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IT WASN’T THE FIRST TIME THAT MARSHALL DRUMMOND had a midnight meeting in the Winston-Salem railyard nor the first time the meeting would be with the cops. He understood, though. Back when he was a beat cop, before the crash of ‘29, he would never have dared talk in public to a PI who specialized in ghosts, witches, and other unworldly creatures. He would have been laughed out of a job.

So, when his old friend, Detective Cooper, set up this meeting, Drummond knew there had to be a serious problem. Worse than that, really. After all, Cooper had contacted Drummond several times over the years whenever his cases became unusual. Cooper had even visited Drummond’s office on occasion. A clandestine meeting like this promised trouble of a greater magnitude.

With a long drag on a cigarette, he tipped back his hat and let the cool night breeze tickle his skin. Summer neared its end but not before striking out with a final sweltering week. A rainstorm earlier that day did little to help, and the humid air wafting off the giant steam locomotives only made things worse.

Two figures approached. The dim yard lighting made them little more than shadows. Still, Drummond recognized them right away — the sturdy frame of Detective Cooper and the rounder shape of Chief Carter.

The Chief of Police, huh? Things had definitely gotten worse.

“Thanks for coming out here,” Cooper said as he shook Drummond’s hand. The Chief kept his hands at his sides as he continually scanned the area.

Readjusting his hat, bringing the brim lower, Drummond said, “What exactly can I do for you?”

Before Cooper could respond, the Chief snorted and spit off to the side. “I’m going to be straight with you. I don’t believe in any of this crap. Never have. Never will. But Pearl and I are at our wits end. We don’t know what to do and Cooper thinks you can help.”

From the derisive way Chief Carter spoke Cooper’s name and from the uncomfortable look on Cooper’s face, Drummond guessed that his friend’s job rode on the success of the night.

“Well, you’ve established how much you don’t want me to help you,” Drummond said. “Tell me how I can help you.”

The Chief scowled. “Now I remember why I was happy to see you leave the Department. Damn smart mouth of yours.”

Cooper put a hand on each man’s shoulder. “Come on gentlemen, let’s not forget why we’re here.”

Poking his cigarette in the Chief’s direction, Drummond said, “I don’t know why I’m here. You can cut the games; I don’t work for you anymore. You want my help? Get on with it.”

For a second, Drummond thought he had ticked the Chief off enough to cause Cooper trouble, but then Chief Carter snorted and spit again. “You listen to me — I don’t buy any of this dog-and-pony show of yours. You understand? Only reason I’m here is ‘cause I got no other choice. And my Pearl deserves every chance, so here it is — somebody broke into our house and terrorized our maid.”

“Your maid?” Drummond received a nod from Cooper confirming the claim. Then he frowned. “A break-in and an assault? This is all your domain. You got the whole Department at your disposal, and I’m sure they’d turn every stone for you. Why are you bringing this to me?”

“Use the police? Gee, that’s brilliant. Why didn’t I think of that? Oh, wait — maybe, any moron with half-a-brain would realize that I’m meeting them out here at midnight because I want this kept quiet. Your genius pal here suggested you could help and that better be the case — especially considering the odd nature of this.”

“Odd?”

Now it was the Chief’s turn to receive a nod from Cooper. Stepping closer to Drummond, the Chief’s mouth twisted in disgust. Out of his coat pocket, he produced a light-blue cloth no bigger than a napkin. “Mrs. Carter and I went out last night, went to a show at the Colonial, and when we got back, Ms. Daggett was standing in the corner of our living room shaking and talking gibberish. Shock, of course.”

Drummond wanted to hurry the Chief along. He didn’t need to hear the normal details. In the last twenty-four hours of a normal case, the Department would have brought every suspect in and questioned them. All the leads would have been followed up on. Standing in the railyard on a humid midnight and hearing the word odd meant something unnatural. The normal way of doing things would not help — not necessarily. It depended on the nature of the odd part of all this.

But if Drummond pressed too hard, the Chief would remember he didn’t believe in magic. This was 1932, and he was a modern, civilized man. Ghosts were for superstitious chumps. He would curse out Cooper and storm off determined to use his own men. And whatever had frightened Ms. Daggett would continue to haunt the Carter’s house — because if the Chief used the word odd and Cooper thought this meeting worthwhile, Drummond had no doubt the regular police would be way out of their depth.

