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AT THE END OF A CASE, especially a difficult case, Marshall Drummond liked to sit back with a bottle of whiskey and drink away whatever terrible images plagued his mind. He might turn on the radio, but on his way to finding a good Big Band tune, he would undoubtedly hear about Hitler, Roosevelt, and the rest of the madmen pushing for war. On occasion — and this was such an occasion — he found the warm embrace of a woman to be a far better elixir. Unfortunately, he had spent too many nights with too many ladies in his hometown of Winston-Salem — work had been rough of late. But in Greensboro, at the Silver Plate Diner, a particular woman who served as a waitress stood out. She had caught Drummond’s eye months ago when he passed through the city, and this night, he found her more than willing to share a drink after her shift had ended.

The case he tried to forget had not been particularly harrowing. He had gone through far worse than a couple of missing boys. By the time he had located them, though, by the time he discovered that they had stumbled upon an old grimoire, by the time he drove all the way out to Greensboro and reached them late at night in Green Hill Cemetery, they had already decided it would be fun to try casting a spell or two. When Drummond rushed over to them, the one bled to death on a park bench while a corrosive hole ate him away from the inside. The other had lost his sanity. So, yeah, a stiff drink would not be enough to wipe away that night.

Bonnie, the waitress, had the kind of smile a man could get lost in. He could pretend the night marked the start of something rather than a meeting of the lonely and the troubled. While Drummond preferred a more romantic and honest relationship, he had an instinctual, animalistic side like anybody else. Once the drinks had set in, the knowing smiles had been exchanged, and a motel that asked no questions located, his blood heated up and all sense of gentleman propriety left him. They locked upon each other, breathing hard, kissing harder, pressing against one another with an individual desperation they shared.

They fell onto the bed — it protested with creaks and groans — and Drummond tried to ignore the dark stains on the brown walls, the cigarette burns in the bare carpet, and the fist-sized holes in the closet door. The place was small. Smelled as stale and overused as the ashtray on the desk in dire need of emptying. But then, neither he nor Bonnie cared about the décor or being cramped together. They did their best to take up the space of one person, anyway.

He started to shimmy off his coat, but she rolled him to his back, straddled him, and unbuttoned her blouse. She paused on the last button. “Now, you ain’t going to be thinking I’m an Ol’ Snaggletooth, are you?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“I ain’t so young anymore. I don’t want you lookin’ at me and getting disappointed.”

“Not on your life.”

With a playful wink, she donned his fedora, letting her blouse open loose. She tipped the hat down and said, “Then sir, I think you’re in serious trouble.”

Drummond laced his fingers behind his head. “Oh? What did I do?”

“Would you buy that you stole my innocence?”

He laughed. “Got any other ideas?”

She reached behind to unclasp her bra. “Maybe we’ll have to try a few things until we figure it out.”

The room door burst open. The wood around the lock shredded with a loud series of cracks followed by two men stepping forwards. Bonnie’s arms went to cover her chest as Drummond’s hand reached for the .38 in his coat pocket. With Bonnie straddling him, he couldn’t get the weapon out.

The man in front — tall, long coat, bowler hat, brown suit, dark eyes, and the grin of a bastard who took pleasure in hurting others — he fired twice. The first shot went into the wall above Drummond’s head. The guy probably hadn’t bothered with aiming. Just wanted to keep things confusing for his target. The second bullet pierced Bonnie’s arm — the flesh right below the shoulder.

She cried out, clutching the wound as she fell to the side. Drummond used her momentum to roll them both right off the bed toward the back wall. As they hit the floor, he whipped out the .38, popped up from behind the bed, and put a round into the first man’s head. As the body sank, the second man ran off. 

Drummond bolted to his feet. He paused at the shattered doorway in case the second man decided to turn back and open fire. Poking his head into the hall, he saw the second man round the corner at the end. No point in giving chase. Not when he had Bonnie to worry about.

He bent over the dead man and took his gun — a Hungarian FEG 37M semi-automatic. Drummond preferred a good revolver, but he had to admit, the weapon had its charms. He patted down the body, but the pockets were empty. No wallet, no keys, no ID of any kind. A pro. Unless Bonnie turned out to be an underworld criminal secretly posing as a waitress, he had to assume the attack was meant for him. After all, the list of people willing to hire a gun against him was long.

