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I

 


In my opinion, for whatever it's worth, an
empty bottle of scotch is a sad sight. Two empty bottles is a
tragedy. As I stared at the bottles on my uneven desk, however, I
couldn’t tell if what I was seeing was sad or a tragedy. I was too
smoked to remember if I had finished off two bottles or if I was
just seeing double.

As I drunkenly pondered the puzzle in front
of me, the door to the office opened and my assistant walked in. I
heard him sigh, but I didn't look up for fear that if I took my
bleary eyes off of the bottles, they might multiply. "Walt, my
trusty assistant," I said, noting the slight slurring of my words
as though I were listening to someone else speak. "I need your
help."

"That's the understatement of the year," Walt
replied. He had resorted to sarcasm, something he only did when
frustrated. For the moment, though, I ignored the tone and pressed
on.

"How many bottles are in front of me?"

There was another sigh and he replied, "Two,
Rick. And if I remember correctly, they were both full last
night."

"Well then," I said, relieved that my vision
was indeed still as good as it ever was, "I'd say job well
done."

Walt took a seat in the chair opposite my
desk. His brown eyes fixed on me with the stare of a concerned
parent. At least, that's what I assumed a concerned parent might
look like. I'd had little experience in that particular area.
"Rick, this has to stop."

"What, the spinning room? I agree. It's
making me nauseous."

"The drinking, Rick. It's been a month now
since I've seen you truly sober. You've got to start facing the
stuff that drove you to it."

"Why, are we out of booze?" I said, alarmed.
"I know the scotch is gone, but I thought there was still some gin
hanging around."

"I can't keep this business
– your business –
afloat while you're swimming from bottle to bottle," the kid said,
grabbing the two dead soldiers off of my desk and taking them to
the kitchenette. "The bills are starting to pile up and you haven't
taken on a job in weeks. I know the whole Evangeline Billingsly
thing has you scared, but…"

"Scared?" I said and made a dismissing
gesture. At least, that's what I thought I did with my hand. "Takes
more than a rogue magic user who probably wants revenge to scare
me."

"And there's the whole thing with Betty…"

"She was going to leave me anyway. Took a job
with that touring theater company."

"You could have ended the relationship on a
better note."

"So I got caught with that bartender from the
Hammerhead..."

"Rick, you and her… you
know… on the couch in the living room while Betty was sleeping in
her room!" Walt said in an exasperated tone. "It's like you
wanted to be
caught!"

"Are you saying I'm like my father?" I heard
myself say. I tried to rise angrily, but gravity pulled me back
down into my seat with a loud thump. Trying to make it seem like I
had intended it all along, I began searching my pockets for a
cigarette.

Walt just blinked. "Your father? I
don't-"

"Forget it, kid. It's the booze talking."

"Rick, I want to help you."

"So you're my therapist now?"

"No, I'm a friend."

My hands stopped patting my empty pockets.
Those words actually hit me pretty hard, even in my drunken state.
Friends were short in supply for me. In fact, my one and only
friend, Joey T., had been murdered by the very woman whom I was
convinced was preparing to murder me. To hear Walt say that he was
my friend, after everything I had put him through since he started
working for me, was headline news. "Thanks, kid," I managed. "But
how do you plan on fixing a broken schmuck like me?"

"Well, let's start by getting you off of the
alcohol for a while."

I'm not sure if it was the scotch or the
kid's determination getting contagious, but I felt a wave of
inspiration wash over me. "You're right," I said and tried to
strike a triumphant stance, but somehow ended up on the floor
instead. As my assistant rushed to help me back to my seat, my
mouth ran a mile a minute while my brain lagged behind huffing and
puffing. "I'm done with the booze. I'm done with hiding in fear.
I'm done with feeling sorry for myself. I'm done with sleeping
around. I'm Rick Walker, damn it. I can do anything!"

"That's the spirit," Walt said, getting
excited. "We'll get you cleaned up and straight. We'll figure out
what to do about Evangeline Billingsly. And I promise, we'll get
you back together with Amy."

I froze like a stool pigeon whose boss had
turned up for a social visit. "Who, uh… who said anything about
Amy?"

"You did. Last night before I left the
office."

I groaned, lowering my head into my hands. "I
hit the 'auburn agony' phase? In front of you? Just shoot me,
kid."

"It's all right, Rick, I understand. You're
in love with her and-"

"Walter, if you know what's good for you,
you'll stop right there."

