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Introduction

I have to say that I’m amazed to be writing another introduction for the Drummond stories. I never thought these would be so popular, and it thrills me to know that so many readers enjoy these stories. So, before I get into the meat of this, please allow me to simply say, Thank you.

 

For this time around, I’ve got another series of novellas and short stories that link together into a larger piece. Plus, a bonus story at the end.

 

You see, after the final story involving Mr. Howe (more on him in a moment), while I started prepping this volume, I received an email inviting me to partake in a charity anthology called Turning the Tide. A larger group of writers had been brought together to raise money for animal welfare in the Ukraine. I agreed but wasn’t sure what I would write about. Thankfully, Drummond came to my rescue with a short piece that was all-out fun to write. Thus, in addition to the connected stories, this book ends with the story Whistles, a standalone Drummond short.

 

Now, to Mr. Howe. There are all kinds of villains in fiction. Some are highly visible, highly active, while others sit in the shadows, controlling matters through the hands of others. Mr. Howe likes to do both, and that was a fun challenge to these pieces. Making him a real threat that is both involved and detached meant I had to find ways to have Mr. Howe front and center while also allowing him to get away, sit back, and set up problems for Drummond from afar. For this kind of episodic storytelling, the combination worked wonderfully. It forced each story to take on a life of its own because I couldn’t rely on Mr. Howe being in each tale. There had to be other conflicts, other villains, but then all roads had to lead back to Mr. Howe. Tons of fun to create, and hopefully, tons of fun for you to read.

 

Lastly, I want to assure you that this isn’t it for Drummond. I still have some plans for him, and I hope to also get him a few more appearances in magazines and anthologies. I can’t help it. He’s an incredibly fun character to write. As is his partner, Leroy, and his old cop partner, Detective Cooper. Of course, there are also the Max Porter Paranormal Mysteries in which Drummond lives on — well, maybe not lives, but he exists as a ghost. So, one way or another, I will go on writing this wonderful character.

 

I hope that pleases your reading eyes and ears. And that’s enough from me. Let’s get to the good stuff. Happy reading.

 

— North Carolina, 2022

 

 

 

 


Case 10 - The Connected Ones

GRABBING BREAKFAST SHOULD HAVE BEEN EASY FOR MARSHALL DRUMMOND, but then few things were ever easy for Winston-Salem’s only detective of the unique and bizarre. As he walked along the street, he considered the corner diner. Unfortunately, right after resigning from the police and hanging out his private detective shingle, he had enjoyed two brief but vigorous relationships with the waitresses — neither of which would want to see his mug again.

He thought about the Blue Ribbon Diner three-and-a-half blocks over. He had helped the owner, Buzz, when the guy courted serious trouble for selling hooch out the back. Prohibition had ended years ago, but the bootleggers and the protection rackets continued to operate. Just because booze was legal didn’t mean all those who made money off it went away. But Drummond convinced the gang that wanted to destroy Buzz to back off (possibly with the help of a witch), and Buzz was eternally grateful.

So was Charlene. His waitress.

Of course, the best scrambled eggs and coffee could be found at Raymond’s Diner, but it hurt too much to enter the place where Catalina had worked. She had been the real thing. She understood the world he lived in, knew about ghosts and witches and magic, and accepted it all. He had envisioned days ahead spent in her arms, being a father figure to her two boys, becoming something more than another guy in a long coat and Fedora. Unfortunately, after a series of cases that eventually threatened her family, they had to part ways. Whoever said that it was better to have loved and lost deserved a gut punch.

His best option looked to be buying a newspaper and making a cup of coffee on the hot plate in his office. Well, maybe not the best, but certainly the safest. A bleating car horn erased all chances of that.

Drummond’s attention snapped to the sudden break in the morning routine. The other pedestrians moved like a herd. The shift of hats in the same direction looked like a choreographed number from the latest Broadway hit. Instead of music kicking in, however, gasps and screams followed.

Two blocks up, a brown 1938 Ford Standard Coupe barreled down Fourth Street without regard to anybody on or off the road. Other cars swerved away while people dove to the sides. More horns yelled their anger, and screams ignited the air with panic.

