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I

 


I was dying.

I was dying, and the dame who I had been
sleeping with was the one killing me. I couldn't think, couldn't
focus. All I could do was curse. She had taken all of it, left me
with nothing. I closed my eyes and lowered my head into my hands.
"Why?" I croaked.

"Because I refuse to share a bed with you if
you insist on smelling like alcohol night after night."

I opened my eyes and gave Betty a baleful
look. She ignored it. "Just one glass, beautiful. One glass of
Scotch, that's all I’m asking."

"No."

When I had first met Elizabeth Barber, she
had seemed like one of a number of naïve floozies with whom I’d had
flings in the past. She was a waitress at Townsend’s, a hoity-toity
restaurant on the East Side, and she had caught my eye while I was
investigating a robbery there. The owner had been sure about it
being an inside job, so I had made it a priority to get cozy with
the staff. After making sure Betty wasn’t the one behind it, I got
much cozier with her. But the floozy thing was just an act,
literally. She was an aspiring actress, waiting tables while
clinging to the hope of the perfect acting gig. She was also a
master of torture, stealing away from me the one thing I dearly
loved.

Well, there were actually
two things I dearly loved, and she
had provided me with one of them countless nights over the past few
months. But now it seemed I needed to sacrifice one for the other.
The question was whether or not the sacrifice was worth it. I
studied her, sitting there with her arms folded, her lovely breasts
pushed upwards into view over the top of her white blouse. She had
one perfectly sculpted gam crossed over the other, the hem of her
dark blue skirt just far enough up to expose the top of her
stocking. Her blue eyes sparkled and her short, curly hair looked
golden in the light of the sunset sneaking through the window. Her
face was hard and cold with determination, but it looked more like
flawless marble than stone to me.

Yeah, she was worth it. For now, anyway.

I gave her a pathetic half-smile. "I'm sorry,
doll. You gotta understand, it's rough for me. I'll be good, I
swear."

The marble face melted away into a smiling
one that made me go all gooey. She stood and walked over to me,
planting those sweet lips on mine, and all was right with the world
again. "It's really for your own good, Rick," she whispered.

"I know, sweet-cheeks."

A familiar look flared up in her baby blues.
"What say you close up shop early and we mosey on back to my place,
hmm? I have something new to show you."

"Yeah? What's that?"

"Here's a hint: I'm wearing them."

"Let me just finish up here," I said and I
swept the papers off of my desk and onto the floor. "Done. Let's
go."

If I had been carrying a gun, the mook who
knocked on my door at that moment would have been crying red from
several new holes.

"Two weeks without a case and someone
wants my services now?" I
groaned.

Betty gave me a look that said it all and I
shut my trap. She was right; I needed the gig, whatever it was. The
last few cases had brought in a decent amount of dough, but I was
nearing the end of that reserve. So, taking a frustrated breath, I
nodded and Betty headed for the door.

"Good evening," I heard her say to the person
on the other side of the door. "Can I help you?" There was a
stuttering reply that I couldn't quite make out. Betty tensed up,
swung the door open farther, and invited the person in.

It was a young man, probably about twenty
years my junior. I’d be surprised if he shaved daily. It was the
face of a boy who rarely dealt with the world, complete with
perfectly combed black hair and brown eyes that darted all over
taking everything in for the first time. On that boyish face,
though, was a look that I had seen many times. Had it been a
relative? A lover? A friend?

"Mr. Walker?" he said, fumbling with a
business card in his hand.

"'Mr. Walker' is what the collection agencies
call me. My name’s Rick." I stood up and offered my hand. The kid
shook it with a quick and loose grip, and gave me a nervous
smile.

"My, uh, my name's Walter. Walter
Prescott."

"How can I help you, Walt?" I sat down and
motioned for him to sit as well. He scooted the chair forward,
fidgeted in the seat, and scooted it forward again. It was obvious
he wasn’t the social type. I flicked my eyes up at Betty, who was
standing by watching, and she nodded.

"Mr. Prescott, can I get you something to
drink?" she asked, placing a hand on his shoulder gently. She was
good with people, which is why I liked having her around in the
office. Among other reasons.

"Uh, no thanks. Yes! I mean, yes, could I
have a glass of water, please?"

"Of course." Betty went off to the
kitchenette and I repeated my question to get the kid back on
track.

"My, uh, my roommate was... well, he died. I
came home and… and I found him on the floor. The coroner said it
was a heart attack."

"Go on," I said with as much patience as I
could muster. If I could, I would have shaken the answer out of
him. Betty sensed my frustration and gave me a reproachful glance
as she handed the kid his water.

After taking a sip, Walt seemed a
little more with it. "I found your business card in his room. He
had a whole bunch of different cards just sitting around. He’s…
he was… a bit of a packrat.
Anyway, I found your card and… something didn't feel right about
the situation, Mr. Walker."

"'Rick', please. A guy hears a 'Mr.' and it
makes him feel old."

"Sorry, sir."

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath
before continuing. "What do you mean 'something didn't feel
right'?"

