DAY OF THE DEAD


By Queribus


Part 1


In the dusky near twilight Ben was cruising the outer stretches of Fulton Co, barely paying attention to his boss's ramblings as a late foggy night began to settle in.


"So, Caleb wants to dress up in a little red devil suit for trick or treatin and I said that was just too damn obvious and told him to go as a ghoul or something --Terminator, Darth Vader, I don't care, something with a little style." The fog floated like a wraith across the road and Ben began to get the creeps, he hated this time of year like no other. "But, ya know, I bet he'll just do whatever he wants to do no matter what. Disobediant little runt. Damn, he's coming along fine. Can't believe how good life can be. Can you?"


There was a stalled car on the side of the road near the overpass about half a mile in front. Ben headed for it.


"Hell, are you even listening to me, Deputy?"


"I'm listening, Lucas, it's just. . ." For a moment the road was just wiped out in a fog bank. "I hate trick or treating and all that crap. I always eat up all the candy before hand anyway."


"You don't fool me, Ben. You're just scared of ghosts. Whoooo."


Ben jumped, even though he knew the bastard was going to do something like that. 


"Ghosts can't hurt ya, cause you got me with you, Benji. I'm a match for any ghost, and that's a fact." The abandoned car was half out in the road when Ben pulled up to it. No sign of movement unless. . . "What the hell are you doing?"


"Just checking things out. This here's a road hazard." There looked like movement, somebody on the other side, so damn hard to see in this weather, no light at all.


"Oh hell, who cares? Ain't nobody out tonight anyway."


"Road safety's half the job." Ben said and flipped on his high beams. Two people appeared on the far side of the car, close together like they were arm in arm. Their heads turned. Some kind of animal masks.


"Hey boys! Halloween ain't till tomorrow." Buck smiled, easing slowly out of the car. "Is this a Trick or a Treat?" He felt for his flick knife but it wasn't in his pocket as usual.


"Looking for this, Sheriff?" One of the men said and tossed something through the air.


A severed hand with Buck's knife stuck through it, landed at his feet.


"Oh my God, oh my God, get in Lucas, get in!" Ben was trying to gun the engine but it wouldn't start.


"Just wanted to give you a hand, Sheriff." Barrett pushed up the pig mask from a fire ravaged face and lurched around the white car towards Buck. 


"Now we figure you owe us at least one." Lowell threw off his mask and grinned, half of his jaw fell off.


"Maybe a leg, too."


As the two ghouls closed in on Buck, Ben finally got the engine to turn over. He heard a click and saw a flash of light. The whole hood exploded. The fire ran up the shaft of the steering wheel and lit up Ben's arm.


Buck tore the car door off and dragged his deputy out. The flames were everywhere. He fell on top of Ben and smothered the fire with his big black coat. Behind him the Black and White blew up with a deafening bang.


Ben looked up at Lucas and gasped. "You absolutely positively sure ghosts can't hurt you?" Lowell and Barrett had faded into the foggy night. there was just one car burning on the road like Hellfire.


"Somebody's not playing by the rules."


*******


"And the reason they call it the Day of the Dead is cause on this one and only day of the year all the dead get up from their graves and walk the earth looking for vengeance." Rose's face gleamed from the red firelight.


"Shoot, they only call it the Day of the Dead in Mexico." Caleb said and stirred up the Buck fireplace with a poker. His shadow climbed high on the study wall next to the stuffed birds and black candles. "I don't think that many dead Mexicans are gonna make up to the Carolinas. Not unless they got Zombie Airlines now."


"The gators'd eat em up first." Boone laughed nervously, if his father knew he wasn't at the library he'd tan his hide. " More Brains, More Brains!! Snap Snap."


"You don't know everything, Caleb Temple." Rose snapped right back. "It ain't just Mexico. The dead come back all over. My daddy? The one who drank like a fish and abandoned my mother to a life of constant drudgery?" The boys both nodded, they'd heard this title before. "He was from Ireland and the dead walk around over there all the time. They only dig themselves up from their graves here in this country on All Hallows Eve. That's the real name. You just wait, I'll bet there'll be Banshees and everything."


"What the hell's a bann she?"


"Ms Holt caught you talking like that, your mouth'd be full of soap for months."


"Well, she didn't catch me and are you gonna answer my question or not." Caleb narrowed up his eyes just like his daddy but he still couldn't get Rose to wince.