“What’s she doing?” a paperboy said.

Drummond came close to asking how the boy knew the driver was a woman, but the boy had not been looking at the car. At the far end of the block, a middle-aged woman pushed a baby carriage across the street. She cooed and grinned and pointed at the little bundle in the carriage, oblivious to the boulder of metal rushing toward them.

People pressed in to gawk with horrible expectation. The growing throng prevented Drummond from backing up to run down the sidewalk. Though a few in the crowd yelled at the woman, their voices drowned in the overall commotion.

One quick peek up the street — that car already neared the top of the block. Damn. Drummond had not planned on racing against an automobile this early in the morning.

He darted onto the pavement. The voices around him erupted — Get back on the sidewalk! What the blazes are you doin’? — but Drummond pushed harder, his hat flipping into the air behind him. He wanted to wave his hands and scream to get the woman’s attention, but the motions would throw him off balance and she clearly paid no mind to the shouting around her.

Somebody tried to yank Drummond off the road. The woman with the baby carriage was halfway across. Drummond shoved away the hands grabbing for him and swerved into the center of the road. Nobody could stop him there. Except for the car.

The roaring engine grew louder. Drummond didn’t dare glance over his shoulder. His brain conjured enough terror without seeing the hungry bumper nipping at his heels.

Before he had time to think further, he scooped the woman onto his shoulder with one arm and shoved the carriage off to the left with the other. The baby shrieked as loud as the woman. Drummond dashed to the sidewalk on the right as the car blasted through the intersection.

The car turned sharp, tipped for a second, then shot straight at the corner. As Drummond set the woman down, he saw the car swerve oddly before ramming into a man with a gray coat and hat. The man flew back against the brick wall of a building and blood splashed upward from his head.

A chorus of shocked gasps rippled through the crowd. Drummond glanced down at the woman. “You okay?”

“The baby!” the woman said, and the odd sound of her words explained everything. She was deaf.

Keeping a protective arm around her shoulder, Drummond guided her across the street. Traffic had stopped, though, as people hurried to witness the bloody scene. Thankfully, one young woman had taken control of the carriage and returned it with the baby safe and snug. The deaf woman bawled as the young woman patted her back.

Convinced the two ladies had the matter well in hand, Drummond looked back up the street for his hat. Long gone. Damn. He liked that hat. Though he probably needed a new one anyway.

Several women screamed anew. The ghoulish onlookers surrounding the street corner all took a large step back. Drummond pushed forward. This group did not appear too concerned with helping others, and if the injured man had survived, he would require first aid fast.

But the man stood straight, his stark white hair standing out amongst the crowd of black and brown hats, and he offered an uncomfortable grin. “I’m fine. I promise,” he said, as he picked up his gray hat and headed across the street. “I’m sure it looked awful, but he only grazed me.”

Nobody dared stand in his way. They parted for him with miraculous speed, and when the distinct cry of sirens announced the arrival of law enforcement, the crowd dispersed as if nothing had happened. In seconds, the majority had returned to their morning hikes toward work. Drummond, however, hurried down the street and followed this strange man.

Even if the man spoke the truth, even if he had only been grazed, he should never have been able to walk away so easily. And Drummond had seen the hit. Not a graze at all. That man should have been heading for the morgue.

“Hey, Mister,” the paperboy called.

Drummond glanced over to see the boy jogging toward him carrying his Fedora. “Thanks, kid.”

The boy hesitated long enough for Drummond to get the message. He dug into his coat and pulled out a nickel. With a flick of his thumb, the coin flipped through the air. The paperboy caught it, smiled, and scurried off.

Setting the hat at a slight angle, Drummond felt more like his job title — the city’s only detective of the bizarre — and Gray Hat who should have died certainly fit the description. Drummond headed after the man. Better that than spending another twenty minutes debating where to eat breakfast.