"Well, Jack - that's his name...
was his name. Jack Carradine. Jack
was healthy, young, only twenty-six. I know the coroner said it
could happen to anyone, but..." He started fidgeting
again.

"There's something you're not telling me,
isn’t there, Walt?"

The kid nodded, reached into his pocket, and
handed me something. "It was in Jack's hand when I found him." It
was a gold disk, about the size of a fifty-cent piece. One side was
smooth, the other had a raised insignia I had never seen before -
three chain links, the middle link broken in two.

A nagging suspicion entered my thoughts as I
recalled an obscure bit of information from my history classes at
the Academy of Magic Arts. I didn't know what the insignia meant,
but I started to form an idea of what might have happened to Jack.
I needed more to go on, but there was still an important matter to
discuss.

"So you want to hire me to find out what
really happened to your pal, is that it?" Walter nodded. "If this
turns out to be the situation I think it is, this isn't going to be
cheap, Walt."

"Well, sir, I... I've got some money saved
from my last job. It's not much, but I, uh... I could help
you."

"Help me?"

"Work for you. I'm... between jobs at the
moment, so I don't have an income. But I'll work with you as long
as necessary to pay off my debt."

"Walter, this isn't like working in a corner
market. This can be a dangerous job. Although I guess working in
the corner market down the block from here could be just as
dangerous. Still, I can't in good conscience let you help me."

A look of determination ignited in the kid's
eyes catching me by surprise. He leaned forward and spoke almost as
if he was a different person. "Rick, I know something happened to
Jack, and I know it's connected with... whatever that thing is.
I've never been surer of anything in my life. I need to see this
through."

I studied him for a moment with an eyebrow
hanging high over my right eye. Another suspicion entered my mind,
and this one caused me to grin. If I was right, keeping this kid on
as my assistant would be more than worth taking the job. "Okay,
Walter Prescott, you got yourself a deal."

"Rick!" Betty exclaimed. "You can't
honestly-"

I shot her a look and she clamped her pretty
mouth shut. She knew I was up to something and I knew she was
worried about Walt. But I wasn’t going to back down on this. Betty
responded with a look of her own that said I’d have some explaining
to do later. I winked at her.

"Thank you, sir." Walt sighed and leaned back
in his chair, the muscles in his face relaxing.

"Sure. Two things, though, kid. One, it's
almost six o'clock, and I'm hungry and tired. So we'll start
tomorrow at your place. Just jot down your address before you
leave."

"Yes, sir."

"And two, stop calling me ‘sir’ or I'll wring
your neck like a wet dishrag."


II

 


The following morning I found myself standing
outside of Walt's place. It was an old apartment building on the
edge of the North Side, before the neighborhood really started to
get seedy. An old buzz-box hung loose on the wall next to the front
door, so I hit the button for apartment 3F. The intercom had long
since been removed, but a loud click indicated that the kid had
unlocked the door.

The interior of the building was well-kept -
polished wood, clean mirrors, only the faintest hint of flaking
paint. It was certainly better than where I was staying. But, then
again, the city dump was a vacation home compared to my place.

The building was quiet, except for the
creaking of the stairs as I made my way up to the third floor. No
doubt most people were at work or out running errands. But it also
had that hushed quality of a community that had been visited by
Death.

I knocked on the door to apartment 3F
and within seconds Walt swung it open. "Good morning, Mr...
sorry, Rick. Come
in."

"Nice place you got here," I said, glancing
around as I hung my hat on an old coat rack. I meant it; it wasn't
fancy, but it was homey. Sparsely decorated, as you would expect
from two young bachelors - table and chairs, a couple of cheap
paintings on the wall, and a couch that I hoped they hadn’t paid
money for.

"Can I get you anything? Have you eaten? I
can make up some eggs if you'd like."

I shook my head. "Cup o' joe, if you got
it."

The kid flashed me a sheepish grin. "Sorry, I
don't drink coffee. Jack did, but he didn’t buy more before he… I,
uh, have some tea if you'd like."

"Nah, don't worry about it." I glanced
towards the two doorways at the far side of the apartment. "The one
on the left. That's Jack's room, isn't it?"

"Yes," Walt replied, looking back and forth
between me and the room. "How did you...?"

"When you work with magic enough you get a
nose for it."

"You can... smell it?"

"Figure of speech, kid. There's magic in that
room, lots of it."

"But... what... I..." Obviously this was news
to the kid.

"Jack wasn't an Academy student, was he?"
Walt shook his head. "Means he was rogue. Learned the ropes on the
sly."

"I can't believe..."

"Where was the body?"

"What?" Walt blinked a few times before my
question registered. "Oh, there in front of the couch."

I circled around to the front of the orange
paisley nightmare. "What’s this scorch mark?"

"I’m not sure," he admitted, scratching his
head. "It wasn’t there before… before Jack died. I was going to ask
about it, but… well, when I found Jack’s body, I called the police.
When I showed one of them the coin that I found, his response was a
bit
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