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  If there is one thing I’ve always hated about the Nooga, it’s all the goddamn vipers.


  Most folks call them vampires thanks to Stoker and his book. Well, Stoker wrote at least one other book on the subject. And while over in Transylvania, bloodsuckers might flitter around on little black bat wings, here in the South, they tend to be a lot more mean and low down and so do a lot of slithering about as a consequence. Zora says it’s on account of how God cursed them in the Garden of Eden when the world was new. “Thou shalt grovel on your belly and eat dust all the days of your life,” the Bible says where the serpent, aka viper, is concerned. Or at least some shit like that.


  But don’t the good book also say man came from dust and to dust he returns? Ask me, it sounds like God was serving up dinner that day, and it was regular folk, not the vipers, who were cursed.


  All the more reason to hate the bloodsucking sonofabitches. And hate them with good reason, I do. So you can understand why the sight of a low-rent count and his bride standing outside my bar has my hackles up. Through the barred, Plexiglas door, it’s obvious that the count is a southern-fried Anne Rice novel reject—long and pale with sharp, predatory features. The business end of his sandy mullet is greased to quill-like perfection. The stringy party-in-back dangles unkempt over the upturned collar of his dark brown duster. And where the hell did he find a lacy ruffle shirt in camo green?


  I got to admit, he knows how to pick a bride though. Despite her botched blonde dye job and overabundance of pink pleather—or because of it—she’s a looker and carries a ridiculous amount of curve in all the right places. Like Dolly Parton in her heyday.


  Despite my mingling anger and lust where she’s concerned, I chuckle as I imagine the bride in her former life, sitting in a trailer on a plastic-covered couch as she eats Bonbons and watches Billy Ray Circus sing about his aching, broken heart. Doubtless she takes Billy Ray in via a new TV sitting atop of an older, broken-down model. Hell, she probably thought it was the greatest damn thing ever when ol’ Count Billy Bob came a’knocking back in 1991. Then again, he could’ve turned her yesterday. This is the South after all, and 1991 is still alive and well in the hearts and minds of many of its inhabitants. Hell, 1971.


  I should know. I’m a bit of a caveman myself. But then, the snakeskin cowboy boots, faded blue jeans, and tre cool T-shirts I wear never go out of style. Zora teases me that I think fashion begins and ends with the Dukes of Hazzard. She has a point, but so what? Her spirit guides may be Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, but mine are Waylon Jennings, Bon Scott, and Ronnie Van Zant.


  The vipers eye the threshold warily for a moment. Then the door opens of its own accord, and the two of them glide inside, their feet barely touching the ground.


  The vipers’ cold, dead eyes take stock of the neon signs and sports memorabilia hanging on the bar’s unpainted, sheetrock walls. But it ain’t Peyton Manning’s college jersey or the autographed picture of Bear Bryant they’ve come for.


  The two of them split up. Count Billy Bob saddles up to a high-top while his bride slinks over to flirt with two drunken college boys shooting pool in the corner. The latter are of the well-muscled, squared-jawed variety. Student athletes from UTC. Wrestlers, maybe. Football linemen more likely. Mere snacks for the bride and her count.


  I grit my teeth, wishing I could tell these two undead parasites they aren’t welcome here and send them slithering back to whatever hole they came out of. But as the bar is actually Earlene’s and I just bunk in a storage room in the back, it’s not my place to say so. Not Earlene’s either as this is her place of business rather than her residence. Catch twenty-two. Admitted on the basis of a technicality. The laws of homestead mojo do not apply.


  How fucking convenient for them.


  I hear Zora’s voice inside my head, scolding me for failing to lay down the trick she prepared for me weeks ago to prevent just such an invasion. Like a lot of things in my life, I meant to get around to it but simply never did. The truth is, I was a little nervous about the thing. Zora assured me so long as I kept the mojo hand she made for me on my person, I could come and go as I pleased. But when you’re like me and “that time of the month” rolls around, mojo hand or not, I’m not sure even a trick from Zora would prove so discriminating. And the last thing I want to deal with during that time is being barred from the one place where I can lay my head in peace.


  Oh well. At least I have another full month to think about it. Provided things don’t turn to shit here with the count and his bride, that is.