 

 

Following the man proved simple. His gray hat and tall figure were easy to spot in the busy morning. Only a few blocks north and the hubbub of the car accident had drifted away like a leaf flowing down a stream behind them. Nobody on these streets had any clue that something terrible had occurred nearby. But that’s the way of all cities. Heck, Drummond had interviewed people who failed to hear a murder on the other side of an apartment wall.

Gray Hat cut down an alley before joining another stream of people moving crosstown. Drummond did his best to keep up without being seen. From what he could tell, Gray Hat never once threw a suspicious eye in any direction. He strolled ahead without any concern that somebody from the car accident might be tailing him.

Four more blocks and he turned into a narrow alley. Drummond waited on the street to make sure he could follow without getting caught. However, Gray Hat did not continue through to the next street. Instead, he entered a door on his left.

Skipping the alley, Drummond walked further along to find that the building belonged to the Afternoon Playhouse. While motion pictures continued to compete with theatres for spaces, Drummond guessed there would always be a hankering for live entertainment. Especially the kind Gray Hat provided — a poster of the man under the name Mezmo the Magical hung outside the theatre doors. Mystic smoke swirled off his fingers and in the background stood a large creature — half-man, half-lion — with the imaginative title Lionman printed beneath.

This early in the morning, the ticket booth was closed, but the performance schedule had been posted on a typed paper. Mezmo’s first show was at one o’clock. That gave Drummond quite a few hours to kill.

Further up the street, he spotted a corner diner he had never been to before. “Looks like breakfast, after all.”

 

 

After a decent fare of eggs and coffee — nothing special in taste and the waitress was sixty-something going on ninety — Drummond thought about paying a visit to the police department. Not too far to walk, he could be there in no time, and his old pal, Detective Cooper, would be arriving soon to start the day.

But whatever information Cooper could acquire regarding the car accident would not be helpful. Mezmo had left the scene before the police arrived. People might report what they had seen, but no copper would take it seriously. Not if he wanted a healthy career in the department.

Talk of ghosts, witches, and magic — not to mention a man smashed against a brick wall who simply up and walked away — well, those in charge did not like such tales. The first time Drummond saw a ghost, he knew he would have to resign from the police force. He couldn’t deny what he saw. Fighting against these unnatural occurrences — that was how he chose to handle it all.

Detective Cooper, on the other hand, dismissed the oddities he had witnessed. He tried to straddle a narrow line, tried to hold onto his job while making sure these things were dealt with. Drummond did not think his old partner could manage it much longer.

With a click of the tongue, he decided to leave Cooper out of this one. Instead, rather than waste the morning, Drummond thought he should check out the area. Most people worked, ate, and lived within a few blocks of home, and Mezmo had walked to work. Seemed like a good place to start.

Unfortunately, the city surrounding the Afternoon Playhouse offered nothing beyond the ordinary. Not that Drummond expected a sign pointing and flashing the words WITCHES HERE in bright lights, but anything out of place would have been appreciated. Instead, he found brick apartment buildings, a few corner shops, and the strong tobacco aroma that permeated all the sections of the city situated close to the R.J. Reynolds factories. At length, after plenty of walking and taking the time to read the full newspaper, Drummond made his way back to the theatre, bought a ticket, and settled in for the show.

The building bore the standard traits of any theatre — large proscenium, heavy stage curtain with advertisements, balcony and box seating above, architecture from three decades gone. Sitting in the lumpy chair, Drummond wondered if the owners ever thought to update anything. He noticed that the curtain ads had been carefully placed to cover holes in the old fabric. With only a handful of people catching the early performance, the owners would be lucky to have enough money to keep the lights on, let alone repair or update the place.

An old woman emerged from a side door and sat at an upright piano perched near the stage. She adjusted her ancient glasses, arranged some sheet music, and jumped right into playing a piece that felt more at home in a silent film. Drummond half-expected the stage lights to be operated by candle.

The curtain rose and Mezmo walked out to center stage. Gone were the gray hat and suit. He now wore a black tuxedo, a shimmering cape, and a flashy turban bearing a single peacock feather. Without speaking, and always in time with the music, he meandered through a series of standard magic tricks — all well-performed as far as Drummond could tell, but nothing particularly unique or special. Until Mezmo pulled out a large piece of chalk and drew something on the stage floor.