There was a pause and he said in a quiet
voice, "Tell you what – I'll make some coffee."

"We're out."

"I’ll go and buy some more."

"Pick me up some cigarettes, too."

Walt raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure you
don't want to add that to your list of self-improvements?" The look
I gave him was answer enough. "I'll, uh, be right back." He grabbed
his coat and hat, leaving me at my desk, staring at my hands as if
I'd find the answers to the universe in them. Instead, I just found
an awful lot of dirt.

I hated to admit it, but Walt was right.
About everything. Diviners usually were; they had a solid
connection with the truth, knew it on a first name basis. I spent
most of my time running from it. But as I sat there, swaying
unsteadily back and forth, I realized that I was getting footsore.
I wasn't sure how much longer I'd be able to keep up the pace. But
I wasn't sure I was ready to stop and face the whole truth.

The easiest issue to admit was my fear of
Evangeline Billingsly. I had gotten her an all-expenses-paid room
at the Academy of Magic Arts' null-magic prison. She had a solid
reason to get revenge on me, and if she really was going to come
after me, I needed to be ready for her. That meant I couldn't be
three sheets to the wind when it happened.

The next issue was the loss
of Betty. The kid had been right; on some level, I had wanted to
get caught. She wasn't the first dame I had done that with. And I
knew deep down where I had learned to do it. But I wouldn't end up
like him. I
squeezed my hands into fists. I would never let myself end up like
him.

And then there was Amy… but I wasn't ready to
think about her just yet. I let out a sigh and dropped my head to
the desk, resting it on the back of my right hand. I needed a
drink.

"You look a bit rough around the edges,
Richard."

My head snapped up and I almost toppled my
chair backwards. I blinked a few times, trying to focus on the
person in front of me. When my sluggish brain told me who it was,
it stopped for a moment to double check, and then my jaw went
slack. Somehow I managed to locate my voice and I croaked,
"Professor Ackerman?"

"Theo, please," the older gentleman said with
a smile that creased the dark skin of his face in a hundred
different places. "You haven't been my student for some time."

"What are you… how…?" I realized I was
sounding like Walt, so I cleared my throat and started over. "It's
good to see you."

"Likewise, although I seem to have caught you
at a bad time."

"It's been a hell of a month, Theo."

"I'm sorry to hear that," he said with a
sympathetic smile, then became serious. "But the matter I need to
speak to you about requires a clear head. Please forgive me for
this." He gestured at me and spoke a few words of magic that I had
never heard before.

I barely managed to grab the waste paper bin
before the contents of my stomach erupted. Whatever liquor that had
remained in my gut was expelled, along with the little bit that I
had managed to eat in between bottles. I felt myself sweating from
head to toe, the moisture soaking into my clothes and making them
reek like the floor of a bar after a Friday night. I heaved several
times and then stopped, my breathing heavy and ragged.

"You may want to start making your way to the
bathroom," Ackerman said. He didn't need to say it twice; my
innards immediately starting cramping up in a familiar way.

When I returned from my cozy little water
closet, Ackerman handed me a glass of water. "What in blue blazes
did you do to me?" I asked in a scratchy voice before downing the
entire glass.

"It's a little spell I picked up from an old
Russian colleague of mine. A bit cruel, I'll admit, but
effective."

"Remind me never to go drinking with a
Russkie," I said and refilled my water glass, drinking half of it
and taking the other half back to my desk. I felt like I had been
hit by a taxi, but I'd be lying if I said my head wasn't the
clearest it had been in a month. Except for that thick feeling that
visits just before a massive headache moves in. Dropping myself
into my seat ungracefully, I motioned for my former professor to
have a seat in front of me. "Now that I can speak properly, it's
good to see you, Theo. What can I do for you?"

"It's not what you can do
for me, Richard,"
he said, folding his gnarled hands and setting them in his lap.
"It's what you can do for the Academy."


II

 


For a moment, I wondered if there was still just a
little bit of hooch clouding my think-meat. Then I searched
Ackerman's dark brown eyes for any trace of joviality on his part.
There was none. Still, I couldn't help but respond, "You're joking,
right?"

"Far from it," he said and his voice reflected his
words.

"The Academy of Magic Arts, the same Academy that
wanted me out so bad that I had to leave on my own before something
happened to me, wants my help? Forgive me if I seem a bit
unwilling to muster myself for the cause."