  I gaze at Earlene where she stands behind the bar. I see her short, spiked hair rise and fall as her head nods atop her bull’s neck. Her beefy hand creeps downward, disappearing behind the bar to grasp the sawed-off I know she keeps there. The load it carries ain’t simple buckshot. I know what you’re thinking, but it ain’t silver either. Silver’s all well and good for killing a variety of spooks, vipers included, but it’s a damn sight pricey. Zora and me have found that ammo blessed by a true man of the cloth or a hoodoo like herself works just as well on your average Homo occultum. And while vipers might be nastier than your average spook, if you hit them in a vital area like the heart or brain, they fall just as easily as any wereperson, changeling, or ghoul—or normal human for that matter. It’s a little secret I’ve let Earlene in on, and she preps accordingly, thank goodness. As I don’t have my piece on me, I’m definitely going to need her for backup.


  I feel a warm, wet tongue lick my ear and remember I’m not alone. This evening’s sweet thing, a shapely post-teen with daddy issues and enough tats to make Queequeg jealous, is in the booth beside me, her hand massaging me through my faded, overstretched jeans. I’d like to say it’s my animal magnetism that’s got her so riled at this particular moment, but the truth of the matter is Count Billy Bob probably has his thrall mojo cranked to full blast. I know the bride does. My cock is an iron bar in my pants, and I can’t take my eyes off her. Sweet thing notices the latter and removes herself from our table in a huff.


  She joins a couple of country boys sitting a few tables over. They’re dressed in plaid button-ups and green John Deere caps, their bills creased to a knife’s edge. She drapes her thin, heavily inked arms across their shoulders and whispers into their ears, watching me out of the corner of her eye all the while, hoping I’ll come over in a jealous rage and make a stink. I won’t, hon’. And neither will daddy, no matter how many tattoos you get.


  Anyway, it’s for the best. She’s saved me from having to make excuses regarding what I’m about to do. What that is, exactly, I ain’t figured out yet, so I take another sip of beer from the amber bottle in my hand and mull it over. I glance over at Count Billy Bob. His thrall mojo has done its trick. A chubby, big-haired waitress with a short apron strung across her much-too-small Daisy Dukes is beside him, giggling as he whispers in her ear.


  George Strait begins playing from the antique juke in the corner. This is where the cowboy rides away.


  Oh, if only.


  But this is my bar, goddamnit. You expect this kind of shit at the Stone Lion or Lamar’s, but this. Is my. Bar.


  I turn to see the bride by the pool table constituting the meat of a linemen sandwich, the three of them grinding slowly to George’s woeful twang.


  This has gone far enough. Plan or not, if I don’t step in, it won’t be long before the linemen and the waitress become dinner for Billy Bob and his bride. I adjust my erection so it doesn’t appear to be exploding out of my jeans and stand up. I glance at Earlene from the corner of my eye, then stride up to the dancing trio.


  “Hey, darling,” I say, my southern accent dropping the g off the end of the word so that it swaggers into air, dripping with cowboy sexuality. “Mind if I cut in?”


  The bride and her would-be victims fail to notice me. They’re too busy gazing longingly into one another’s eyes as they continue swaying to the music. I clear my throat and repeat my question, this time louder. The linemen remain oblivious to my presence, but this time, the bride looks up and smiles. Her thrall mojo seizes me full on, and the fire already burning between my legs becomes an all-consuming inferno. I must have her here and now.


  So stupid of me to have looked her in the eye. I figured on Zora’s mojo keeping my head on straight for me, but apparently, this bride is more powerful than I thought. Or maybe it’s just been too long since I got laid. Either way, it’s too late now. My hands move of their own accord to unbutton my jeans. I get them halfway down my pelvis before spotting the red flannel bag hanging against the ugly scar running along my bare right hip. The bag dangles from a leather strap no bigger than a shoelace tied about my waist.


  I freeze. The bag is important. It’s something … something …


  I cup the bag in the palm of my hand, and the viper’s enchantment disappears. Its vanishing feels like what it’s like for a junkie to quit cold turkey, go through days of withdrawals, then reach full-blown sobriety weeks later but all compressed into the space of mere seconds.


  Zora’s mojo hand has saved me after all.


  God I love that woman.