Drummond’s stomach tightened. He wriggled in his seat. Part of him wanted to stop the show before anything bad happened. Another part of him wanted to see what Gray Hat had planned. Drummond figured nobody would cast a dangerous or harmful spell during a show like this — not unless this was to be Mezmo’s final performance.

He double-checked the program — Mezmo would be engaged at the theatre for two more weeks.

After lighting a green candle, the magician concentrated. For the first time since the whole show began, Drummond could see that the man actually put some effort into things. Of course, he did. This wasn’t an illusion. Casting magic — the real thing — required effort far beyond skillful sleight-of-hand.

Sadly, as Mezmo levitated two feet above the stage, his audience had become bored. A smattering of applause fluttered through the theatre, but nobody understood that they witnessed a man actually floating in the air.

After the curtain dropped, Drummond remained seated, waiting for the few audience members to leave. None of them paid him any mind with the exception of an overweight drunk who weaved along the straight aisle, caught Drummond’s eye, and waved with a half-hearted smile. Once alone, Drummond strolled to the front, climbed up onstage, slipped behind the thick and musty curtain, and checked the floorboards. His jaw clenched — casting circle.

He worked through the labyrinth backstage until he found an exit leading toward the dressing rooms. The name Mezmo had been typed on a piece of paper and pinned underneath a chipped and fading star painted on one door. Drummond knocked.

“Enter,” a stern voice said.

Drummond opened the door to find a lean, vibrant gray-haired man sitting on a wooden chair with his legs crossed and sipping hot tea. Other than a makeup table with a large mirror and a small rug with concentric circles of color like an archery target, the dressing room matched the man — sparse and practical — leaving Drummond full of questions.

Setting his cup of tea upon the table next to a box filled with makeup tins, Mezmo said, “You are a surprise. I don’t often get gentlemen asking for an autograph. Mostly youngsters and the occasional lonely woman with a pretty smile.” Before Drummond could respond, the man cocked his head to the side. “Oh, I see. You’re not here for an autograph.”

“Afraid not. But I did catch your show. It was quite something.”

“Not my best work. However, this is not the best theatre, either. Still, in these hard times, we all must do what we can to earn what we need.” Keeping his eye on Drummond, the man managed to pick up his tea, have a sip, and return it to the saucer. “What can I do for you?”

Drummond considered stepping into the small dressing room but decided intimidation would not play well. Instead, he opted to lean against the doorframe, push back his hat in a friendly manner, and light up a cigarette. He offered one to Mezmo, but the man declined. “I saw you earlier today, too. This morning. Car screaming down the street, out of control, slammed right off the road. Looked like it hit you hard. Just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“How thoughtful. As you can no doubt see, I’m fine. Enough to perform a show even.”

“Yeah, that part really amazed me. Might’ve been the best trick of all. There you were with your head bashed against a solid brick wall, your blood sprayed it a whole new color, and then a couple hours later, your prancing about onstage like nothing happened.”

Though he acted calm, Mezmo’s eyes narrowed, and Drummond caught a twitch in the corner of the left. “Obviously, you were mistaken in what you saw. It must’ve been somebody else who was hit by the car and thrown into this wall. Because no man could survive that, and clearly I’m quite unharmed.”

“It’s just that I tend to be an observant fellow, and I am positive the one I saw having his head cracked open was you.”

Mezmo glanced at his watch. “And yet, you waited close to four hours to check up on me. Even then, you took another hour to enjoy my show. I don’t think you’re being entirely honest with me. Are you with the police? Have I committed a crime?”

“I’m a private investigator. Name’s Marshall Drummond.”

A miraculous change overcame the man. He sat straighter, inching forward to the edge of his seat, and shook Drummond’s hand with all the enthusiasm of meeting Humphrey Bogart. “My apologies. I was not trying to be rude, but you’d be surprised as to the strange types that I have to deal with.”

Extracting his hand free, Drummond said, “I think you got me confused with somebody else.”

“I doubt it. North Carolina is not exactly brimming with men like you, men who investigate ghosts and magic.”