"If you had any kind of education you'd know what a banshee was. It's a woman all draped in a white shroud who shrieks and screams and causes people to keel over dead." Rose glared at Caleb, he wasn't going to scare her with Buck eyes.


"Hell, that's just my sister Merly. And if you aren't careful I'll sic her on you next."


Boone made himself real small, remembering the barbecue that darned near brought the dead girl back.


"You go right ahead." Rose continued. "She ain't going to touch me cause my heart is pure! But if your heart ain't pure Caleb Temple -- and I'm willing to bet it ain't --then the cry of the banshee will peel the flesh right off your bones. You'll see it bubble and crack from the flames of Damnation . ." The door slammed open.


"Aaaiiieeee!!!!"


Ben lurched in, his arm black and oozing, the skin peeling back. Boone and Rose were shrieking like kettles on the boil as Lucas Buck led Ben to the sofa. even Caleb had let out a little whoop.


"Get rid of the rugrats!!" Buck growled. His son pushed his friends still shaking and hollering out the door.


"Can I stay?"


Buck nodded grimly as he stripped the cloth off Ben's burnt arm.


"Lucas, please take me to the hospital. I don't want to lose my arm."


"Shut the hell up! The fewer who know about this the better."


"We got a new burn unit at Fulton Co. Rita did the training. I know she could help me. Oh God, please!" The pain was almost making him pass out. They'd hitched a ride with some farmers back this far but Buck wouldn't let them go any farther. Ben could see the bone sticking out of his right index finger. He started to throw up.


"Oh quit it, Benji! When I told you to show a little guts, I didn't mean all over my carpet." Lucas was picking through the bottles he had in the liquor cabinet. One in the back didn't have any label on it at all-- clear golden just the color of whiskey, smelled like good scotch when he uncorked it and poured some into a tall glass.


"Thank God, at least a drink'll maybe cut down the pain." Ben reached for it with his good hand but Buck swatted him back.


"This ain't for your insides." He held Ben's burnt arm steady at the elbow and drizzled a little of the liquid over the wound. It sizzled and sent up an acrid foul smelling smoke from the mangled flesh. Ben howled and clawed at the sheriff but Buck held him tight until he slowly drenched every bit of the third degree burns on the arm.


"Christ, Buck! You're torturing me!"


Caleb heard more shrieking in the hall and the front door slammed with a bang. Guess Rose finally heard more than she wanted to hear.


Ben's arm was covered with a hazy greenish yellow smoke and he was moaning like he was dying. Lucas stared at the smokey skin and blew a little puff of air to clear his vision. Black skin flew off with his breath like powder.


Underneath, Ben's arm was pink and wholesome looking. The place on his knuckle where the bone was sticking through was covered with a thin layer of epidermis.


"Can you move it?" Buck asked tight lipped.


"I . . I don't want to."


"I didn't ask you that." Buck let loose of Ben's elbow and the arm just flew up in the air from tension, all fingers wide stretched and flailing. "Guess you can."


"It hurts something awful."


"I expect it does. But you didn't lose your arm and it wasn't a doctor that saved it either." Lucas leaned back on the sofa and looked just a bit tired.


"I guess I'm grateful." Ben looked at him sceptically, touching the new pink skin that replaced the burn.


"I guess you should be." Buck sighed. "Go on home. Get some sleep and let me do the same."


"If I can." Ben muttered as he left the room.


When Buck heard the front door close again, he opened up his big black coat. The smell of burning got stronger. Flaps of cloth just came apart in his hands where he'd put out the fire on Ben. His shirt under the coat was black and stuck to his skin. He peeled it off slowly. Skin and hair came with it.


Caleb crept a little closer to look at the red angry wound on his father's chest.


"Stay out of this, ya hear?" 


"OK."


Buck took the unlabeled bottle and poured over his chest. He grimaced with the pain. The smoke rose up just like it had for Ben but smelled far far worse. Caleb breathed real shallow so he wouldn't throw up or anything.


Buck dropped the bottle on the floor and waved the smoke away impatiently. The skin on his chest was just as red and oozing as when he'd started.


"Can't win em all."


Caleb looked into his fathers' eyes, deeper and darker in the red fire light. You could see the pain there and the beginnings of weakness. Buck sat up a bit and narrowed his gaze. Caleb gulped. His daddy was more dangerous weak than strong. That's when he got reckless.


"Was that a spell?" He asked. "What you did to Ben?"


Buck snorted. "Do I look like a witch?"