Chief Carter stared down at the light-blue cloth, his thumb rubbing it, and he shuddered. “This was clutched in her hand.” His voice choked as he thrust the cloth over.

Drummond opened it, pretending to ignore the Chief’s stifled blubbering. His heart fell as he saw the symbol drawn on the cloth — a swirling line wrapped around a downward pointing arrow. The drawing had been made with a crimson substance that all three men recognized — blood.

Cooper gestured to the symbol. “There’s more.”

“I figured,” Drummond said. “Nothing so far is worth getting this upset over.”

“The Chief isn’t telling you where Ms. Daggett found that cloth.” Cooper peeked over at Chief Carter. When he got no response, he took it as permission to continue. “It was sitting atop a — well, um, a sort of altar, I guess. This horrible thing in her room made of the furniture and a disemboweled animal — a calf, maybe a wolf. I don’t know. Blood everywhere. Between that and the strange symbol — well, I thought of you.”

“Gee, thanks.” Rifling through the various occult symbols Drummond knew, he could not place this one at all — of course, he only had limited experience with occult symbols. “I’ll need to check out the crime scene. You said she found this cloth in her room?”

Chief Carter stabbed a finger in Drummond’s direction. “I’m not having you and your voodoo nonsense stepping foot in my house. All you’ll do is upset Pearl and my maid. It’d be pointless anyway. I already had the rooms looked over.”

“I thought nobody from the Department knew about this.”

“Something bad happens and you think I’d call for you first? Sheesh, you must be more deluded than I thought.” Speaking slow as if giving directions to a bratty child, Carter said, “I had an old friend — retired — come over. He checked out the house, and he talked with Ms. Daggett. Tried to, anyway. She wouldn’t say anything. But he found the cloth in her hand. When I saw that symbol, when I saw what it was drawn with, that’s when I remembered that Detective Cooper had stayed in contact with you. That’s the only reason I had this meeting set up. But there’s nothing else to be found in the house, and I’m not putting my loved ones through any more of that.”

Clearly trying to salvage the situation, Cooper said, “That symbol looks like the stuff I’ve seen in your office. Am I right?”

Drummond shrugged. “It’s not a spell, if that’s what you mean.”

“A spell,” Chief Carter sneered. “This is the kind of crap I wanted to avoid.”

Pocketing the cloth, Drummond said, “You don’t have to believe it, but you better accept that others believe it. Not only that, but they guide their lives by it. So, instead of acting like an ass every time we mention spells and such, you might want to remember that we’re all sweating and tired tonight because we want to help you.” Before the Chief could rebut, Drummond turned away. Passing Cooper, he said, “I’ll look into this.”

Back in his car, Drummond checked his watch — 12:24am. The Chief should have come to him sooner. Either the perps were idiots with the bad luck to pick the house or they had targeted the Chief. Unless, of course, the attack had been meant to intimidate the maid, and the fact that she worked for Chief Carter had been an unfortunate coincidence. But Drummond thought that would be an amazing bit of bad luck. No. This all felt very specific and not at all the work of amateurs.

Driving along East 11th Street, Drummond considered requesting an interview with Chief Carter. But given that the Chief only agreed to meet in a railyard at midnight and that he had a near-conniption at the idea of Drummond checking out the crime scene, he did not like his chances of getting any requests approved.

He pulled up to Raymond’s Diner — one of the only all-nighters in the city. It had been fashioned out of an old railcar and had plenty of charm despite being narrow and cramped. The place was good for late-night thinking. It always smelled great and had only a few people hanging out on the long counter — mostly truckers grabbing a meal before hitting the road.

As Drummond settled into a booth near the back, Catalina walked up to him, set a mug on the table, and filled it with hot coffee. She had a weathered beauty that always left him wondering how she had ended up at such a dead end. Though he knew Hollywood could be quite prejudice against brown-skinned women, he would have paid money to watch her dance alongside Fred Astaire or fight the bad guys with Gary Cooper.

“The usual?” she asked, only a slight hint of a Mexican accent.

“Just the coffee for now, doll.”

“Suit yourself. But Marcus is on the grill tonight.”

Drummond raised an eyebrow — Marcus made
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