It was Drummond’s turn to keep a calm face while his insides roiled. “Can’t say I’m usually noticed for the work I do.”

“That’s because you don’t travel the circles that I do.”

“The Amazing Randall? The Death-Defying Swami? Mezmo?”

The man laughed. “No, not stage circles. And please dispense with Mezmo. You can call me Mr. Howe.”

“Well then, now that we know who we really are, perhaps we can try this conversation again.”

All of Mr. Howe’s boyish exuberance drifted away. “I’m afraid that my answers are not going to change. Not significantly.”

“You’re still going to pretend you didn’t use magic to survive that accident?”

“Oh, I did not survive. But I did use magic to return.”

“Return? You saying you’re some kind of ghost?”

Mr. Howe chuckled with a patronizing tone that grated Drummond’s ears. “I am no ghost nor walking corpse nor any other form of undead or apparition. I am every bit a living man as you are.”

“Then you’ve got a lot to explain.”

“I think not. I’m hardly answerable to you. Although, I am curious who hired you to investigate me.”

Drummond hesitated. “Well —”

Mr. Howe crossed his legs and resumed sipping his tea. “Oh, I see. Nobody hired you. This was to satisfy your own curiosity.”

“Look, pal, I don’t know your story, and I’m pretty sure I don’t care, but you’re playing with a stick of dynamite. Witchcraft — by definition, that’s the role of witches and their covens. They do not take kindly to people stealing their secrets. Especially men. My advice to you — stick to card tricks and illusions. The real stuff is only going to get you killed.”

Mr. Howe sipped more tea and smirked. Turning away, Drummond flicked the brim of his hat. The corridor ended in a metal door which led out to the alleyway. As he headed up toward the street, he muttered, “Serves me right.”

After all, what had he expected? It wasn’t Drummond’s job to save this guy from himself. Nobody watching a show would suspect that any of the magic was authentic. In fact, even the danger that somebody might try to mimic Mr. Howe’s act was muted by the fact that all the real elements — the casting circle, the candle, the arcane symbols — would all be seen as merely props to help create a spooky and mesmerizing atmosphere. As long as Mr. Howe did not take it further, did not try to control or harm others, then Drummond couldn’t see what else he should do.

Owning a gun did not make a man a criminal. Shooting a person with a gun did. Having an interest in witchcraft should not make Mr. Howe a bad guy. Casting spells on himself was dangerous but only to himself. As long as he didn’t turn it on others.

“Mr. Drummond! Mr. Drummond, please, wait!” Mr. Howe waved from the open door.

Drummond planted his feet firm. “Yeah?”

With a furtive glance up and down the alley, Mr. Howe said, “I’ve decided that I’d like to hire you.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“I’ll pay you double your normal rate.”

“Guess there’s no harm in hearing you out.” Drummond tightened his coat as if buttressing against a hard, cold wind and walked back.

“Not here.” Mr. Howe came down the alley, swirling his coat around his shoulders and donning his gray hat. “Is your office far?”

“Far enough that you’ll have told me everything by the time we get there.”

“Then let’s walk around the block a few times. I have another performance in a couple of hours and I can’t afford to miss that one.”

Thrusting his hands in his pockets, Drummond said, “A walk around the block it is. What’s your story?”

Oftentimes, Drummond found it necessary to pull information out of a client through a mixture of friendly commonsense statements and a little tough-guy bullying. Not surprising — most clients did not want to admit that their problem might be paranormal in nature. But Mr. Howe jumped right in. “Have you ever heard of the Fraternity of the Elder Bones?”

“That’s a new one to me,” Drummond said. “But the list of secret fraternities and brotherhoods is long. Add in all the witch covens, and nobody could remember them all.”

A passing woman wearing a hat with a shoulder-wide brim raised an eyebrow when she heard the words witch covens but clearly dismissed the idea as she walked on. Most people kept to themselves, buried in their concerns about work or home or the myriad aspects of daily living. The few walking behind Drummond and Mr. Howe either didn’t eavesdrop or found ways to not believe the things they heard.