"You look like Hell!"


"I'd remember that if I were you."


********


Ben's arm started to itch about 2 AM. He reached out to scratch it and ran into another set of cold fingers rubbing his wound with something that smelled really good like mashed flowers or something. He was about to smile and sink back into dreamland when his mind started to play the alert siren.


Whose fingers?


How cold? Icey, clammy, dead cold!


"Hey, calm down buddy." Billy Peale whispered. " I'm on your side."


"You're dead!" Ben croaked. And Peale smelled dead too. Not rotten or anything just fermaldyhyde sickening chemical dead.


"Not by your hand. And according to the rules I've been reading that's what counts." The itch in Ben's hand diminished and it felt almost like new. 


"Maybe the boys that did this to me figure I got some atoning to do."


"Don't know about that. I just do what the bosslady tells me." Billy started to fade out like an old black and white movie. "Think we can find some time tomorrow to hoist a couple, talk about old times?"


"Sure." Ben waved as Peale faded to black. "I'd like that." 


Goddamn it Healy!! You just made a date with a corpse. 


*******


The dawn broke into chilly grey and crawled across Buck's bed like a leper. He was breathing as shallow as he could to avoid cracking the scabs that were starting to form over his chest. He touched it gingerly. Not as bad as it could have, should have been, if those flames had been anything but ghostfire. But it hurt bad enough. He sat up, gritting his teeth, letting the rage carry the pain, hell, that's what it did best anyway.


The day smelled wrong. Like stagnant water in the drain.


There was a scratch on the door.


"Cuse me sir." Caleb popped his head in. "Reckon I'm going to walk to school today. Thought I'd give myself a head start."


"I ain't an invalid, you know." His father was a shadow against the pale light. "And this is a bit early for class."


"I know," Caleb said seriously. "But I thought I'd do a little walk about, check things out, you know?"


"Uh huh." Beat the morning shift in intensive care, Buck thought.


"Who done this to you?"


"Lowell and Barrett, the pig mask boys."


"Ain't they dead?"


"And buried. You be careful out there."


"I will." Caleb wrinkled up his eyebrows and shot back, "Besides, ain't nobody looking for revenge my way."


"Just cause babies can't spell revenge, don't mean they don't want it."


Caleb's eyes opened wide showing the white all around his pupils.


"Forgot that one didn't ya? Never mind, he was little, should be able to swat him down like a fly. I'd be careful on staircases though."


The boy nodded cautiously and closed the door without a sound.


*******


Day of the Dead Part 2


It was starting to drizzle as Caleb looked over Gage Temple's tombstone, tilted a little now. Right in front of him was Merlyn Anne Temple's grave, her head stone as straight and righteous as it had ever been.


"What's going on, Merly? You think I wouldn't notice when you drained out of me. It was just like my stomach being empty and growling. That's how it felt the minute I moved into my father's house. All hollow inside." 


Distant thunder was the only thing that answered him. He sniffed the wet air, rank and rotten like something a dog dug up.


"And you've been messing with the river again. I could taste it in the tap water this morning." The rain water pooled around his feet trickling down from the other graves on higher ground.


"Is Rose right?" the boy shouted to the tombstone. "Is this All Hallows Eve?" 


Thunder rolled again and the rain lashed down. The ground gave way under Caleb's sneaker and he stumbled in the grave dirt. As if pressure one way let up in another, the earth shifted sideways. His step-father's wooden tombstone fell over and a tip of Gage's coffin lifted out of the soft wet earth. The round board that said Merlyn Anne Temple never moved an inch.


"Horror movie tricks, Merly! I ain't impressed." Lightning flashed in front of him and sliced off a limb of an old Pear tree. "Humph," Caleb said climbing over the fallen branch, "it'll be bleeding eyeballs next."


*******


Ben Healy dragged himself out of bed at 6 and went down a block to the Tasty Hutte for breakfast. He was sure that Dr. Peale had meant well and all but he just didn't want to spend much more time in his apartment awake. 


With the rain coming down, there was hardly anybody in the diner, so Ben had the counter to himself. He hunched over a cup of coffee and sweet roll and tried to talk himself out of everything that had happened in the last 12 hours. 


That wasn't all that hard to do, considering the amount of shit he'd had to shovel in Trinity over the last 15 years. An attack of the Living Dead should be pretty simple to explain away. His arm didn't feel any different than it felt yesterday morning. Peale had obviously been a dream, maybe everything else starting from sundown was just that, an awful terrible dream. His black and white would be right in its garage parking place, just like it should be. He picked up a copy of the Guardian and folded it to the funny pages. Only news worth reading. 