  The bride spots the mojo hand, and her face immediately changes. Not her expression, her actual face. Her flesh becomes so white, it’s transparent, exposing blue and purple veins that crawl like wriggling snakes. Her nose collapses in upon itself, exposing twin nostrils that could’ve been made by slashes of a knife. Her eyes enlarge, the capillaries in the sclera flooding with blood and expanding even as the pupils contract into serpentine-thin slits. She opens her mouth and hisses as her canines lengthen into fangs. The bone-chilling sound of a snake’s rattle splits the air, the hollow, bony plates that have risen along her spine shaking faster than the eye can follow.


  The sound fades as quickly as it began. She’s done warning me. Time for blood. “Boys, this man is bothering me.” The bride pronounces bothering like bah-then. Her drawl places her as being a Georgia girl in her former life. Savannah would be my guess. Plenty of spooks running around down there. Even more than here in the Nooga.


  I finish buttoning my jeans as the linemen surge forward. There’s murder in their eyes. They’d follow me to the ends of the Earth now, not stopping until I was as cold and lifeless as their mistress. Such is a viper’s power over most mortals.


  The smaller of the two meatheads is still twice as big as me. But I’ve handled bigger. The larger one, we’ll call him Lenny, swings wildly with his tree trunk of a right arm. If the blow were to connect, I have no doubt it’d be enough to crack my skull and drive shards of it into my brain, making short work of yours truly.


  So I make sure it doesn’t connect.


  I drop to a knee, ducking beneath Lenny’s ham-sized fist as I punch him square in the testicles with everything I have. To say the strike produces the desired effect would be an understatement. Lenny shrieks, his yell as high as any preteen at a Justin Bieber concert. He crumples to the floor, his hands cradling his genitals. But awareness has returned to his eyes. You might say I did him a favor …


  Nah. Who am I kidding?


  Before I can get back on my feet, Lenny’s slightly less big pal, Squeaky, brings his fist crashing down on my jaw. I hear something crack like a tree branch under the strain of too much snow, and the taste of copper fills my mouth. Blinking UFOs flit in front of my eyes. The room goes molten, and I start to melt right along with it. But then good, old-fashioned rage takes over, and the room crystallizes into the same bright red as my neck. I spin and clothesline the back of Squeaky’s knees, sweeping him off his feet. There is another crack as the back of his head smacks against the threadbare carpet-over-concrete floor. His eyes roll in his head for a second. When they settle, he stares up at the tile ceiling like a newborn baby. He’ll have one hell of a headache, but like his pal Lenny, he’s back among the living.


  For now.


  I’m going to have to do something quick about the real problem at hand to keep it that way.


  “Get out of the way, Ash,” Earlene shouts. “I can’t get a clear shot at her.”


  Speaking of the bride, I feel a clawed hand dig itself into my calf just as the floor drops out from under me. My guts enter my chest as I fly free through space. I crash against the rack of pool cues lining the wall across from the bar. Wood splinters, and I rebound to land on top of the green felt of the pool table, feeling the agony of all the broken vertebrae I’m sure now run the length of my spine.


  A piano drops onto my chest, squeezing the wind from my lungs. Gasping for air, I raise my head and see the bride, her mouth open impossibly wide. Her forked tongue reaches toward me from between her fangs like a tentacle. I flail my arms and legs in a desperate attempt to unseat her. I know my actions are useless. The least of the vipers is still as strong as a bull.


  The bride throws back her head, readying to bite, when my right hand brushes something rough.


  And sharp.


  The splintered end of a pool cue.


  It ain’t silver or a consecrated bullet, but it’s made of wood and will work just as well where a viper is concerned. My hand clamps around the broken cue just as the bride’s head plunges toward my neck. Moving with adrenaline-fueled speed and strength, I drive the makeshift stake through the left side of the bride’s rib cage and on into her heart. She gives a howl I’ll take to my grave and flops off the table to bounce around the room, black blood spurting in fountains from around the pool cue to blanket the bar and its screaming, horrified patrons. Finally, her tap runs dry, and she drops to the floor, her unlife gone.


  The juke goes silent, but the screams continue.


  Before I can move, the piano is on top me again, this time in the form of a pale, serpent-eyed Count Billy Bob. I feel as much as hear the rattle sounding down his spine. It reverberates through his body into my own, filling me with fear.