"Please try to remember," Ackerman said, adjusting
his glasses in that way that authority figures did when driving a
point home, "that it was I who pulled what strings I could to get
you your honorary certification from the Academy. So before you
dismiss their request so quickly please do me the favor of
listening."

He wasn't my professor anymore, but he damned well
put me in my place. "You're right," I said, dropping my attitude.
"I'm sorry. Please, go on."

"The Academy needs a particular investigation done,
and I suggested you based on a few specific qualifications. The
first was that I know you're the only private investigator in the
city who deals primarily with situations involving magic. The
second is that you're familiar with Evangeline Billingsly."

My blood ran cold, but my curiosity ran hot. "What
does Angel have to do with this?"

"Angel?" Ackerman blinked and removed his glasses,
but was otherwise stone-faced.

"We were on a first name basis for a very short time.
Very short."

"Oh." There was a pause, and then he said, "Well, we
have information that your 'Angel' is the head of a group of rogue
magic users."

"The Broken Chains," I said, leveling a serious gaze
at the man.

"So you have heard of them." He put his
glasses back on and smirked. "I had a feeling you might have, which
was another reason I chose you."

"Yeah, I tangled with them not too long ago." I
stopped, Ackerman's words finally sinking in. "Wait a minute, did
you just say that Evangeline is the head of the
organization?"

"The information came from sources that aren't
completely reliable, but it's a very strong possibility that she is
at the top of the chain, so to speak."

I could only shake my head. Not only was there the
possibility of a rogue magic user on a revenge trip coming after
me, but she also had an entire army at her well-manicured
fingertips. "So what is it exactly that the Academy wants me to
do?"

"Information gathering. Confirm whether or not
Evangeline Billingsly is indeed the head of the organization. Find
out where she is and what she plans on doing. If the Academy has
any hope of shutting down this rogue faction, it needs to be
well-prepared. The Broken Chains had already rooted themselves deep
into the city before the Academy caught on."

I snorted, delighting in that thought to a degree.
Ackerman gave me an incredulous look, and I cleared my throat
apologetically. "I'll do what I can, Theo. I've got a few names to
start with and a few places to turn to. But it's going to be
dangerous." Dangerous indeed. The thought of spying on Evangeline
Billingsly made me nervous. The thought of digging deeper into the
Broken Chains' ranks frightened me. And the thought that the
Academy was willing to use me for all of this downright scared me
shitless. There was only one question that I could ask that might
set everything all right. "How much are we talking for this
gig?"

"Due to the nature of the 'gig', the Academy is
prepared to pay you triple what you usually charge for information
gathering. In addition, you'll be provided with whatever resources
you deem necessary. Within reason, of course."

I'm sure at that moment my pupils turned into dollar
signs. Triple my usual fee? That would be enough cabbage to take
care of those bills that Walt had been pestering me about, as well
as keep us afloat until the next job. Regardless of the dangers
involved, it was too lucrative of an opportunity to pass up on.
"You've got yourself a deal, Theo."

"Excellent," he said with a smile. He relaxed in his
seat, releasing a tension I hadn't noticed in the course of our
conversation. Then he stood and I followed suit. "I knew I could
count on you, Richard."

At that moment, the door to the office opened and
Walt walked in with a paper grocery bag in his arm. His mouth
opened and then closed again when he caught sight of Theo. "Oh!
Excuse me, I hope I didn't interrupt you."

"We were just finishing up, kid," I said. "Theo, this
is Walter Prescott, my valued assistant. Walt, this here's
Professor Theodore Ackerman. He was one of the few teachers I was
able to tolerate at the Academy. And, to be fair, one of the few
who could tolerate me."

"A pleasure, sir," Walt said, shifting the bag to his
other arm and reaching out to shake Theo's hand.

"Likewise," Ackerman said with a smile. As they shook
hands, I noticed something subtle shift in Walt's face. He risked a
very quick glance at me and then made his way to the kitchenette.
"Call me if you need anything, Richard. And make sure to send the
bill directly to me. You know how much the Academy loves
bureaucracy. I'll make sure it gets through the system in a timely
manner."

"You got it, Theo." I bid the man a farewell and
closed the door after him. Without so much as a pause for breath, I
turned to Walt. "All right, kid, what's the scoop?"

"I… well, you know how I've been getting better at
reading people when I touch them?" He was fiddling with the
canister of coffee that he had pulled from
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