Ben read Garfield and Beetle Bailey, Dilbert went right over his head as usual. Then he turned his attention to the crossword puzzle. Ordinarily he let Floyd beat his head against that kind of wall, but this morning a few of the clues actually clicked. Sheriff of Mayberry -- Andy. that fit. Headbone connected to--neckbone. That fit. Damn, didn't even know that was one word. He was feeling around in his pockets for his pen to write the rest of them in. House of God --- church, right length, but it called for an e in the last letter.


"Need a pen?" A gruff voice inquired.


"Yeah!" Ben said. Synagogue has the e but it's way too long. 


Ben looked up as Gage Temple pulled that lucky pen out of his throat and handed it to him. 


******


Reverend Coombs celebrated the eucharist for All Soul's Day for a congregation of four old women, three black lace mantillas and one light coloured veil. And then someone in a dark coat slipped in at the first introit, her high heels tapping on the tile floor, her head hunched over in the back row. Oh Selena, not today. Her father's hands shook so he nearly dropped the chalice. At least she didn't come up for communion with the rest of them, he couldn't have stood it. 


Three black heads and one grey one were huddled over the communion rail. All he could think about was his needle and that blessed morphine as he offered the body of Christ to the first communicant. The second communicant. As he leaned over the frail face of the third old woman who lifted her lips to the cup of wine, Reverend Coombs looked over her head to see Selena come to the center aisle ready to join the others. 


"Nooo." He hissed under his breath and his daughter sobbed and ran out into the cold morning rain.


"Shit!" said the woman in the pale veil who had turned around to watch Selena run away. The grey hood fell down off her dark hair revealing bone fragments and a brain hanging out on the silk fabric.


Coombs clutched at his heart and collapsed to his knees. The chalice spilled red wine like a hemorrhage. The altar boy was screaming. Gail Emory looked back at the old man in the grips of cardiac arrest. "Well, you have to break a few eggs, I guess."


**********


The thing about Fulton Co General was it was such a friendly and laid back hospital that anybody could sneak in anywhere at any time. Even a little kid in perpetually striped shirts.


The charge nurse was yawning and looking at her watch. Morning shift late again. Caleb crept into the intensive care unit -- one bed, one patient, no change.


He stroked Matt's long fingers as they lay across the bedclothes and watched his eyelids flutter and his mouth move. Last week Matt opened his eyes and looked straight at him, but when he closed them again without saying a sound, the doctors said it was a nerve reflex, nothing conscious. His father said he'd better get used to Matt this way. Least he wasn't in pain.


"Doctor Matt. If you wanted to haunt me or kill me or anything at all. I wouldn't mind, honest. Just to talk to you again." Caleb squeezed his friend's fingers real tight waiting for anything in return. Nothing. "But don't think you have to die to do it."


The monitors beeped a little louder, but they always did that when Caleb was there so he didn't much know the difference. The boy snuck away when some nurses passed by gossiping about ambulance drivers.


In the Orthopedic Ward, Loris was lying in the same position as Matt, her hands just as still.


"Shit! Crap! Damn! Hell!"


"I'm not asleep Caleb, in case you were wondering." Loris's big brown eyes opened halfway and smiled at the boy.


"Ain't you going to wash my mouth out with soap?" Caleb demanded.


"If I was at home and this was a more reasonable hour, I might consider it. But you're not living under my roof anymore."


"I'm doing ok at the Buck house."


"Maybe you are. Though your vocabulary has not improved any." She coughed with pain and carefully eased up the leg she had broken.


"My Daddy's hurt right now. Pretty bad, too. Thought you might like to know that. And there's other things happening."


"What other things?" There had been so much worry, she could care less if Buck was shot dead or elected president. Neither seemed to make much difference.


"Well. . ." Caleb chose his words carefully. "They're talking about moving Doctor Matt to a rest home today. Something about unresponsive."


Loris closed her eyes sadly. "I know that. I don't know how I'm going to be able to get over there and talk to him every day if they do that. He will come back to us eventually if I can just get through."


"My friends been calling him Doctor Cauliflower at school. Guess that means vegetable, huh."


"You need some new friends, Caleb."


"It wasn't Rose or Boone, ma'am. In fact, Rose hit the guy that said it."