  He pops his fangs, and I sag beneath him, knowing I don’t have any more broken pool cues to bail me out. Then a spray of blood and gore covers my face, and Count Billy Bob’s fangs are gone. Also gone are his eyes, nose, lips, ears, and just about everything else above his neck.


  The screams fade into whimpers, allowing me to hear the clack of Earlene pumping her sawed-off followed by the sound of an empty shotgun shell clattering onto the floor. What’s left of Count Billy Bob sloughs off of me to pile in a bloody heap at the foot of the pool table.


  I exhale in relief. “About goddamn time.”


  “Shut your cocksucker, Ash, and get to cleaning this shit up,” Earlene bellows. “Room and board may be free, but all the beer you’ve been drinking sure as hell ain’t.”


  All heart, that Earlene.


  Two


  Despite the existence of spooks being more or less public knowledge, I’ve found most humans are more than happy to pretend this type of shit simply doesn’t happen in their neck of the woods. Denial is one hell of a coping mechanism, after all. So while everyone was in agreement about keeping the slaying of the vipers quiet, the ordeal prevents me from having time to get properly shit-faced. When at last I get to bed in the wee hours of the morning after scrubbing the place clean of viper bits, the monster comes to me in my dreams. He does most nights since I began wearing Zora’s mojo hand on my hip. Especially when the moon begins to wax full. Trade-off, I guess. When you never let your demon out to play, he’s always rattling his cage door so to speak. This night, he comes to me whispering dark promises of shadows and moons. Of hunts and kills. Of blood and madness.


  I start awake from my nightmares around eleven to be greeted by an extraordinary amount of pain caused by the thousands of knives sticking into my jaw, back, and right calf. I roll out of bed, my cot popping and creaking with the action almost as much as my naked body, and stumble to the doo-doo-brown mini-fridge sitting in the corner of my makeshift bedroom. I reach inside the fridge and take out a Budweiser tallboy.


  I pop the tab and say, “Hair of the dog that bitcha,” and give an ironic snort before downing half of it in a single large swig. Just like I do every morning.


  I shuffle to the bathroom, kicking dog-eared paperbacks and an empty beer can or four out of my path. I gaze at the mirror and wince as I examine the swollen, purple lump my jaw has become. Similar black-and-blue lumps run the length of my chest and abdomen, crossing my ribs on their way to my tattooed back. Even with the mojo hand on my hip, I will heal faster than a normal man. But in the meantime, I’m still going to hurt like hell.


  I take a piss and then leave the bathroom to slip on a less-than-fresh pair of blue jeans I take from one of several mounds of clothes carpeting the cold, gray concrete floor. I don’t bother with underwear. I rarely do. It’s not a sex thing. Okay, maybe it is a little. But the fact is, most of the briefs I own are simply too dry-rotted and full of holes to be of any use.


  Hi diddly dee. A bachelor’s life for me.


  I take a bottle of aspirin and a pack of smokes from the worn, black leather saddlebags lying beneath my cot. The saddlebags hold just about everything I own in life.


  The cot creaks beneath me as I take a seat. I wash the aspirin down with a swig of Bud and then light up. Earlene doesn’t like me smoking back here, but right now, I couldn’t give a rat’s ass. I take a drag off the cigarette, and the fog in my head starts to clear a little. My gaze drifts along with the cigarette smoke over the ten-by-ten room, taking in the sheetrock walls and piles of books and dirty clothes.


  I toast the room’s one decoration, a tattered poster of singer-songwriter Kasey Lansdale, and sip beer.


  I think about Sarah, Little Anna, and everything else my curse has cost me. It’s only at the familiar approach of my tears that I stand up and kill the Bud. I toss the empty can at the garbage pail, a white, moldy toadstool sitting open-mouthed next to the outdated CD-radio. The beer can misses. Of course. Basketball and life were never my games.


  I take another beer from the fridge and head up front, navigating through the grease-caked fryers of the kitchen and then the empty stools and high-tops of the darkened barroom on my way to the door. I walk outside, and the light of the bright autumn day nearly blinds me. I curse at myself for having forgotten my sunglasses. It may be September, but here in the Nooga, the temperature will be in the seventies by noon.