Walking over to Bonnie, he swiped her blouse off the bed. He helped her sit up. Dark tears rivered makeup down her cheeks while her bottom lip sucked in and out rapidly. Blood trails flowed along her arm as her glazed eyes stared out at nothing.

“Sorry about this,” Drummond said with a wink. “I try not to let my evenings get spoiled by gunfire.”

Her brow crinkled. Apparently, humor would not be helpful.

With a gentle motion, he pulled her hand away from the wound. Then he said something far less helpful. “Oh, crap.”

Thick green lines spread out under the skin like tree roots. That bullet must have been coated in something — a poison perhaps. He lifted his head to the hole above the bed. In one quick motion, he climbed onto the mattress while pulling a knife from his pocket. Only a few seconds later and he dug free the slug from the first errant shot. Though deformed, he could see enough. A pentagram had been painted on the back. Most likely, the rest of the casing had witch symbols drawn on as well. He glanced down at Bonnie. Poor girl had been shot and cursed in one action.

“Hospital,” she said, the word coming out mushy. She wouldn’t be conscious for much longer.

“Sorry, doll. Those docs can’t help you. But I know a guy who might.” He glanced around the room — the bullet hole in the wall, the damaged doorway, the dead body. “We should get out of here anyway. If I end up answering questions at the police station all night, you probably won’t make it.”

Harsh words, but she had passed out already. Clapping his hands together once, he said, “Okay, Bonnie, let’s get moving.” Awkward silence settled around him.

Pocketing the slug, he crouched down and positioned to lift Bonnie. He tried to be gentle. When he stood with her cradled in his arms, when he hefted her higher against his chest, he expected her to startle awake, cry out in pain, look about in confusion. She hardly stirred.

With midnight closing in, the city had shutdown. Still, Drummond scanned the empty streets as he carried Bonnie to his car. He propped her in the passenger seat with her head resting against the window. To anybody watching, she would appear asleep. One more quick glance up and down the street — clear — and he got behind the wheel, lit a cigarette, and drove off.

He knew exactly where to go. No real choice in the matter. Only one man he trusted enough to help in this situation — Leroy Parker.

 

 

The old man lived deep in the woods to the south where he could delve into witchcraft and the occult without being bothered. As a black man, Leroy faced enough trouble with people. He didn’t want to add to his burden by letting the whites know he understood magic. The fact that he studied such things in order to protect against them, to aid people, to help fight back, meant little. He knew the world well enough. Nuance was never a friend.

Neither was time.

As the city gave way to the towering pines, getting closer and closer to Leroy’s far off home, Drummond dropped his foot heavier on the gas. He peeked over at Bonnie — perspiration dappled her skin, stained her blouse, and she let out soft moans with each bump that jostled the car.

“Hold on, doll. We’re getting help.”

After an hour, he spotted the dirt turnoff in his weak headlights. He parked on the side of the road — Leroy had downed trees and rolled rocks onto the path to prevent easy access. Not that it had ever been an easy drive, but now it was impossible.

A short bit of maneuvering and he lifted Bonnie out of the car. Her head lolled back. While not entirely dead weight, she certainly didn’t help, either. With a grunt, he headed into the woods.

Twice during the difficult walk, Drummond had to stop and set her down. They were short rests, but rests nonetheless. Maybe he needed more exercise. Then again, maybe watching misused magic eat a hole in a kid had sapped his strength a bit. Either way, by the time he approached Leroy’s rundown home — an over-sized, glorified shack — Drummond’s sweat-soaked hair stuck to his forehead, his skin chilled in the night air, and his muscles complained with each step.

Though midnight had gone, Leroy sat on his porch with a bottle of wine at his side and a shotgun across his lap. When he saw Drummond, when he saw what Drummond carried, he shook his head. “Why is it you never come just for a visit? Always bringing me trouble.”

“Sorry, old friend,” Drummond huffed out. “Didn’t know
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