Loris's mouth twitched and finally broke into a smile. "Good for her." Tears were filling her eyes. "Not that I'm condoning violence."


"No ma'am."


"I need to sleep a little more, Caleb." She said starting to feel the fatigue fading over her.


"There's one more thing, Ma'am. . ."


"Hmmm, what is that?" Sleep pulled at her with its insistent undertow.


"The dead are coming back."


"What?" Loris's eyes snapped open. "What did you say?"


The boy was gone.


*******


Every conceivable face that could be put on a Jack O Lantern had been rendered in orange and black construction paper and taped around Miss Coombs classroom. She was most fond of the all black one with orange eyes that looked a lot like Lucas in a nasty mood. Caleb's artistic skills were improving. 


Children were milling about handing their spelling tests in. Normally Selena would have appointed a monitor, maybe Caleb, to collect them all, but today wasn't too normal. The rain had stopped around lunchtime, but the air hadn't cleared.


"Miss Coombs, Miss Coombs, can we open a window. It stinks in here."


"The window is open, darling. There must be some kind of river problem." 


"My Daddy says it smells like something crawled under Trinity and died."


"Your daddy is so colorful, dear."


Selena adjusted her turtleneck sweater and tried to smile. Someone bumped her from behind and as she turned she saw a man with a rope around his neck, his mouth gaping open and the remains of his tongue bleeding. Selena tried not to scream and pushed the apparition away, barely falling into her chair instead of the floor.


"What's going on here?" Silence descended as Buck strode through the children. "Go back to your desks, now!" Selena was shaking and crying, her arms covering her head.


"Don't let him get me!"


"Miss Coombs." Buck grabbed her arm firmly. When Selena opened her eyes he slowly pulled the Frankenstein mask off Boone's terrified face.


Buck turned to the kids with a hearty smile, his fingers dug into Boone's boney shoulder. "Now Miss Coombs was just trying to show you what could happen if you scare somebody with a weak heart. We don't want any casualties from trick or treating tonight. That assistant principal looks a little frail, right, Miss Coombs." Selena mustered up a smile and nodded. "Remember, Halloween doesn't start till sundown." Buck shoved Boone into his seat.


"They're wearing costumes at the Pay-Rite Supermarket all day." A boy spoke up in the back row. His mother was checking out groceries as Madonna in a bustier and ringlets.


"Uh oh!" Buck said. "I guess I'll have to arrest them then." He glanced at Selena who was barely holding it together. "Caleb, take the class over to the library and get them started on some kind of book report or something."


"Yes sir."


When the coast was clear, Buck locked the classroom door. "Ok, what happened?"


"Nothing much. A man with no tongue chased me around my house on his hands and knees all night."


"I thought you usually save fun and games for the weekend."


"It's no joke, Lucas." Selena pushed at his chest and Buck let out an involuntary gasp. "That reporter from Miami that I was . . watching for you awhile back was trying to strangle me last night. He woke me up crawling over my body, dragging a long rope to hang me with." 


"You just had a bad dream. That boy's been dead for two years."


"For a dead man he gave me a helluva rope burn." Selena pulled down her turtleneck to show the wide mark dug deep into her skin. "I tried to call you, this operator kept saying your number was out of order."


"What operator? You recognize the voice?"


"Maybe. the third time I tried she called me by name."


"Oh Hell!"


"Selena., she said, I told you this number is no longer in service. Dead men don't need telephones."


"That bitch!" Buck wiped his eyes. The smell of rot was giving him a savage headache. "You go on home and take the rest of the day off. I'll clear it with the principal."


"I can't. I took too many days off planning that damn wedding."


"You're going home, Selena." Buck grabbed her elbow and pulled her up. "I'll give you a good reason." His mouth was close to her ear. "Your father had a heart attack today. He's dead."


"Jesus God Almighty!!" She collapsed on Buck's chest so hard he thought he'd go through the floor himself.


"I don't think He had anything to do with it." He kissed her forehead, anything to get her on her own two feet. She just leaned harder against him, made his eyes water with the pain. "Altar boy said a woman with only half a head took communion this morning."


"Gail?"


"I think that's a safe bet." His face looked almost human though her tears, almost as if he cared.


"I can't go home, both those damn corpses know where I live."


"Then go to my house. You'll be safe there." He picked up her purse and tossed it at her, adjusting his shirt as he did so. No blood showing. Yet.