  I sit on the sidewalk running along the bar’s exterior and light another cigarette, thankful it’s Sunday and Earlene’s place is closed for business. I sniff the crisp fall air and stare across the road at the Pizza Hut, liquor store, and Dollar General nestled at the foot of the forested ridge separating this part of town from Redbank proper.


  “Christ Almighty. How’d I ever end up here?”


  Redbank, often called “Foot-washing Redbank” by locals possessing a sense of humor, is a small town just northeast of and butt up against the greater city of Chattanooga. Redbank is known for having a church on every block and a traffic camera on every corner. The majority of folks who live here get up and go to work or school every day, never guessing they’re living their good, God-fearing lives right on Hell’s doorstep.


  Well, that’s unfair. It’s not just Hell these folks skirt. According to Zora, it’s Heaven too and a whole mess of places in between. Some better. Some worse.


  I’ve heard at least a dozen names used to refer to the byways connecting these places. But the only one of them that matters down here in the South is the one Zora uses—the Crossroads. And the type of critters who dwell in the Crossroads are some royally fubarred pieces of creation. I should know. It’s one of their kind who caught hold of me and made me into a Homo occultum—a spook—one of the damned.


  One day, I’m going to find that sonofabitch and tear out his beating, black heart with my fucking teeth—the very same ones he gave me.


  My cell phone buzzes inside my pants. The call goes to voicemail before I can fish the damned contraption out of my front pocket. I go into my voicemail and discover it’s completely full. The majority of messages are from sweet thing and her predecessors. Those get deleted.


  The final two saved messages are doozies.


  The first is from Zora just as I knew it would be. She invites me to church and then to Sunday dinner afterward. Church, I won’t make (I never do). Sunday dinner, I wouldn’t miss (I never do).


  I delete Zora’s message and move on to the last one. My eyebrows raise in surprise when I hear the sound of Mayor—uh, pardon me—Senator Bob Jones’ nasal, pseudo-southern accent come out of my cellular’s speaker. “Ashley,” he begins. I hate it when people call me by my full name. And yes, like thousands of other southern ladies of her day, my mom was a fan of Gone with the Wind. Want to make something of it?


  “This is your old friend, Bob Jones,” the message continues. “It’s been a while. But then, that’s the thing about guys like us. We can go without talking for years then pick up again right where we left off.” Jones persists in making with the folksy small talk the way all politicians do before finally getting around to his point. “Listen, Ashley, there’s a matter I would like to discuss with you—one that requires your special brand of attention. I’ll be in town tomorrow, Monday. The usual place at two? It will be good to catch up with you, pal. See you then.”


  The presumptuous bastard. No “if you can,” or “call me back.” Just, “see you then.” Never mind the fact we both know without a doubt that I’ll be there. The senator’s money is good. Damn good. But it’s the principle of the matter. He could at least pretend not to know that I know he knows I need the cash.


  With Zora having little use for him, Jones relied heavily on me during his days as mayor of Chattanooga to take care of problems falling outside the normal realm of politics as usual. Problems he couldn’t fix with the authority his title lent him or the money his construction company brought by the truckload. Problems that invariably had to do with the Crossroads and its associated persons getting out of hand within Chattanooga city limits as often happens.


  After leaving office, Jones moved on to bigger and better things and wound up getting himself elected as a junior senator for the state of Tennessee.


  Republican, of course.


  I haven’t heard from him since and can’t imagine what he’d want with the likes of little ol’ me at this late date. Surely by now, he’s found a bigger swinging dick to handle any affairs the Crossroads might bring him at the state level?


  I finish my beer and smoke and head back inside to shower. Thirty minutes later, I’m clean and dressed in fresh jeans and a Fox-brand dirt-bike T-shirt purposely one size too small so as to accentuate the goods. What can I say? I got it. I flaunt it.


  I go back out into the barroom and look at myself in one of the mirrors hanging on the walls. This one frames the bruises lining my whiskered, angular jaw, close-cropped noggin, and baby blues in Nascar racing stripes and forward-slanting number threes. Looking at myself, I decide to nix my usual attire of too-tight T-shirt in favor of one of the few Western-style button-ups I own. It’s Sunday after all. Best to showcase my raw animal magnetism another day.