Mr. Howe went on, “The Fraternity of the Elder Bones started a long time ago. Long before North Carolina joined the United States. Long before the British even bothered with the States. From what I’ve been able to ascertain, the Elder Bones reaches back to a small village in France, or possibly, Switzerland.”

“Not to be rude, but do I really need the history lesson?”

“Only to understand that these people have had centuries to perfect what they do.”

“Based on this morning, I’m guessing they dabble in longevity.”

“In a sense. The group took such a focus — longevity, immortality, anything resembling the chance to continue their lives. They have spent ridiculous amounts of money and time attempting to perfect this single spell.”

They turned the corner and headed uphill. “Why not cut a deal with a witch? Some of them know how to extend life for hundreds of years.”

Mr. Howe chuckled. “If you could even find a witch willing to part with such a precious secret, can you imagine the horrible price they would exact?”

“Very true. So, I take it that you’re a part of this Fraternity?”

“Lord help me, never. Bunch of insane hooligans. I mean, of course, they aren’t crazy about the spell they’ve worked on, but beyond that, they are out of their minds. I’d rather be a part of some ancient cult sacrificing virgins into a volcano. At least that had some twisted logic to it.”

Drummond tried to keep his voice neutral but suspected his growing disdain for Mr. Howe crept in. “Would you please get to the point? I’d rather not spend all afternoon walking in circles.”

With a haughty lifting of his chin, Mr. Howe said, “I believe I’m the one overpaying for your services. If I want to give you the full details, that’s what I will do.”

“You haven’t paid me a dime, yet.”

“Shall I finish my story or not?”

“Allow me to speed it up. If you weren’t part of this Elder Bones nonsense, then you either bought or stole their spell. Right?”

Mr. Howe paused. “Well, yes, I suppose. That is, well, you’re confusing things. Just listen. There was a group of us — myself, Henry, Eustace, and Sarah. Henry is a stage magician like myself and Eustace is his assistant. Sarah is Eustace’s friend. For us, it all began back when Henry was in a used bookshop.”

“Do I really need to hear this part?”

“Er, perhaps not. Well, I’ll be quick. Henry stumbled upon a spellbook and on a lark he tried one of the spells out. Of course, it worked. Not exactly, but enough that he showed us that witchcraft was real. We formed our little group to study it. Through those years we became better at the basics, though none of us was very good, but while we were mediocre practitioners, we were excellent theorists.”

Drummond nodded. “You’re not alone. A lot of people who learn the truth about the world can’t learn to make use of it. So, they study the history, they collect the books, they become experts in lore, all to satisfy that itch.”

“Then I suppose that is what we did. However, a few months after I learned of the Fraternity of the Elder Bones, the group had broken apart. Sarah’s husband didn’t like her spending so much time away from home. Henry and Eustace couldn’t find a steady gig and decided to try a traveling tour. I remained here.”

“I still haven’t heard how any of this adds up to you hiring me.”

Mr. Howe stopped walking and glanced around the street. “Because yesterday, Sarah’s husband, a brutish man named McAllister, he threatened me. He said Sarah’s gone missing and he blames me.”

“She didn’t quit playing with witchcraft, did she?”

“None of us did. You see, we took a page from the Elder Bones way of doing things. We each had some aspect of witchcraft that fascinated us the most and decided to devote our studies to that one aspect.”

“I take it you like the whole immortality idea.”

“Not exactly. I don’t wish to live forever. I simply desire to live a full life. Not have it cut short by foolishness or accident.”

“And the others?”

Mr. Howe resumed walking. “We never shared that with each other. On purpose. Understand that over the years, we came into contact with a few witches. They were not pleasant visits. Mostly, they were warnings. On one occasion, a witch sent Henry to the hospital. When the group split up, we agreed to stay quiet about our pursuits as a measure of safety — in case a witch decided to come after us.”

“You think that’s what happened to Sarah? A witch did something to her and now her husband can’t find her?” Drummond watched Mr. Howe’s face. “No, it’s more than that. You’re worried about yourself. You think Sarah might betray you somehow.”

