuck me.”




  “You ain’t my type.” Chuck set the bowl on the counter. If this turned into long–end haggling, he hoped the kid would change his mind. “Fifty’s the offer. You want the gold or not?” A small part of him felt guilty for using one of Halo’s nicknames to remind the junkie of why he was here, but the rest of him was tired of the smell.




  He pulled the rim of his hood down, obscuring his face with shadow. “Sure.” The golden–ringed irises shifted between the items and the bags. “But I know you’re fucking me.”




  Chuck thumbed the glass–and–ruby ring on his forefinger, waking the magic in case the kid got squirrelly and decided to sweep everything on the counter. “They say knowing is half the battle.”




  The kid snatched the pouches and stomped to the door.
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