Selena laughed bitterly. "I think all the dead know where you live."


"Really? Caleb lives at my house. And he's the only person in town who I can guarantee is safe." He walked away from Selena towards the door as steady as he could. Concentrating on unlocking the door with every ounce of strength in him.


"I never thought I'd see you hiding behind Caleb's shirtails."


Buck turned around and stared at her. "I will be spending my evening in the cemetary, Miss Coombs. Where all the dead men go. Secure and supported by the trust and gratitude of a loyal town." He slammed the door behind him.


Day of Dead Part 3


When the nurse with bugged out eyes, purple gaping tongue, nylon stocking still embedded in her grey bloodless neck came by to thank Ben for clearing up her murder case, Deputy Healy figured it was time to close up the sheriff's office. Way past time to have himself a drink, or three or four. 


He walked over to the pool hall, checking out every body that passed him to see if they were breathing. One or two of them weren't. Angela Smith, walked by in a huff, her blonde hair matted up with blood and glass on one side, trying to load a gun with broken fingers. 


Cecil Parkins stopped him to complain that somebody should put those people back in their graves. He was particularly concerned about Hack Weller's skeleton sitting on the bus bench, a cigarette sticking out of his bony jaws.


"Well, now, what if they don't want to go back in their graves?"


"Then just shoot them, deputy!"


"I'm not wasting my bullets, trying to kill dead men, Cecil. These folks are out of my jurisdiction."


"Would you like me to perform an exorcism, officer?" Ben turned around to see Father Tilden's decaying face staring at him, his moldy fingers shuffling through a missal so damp the letters had run all together.


"No, no thank you Father." Ben stammered. Cecil was running off hollering in the opposite direction.


"I could do it. I know the words by heart."


Ben peeled Tilden's fingers off his lapel, strips of moist skin sticking to Ben's shirt and politely declined the dead priest's offer. That drink was looking like the only Messiah in town. Ben dashed into the dark, beer stained room as two strange looking bikers tore down Main Street.


"Over here! Ben!" Billy waved from a side table with a coupla bottles of beer and several pints of whiskey laid out in front of him. "I started without you."


"Did you?" Ben said feebly. Everybody else in the bar looked relatively alive.


"How's the arm?"


"Good as new, thank you." Ben sat down gingerly and tasted the whiskey. It was real fine going down. "Do you know what's going on?" The more liquor he poured in him the better Billy smelled.


"Well, seems like there's this provision that, on Halloween, the dead can come alive again to redress a persistant condition of evil. It's kinda of a last ditch revenge clause."


"I knew it, they're all back to get Buck."


"Pretty much." Billy emptied his pint and cranked open another. "Once this lot got out, they turned rowdy real fast. You can get a little stir crazy in a coffin. It's not my kinda crowd."


Ben peered out the window between the Budweiser signs. The bikers had returned and were playing chicken on the main drag. Yup, they were dead, all right. The one with the long dark hair and tight hot pants was really something, though. Wrap around sunglasses kinda hard to see who . . .


"Goddamn!!"


"Gail's got a little different sense of style now. Getting in touch with her shadow side, she says."


"And how!" Mrs Comstock had dropped her groceries all over the sidewalk and was running off down the street with her slip halfway down her ankles when Gail ran her bike up the sidewalk after her. "They're scaring the old ladies out of their clothes."


"Well, there's a lot of pent-up hostility in that girl."


"I think Gail just found her self a more likely target."


Lucas pulled his big blue Crown Victoria up in front of the bar-- double parking as usual and blocking most of Ben's view. He slid out of the driver's seat casually, a smirk on his face. The sky glowered and turned dim as twilight. Looked like sunset was in a hurry today.


"Howdy, Cody, see you traded in your truck for a Hawg, I prefer an Indian myself. You got more power on the incline." He ducked as the felon threw a wrench at him. "Less repairs too." The other motorcycle purred closer to him from behind. He turned around. "Afternoon, Miss Emory, you are the loveliest Biker Mama I've seen today. At least from the front."


"Want to go for a ride, Lucas?" Gail's smile was dark red and deadly in her chalk white face. 


"Uh, I think I've taken all the rides on you I'm gonna take." He pushed the front of the Harley savagedly to the left and Gail almost toppled off. Cody swung over and balanced her.


"Don't you worry, honey, we'll get him later, after dark."


"I'll be looking for you, Gail." Buck smiled. "And your high-class boyfriend, too." A ratty ol terrier ran out and started barking at the dead bikers.