  Dressed, I grab my saddlebags, black leather jacket, and brain bucket and head outside, this time exiting through the steel door leading from my room to the small, gravel lot out back. I take the cover off my bike—a 1993 Harley Davidson Fatboy with hellfire flames on the tank and sterling chrome everywhere else—and toss it into the bed of my other vehicle, an ’89 Ford F-150 jacked to the hilt and caked in sunbaked mud.


  I love my truck, but the bike is the last remaining beautiful thing I have—the only lady who has never left me or let me down.


  I secure the saddlebags to the Harley then extract a pair of fingerless leather gloves and a set of tinted barnstormer goggles. The heavy scent of leather invades my nose as I suit up and throw my leg over the bike. I pop the kickstand, key the ignition, and then press the starter button. The Harley roars to life and then settles into an almost soothing chant of potato-potato-potato. I creep out of the lot, gravel crunching beneath my tires as I go. I gun the throttle as I hit the open road, feeling as free as a man damned to Hell can.


  Three


  I cruise over the Ogiati Bridge, the wind whipping in my face, the roar of my Harley in my ears. The Ogiati is the largest of four bridges linking the Nooga’s north shore to downtown. But that’s neither here nor there where spooks like me are concerned. It’s the river running beneath the bridges that holds our rapt attention. If a creek gives land-based spooks pause, the mighty Tennessee River stops them dead in their tracks (no pun intended).


  Oh, they can cross the running water if they’re able to find some trick strong enough to do for them what Zora’s mojo hand does for me. But that kind of power is rare among spooks. At least in these parts. So, for all but the oldest and most powerful spooks, an attempt at crossing the river would mean the almost certain dissolution of their corporeal form.


  Being on the river isn’t the best idea for normal folk either. More and more boats—and sometimes even entire barrages—disappear ever year, those unlucky enough to be aboard right along with them. The humans chalk it up to bad weather or negligence or both. But they don’t know about the massive things that dwell in the flooded tunnels beneath the river bottom, things that were already ancient before the first Cherokee or Creek ever set foot here. I still hear horror stories about their surfacing during the Great Flood of 1867.


  Anyway, as a result of the river being a supernatural barrier, distinct clans of spooks have cropped up along its opposite shores, and none of them much care for one another. That’s bad for peace and quiet. But, hey. Peace and quiet don’t pay the bills.


  As I continue over the Ogiati, I notice with surprise that the air actually smells sweet. Then I remember that it’s the weekend, and the manufacturing plants lining the river’s northwestern shore are closed. As a result, the mingled stench of raw sewage and dead fish that usually hangs over the city is absent. The fall weather is probably helping in that regard too. The crisp autumn air and blue sky combined with the green mountains to the west would almost make you believe things are just as untouched as the days when Chief John Ross would sit on the riverbank, casting his line. But come down here in the middle of summer, and believe you me, your nose will tell you a different story.


  I toe the bike into a higher gear. Downtown swells on my left, the piers, fountains, and stone amphitheater of the newly refurbished riverfront inflating before me like a balloon right along with the bowl of BellSouth Stadium, the triangular glass roofs of the Nooga’s tourist-trap aquarium and the modest business buildings lying beyond.


  Nooga, you’ve come a long way, baby.


  The city got its start as a hotspot for river commerce then went full boom town with the introduction of the railroad in the mid-1800s. But it was brought to its knees when General Grant stopped off for an opening act on the way to his headliner in Atlanta.


  Maybe the War Between the States is why so many of my kind have settled here? Blood and death are like a siren’s song for us spooks. The ground here is so soaked with them that we are still being drawn to Chattanooga more than a century later. Regardless, the Nooga and its people, both alive and undead, recovered from the war to become such an industry magnet that, at one point, the smoke spouting from the factories caused the city to have the most polluted air in the nation. Recent years and administrations have done a lot to change things for the better. My pal Jones is foremost among the latter admittedly (hey, credit where credit’s due).


  I bitch and moan, but the truth is I can’t think of another place I’d rather live. I’m like Goldilocks, I guess, and the Nooga is just right.


  I leave the Ogiati by way of the exit ramp leading downtown and make a right onto Market. From here, it’s a straight shot to Zora’s house in Alton Park.


  The construction of Zora’s neighborhood was an early component of the city’s ongoing efforts at the revitalization of its south side. Around the turn of the millennium, numerous projects in this impoverished
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