Bristling, Mr. Howe said, “The poor woman is in trouble, and I highly doubt the police will be equipped to handle the situation. But this is your specialty. And there we are. See that? We’ve only walked the block twice. Not too bad. So, will you take my case?”

They stood outside the front of the theatre. From about halfway through Mr. Howe’s story, Drummond knew he would take the case. Heck, he had started investigating the moment he saw the car accident. At least this way he’d get paid.

 

 

Drummond had three names — Henry Peyton, Eustace Harding, and Sarah McAllister. He also knew that McAllister had a husband. That was more than he often started with.

First thing he wanted to do was interview the husband, but Mr. Howe said he didn’t know where the McAllisters lived. “Again, for security against the witches, our group tried to keep out of each other’s personal life,” he had said. “I don’t know where any of them live. I don’t have numbers to call. Nothing like that. If they wanted to meet beyond our appointed times, they could always find me here after a performance.”

Drummond knew the man lied — after all, two of the group had a very personal relationship — but he figured calling Mr. Howe dishonest would not set things off on the right footing. So, Drummond headed back to his office to check the phonebook and start making some calls.

But as he walked toward the building’s entrance, Detective Cooper stepped out of his car. Criminals often develop an eye for a cop, and watching the way Cooper strode toward him, Drummond saw it, too. The stooped shoulders, the G-man outfit, the tie askew, and one hand kept close to the holstered weapon — all of it screamed police.

Drummond tapped two cigarettes from a pack. “How long you been sitting in that car waiting for me to show up?”

“Too damn long. Where you been?” Cooper accepted the cigarette and a light.

“Just started a new case. I’m guessing you’re up against something bad or you wouldn’t be here.”

“Yeah. Can we talk upstairs?”

Drummond tried not to be offended at how Cooper glanced around. Back when he was a cop, Drummond would never have wanted his peers to see him talking with a guy that investigates ghosts, either. Only thing that could kill a career faster would be to bring in a psychic.

They climbed the stairs to the third-floor landing. He jingled out his keys to open the door with a frosted-glass window and the number 319 painted fresh.

Cooper slumped onto the old couch against the wall opposite the three large windows. The gray day did little to brighten the office. Drummond walked over to one of two built-in bookcases and pulled a copy of Moby Dick. He had recently refreshed the whiskey flask hidden inside and didn’t mind sharing with his old patrol partner.

“Thanks,” Cooper said, taking a swig.

Sitting behind his desk, Drummond kicked up his feet. His muscles sighed — he’d walked too many blocks today. “You wouldn’t be here, and you certainly wouldn’t have sat in your car for an hour or two, unless you had no choice. What kind of mess are you trying to solve without your bosses knowing?”

“In the past, I’ve brought you things that are supposedly witches and ghosts and such, but whenever you’ve solved those cases, if it ended in something I couldn’t put in a report, then I managed to change the wording so nobody would question the matter.”

“Or you.”

“But this, well, this is something you can’t call a different name. Problem is, I don’t even know what to call it in the first place.”

“Take another drink and tell me what happened.”

Cooper tipped back the flask and winced. “It started this morning. I was called to the scene of a car accident.”

Drummond’s stomach dropped. “Let me guess. Car went out of control and slammed into a guy. But you didn’t find a body.”

“How did you — no, you’re kidding me. This is your case already?”

“Afraid so. I don’t think it’s going to be one you can report on, either.”

“Not much of a choice about that. Lots of witnesses. Oh, I just realized — you’re the Good Samaritan who saved the woman with the baby but didn’t stick around to make a statement.”

“You should probably keep that out of your report, too. Chief Murdoch is not a fan of mine.”

Cooper snickered. “I think the Chief would rather admit that witchcraft exists than give you credit for anything.”

Sitting forward, Drummond tapped his finger on the desk. “You said that your case went beyond the usual witches and ghosts. All I know is that a guy walked away from what should have killed him. That’s a spell. Heck of a powerful one, that’s for sure, but still just a spell. Not enough for you to risk coming to see me. Did something happen after I left?”
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