"That's a date, Lucas. All heart and soul this time, if I have to rip them out with my bare hands." Gail slid her sunglasses back on and gunned her machine. Cody tried a half-assed wheelie around the dog.


"Petey, where'd you go, Petey." Bertie leaned on the lampost and stumbled out into the street after his dog who'd sunk his teeth into Cody's leg and was shaking some good aged meat loose. Cody kicked the dog free and sideswiped the old blind man as he roared his way after Gail. 


"Oh hell!" 


Lucas leaned down to where Bertie was laying with his head on the curb. There wasn't much blood, but his arm wasn't hanging right.


"Sheriff, what is this craziness?"


"Just a little Halloween hijinks, Bertie." He ran his hand over the old man's crushed chest. "Guess you got Tricked instead of Treated."


"Figure I did. I don't feel nothing at all but cold." Blood bubbled out of the black man's mouth. His old dog huddled against his side and whimpered.


"I'd say that's just as well."


"Could you keep an eye on my dog?" The terrier sniffed at Buck and growled a bit. "He tends to get along with most folks."


"Petey'll be taken care of. Trust me."


"You always did right by me, Buck. See you on the other side." The old man's head relaxed, his blind eyes closing for the last time.


"I don't think that's too likely, friend."


Buck sauntered into the bar and dumped Petey in front of Ben. "Brought you a present, Benji. Man's best friend other than me."


"Ain't that Bertie's animal?"


"Yeah, well, he got no use for him now." Buck nodded at Peale, warily. "Spare a drink for the road?"


Billy passed him a pint, "You know what they say about drinking and driving, sheriff?"


"Sure. Don't spill it on the dashboard." Buck upended the bottle and drained it. He grimaced as the liquor hit him, and slammed the empty on the table. "You in town for the lynching?"


"Not really." Billy smiled ruefully. "Can't see wasting a whole day of life on messing with you."


"Huh! Make sure this one gets home safe. Somebody's got to be sheriff, tomorrow. Gonna be a helluva mess to clean up." The dog was licking Ben's face as Buck walked out the door. Lucas's swagger had gone stiff legged, almost a limp. The day was getting very dark very quickly.


*******


When dead people bleeding out their eyes and ears started wandering the halls of Fulton County General shouting bible verses, the nursing staff locked themselves in the women's toilet. The doctors had already taken over the pharmacy and wouldn't let anybody else in.


"Leave it to the residents to hog all the tranquilizers." pouted Nurse Stacey.


Well, all the nurses except for Rita. She was doing a gastric lavage when everybody else was bailing ship and those things can be touchy. Besides the eye-bleeders hadn't gone homicidal during the plague and she doubted they were going to change their methods now. She was about to check on the toughest patients when Dr Narrone came up behind her with a hypodermic and jabbed her with it. She pulled it out before he could inject her with enough potassium to kill a horse.


"What the hell did I ever do to you?"


"You're the one who sent off that blood work for Dr Peale." Narrone was suspended by his rope about a foot off the floor just skidding along like overalls on a clothesline. "Buck'd still be in the ground now if you hadn't broken the rules."


Stacey opened the bathroom door a crack and jerked Rita in. They drug the nursing mothers couch over to barricade the door. Narrone thumped at it for awhile.


"I can't believe it." Rita said. "That man delivered me."


"Well, I'd say he almost finished the job."


Without a nurse to change his saline solution, Matt Crower's IV bag had run dry and his blood was backing up the line. His breathing was getting shallower and shallower and the monitors started screaming but there was no one there to attend to them.


"Daddy." the little blonde girl shook Matt's shoulder. "Daddy, it's time to wake up now."


Matt's dark brown eyes cracked open. Claire's face was blurry but he would always recognize his little bitty pretty one.


"Is it time, sweety?" His voice was a rasp of unused vocal chords. "Are you here to take me home?"


"Yes, Daddy." Claire plucked off the monitor chords and pulled the IV needles out. "You won't need any of these any more. I'm going to make sure you go all the way home where you belong."


"I think I'm ready. I was just waiting for one goodbye."


"One goodbye, Daddy."


Loris Holt had heard the caterwauling in the halls but the full leg cast she had on all the way up to her hip made it hard to maneuver by herself. Pushing the call button for ten minutes only brought a rawbone farmboy with blood running down his face and a card with REPENT printed on it pinned to his chest.


"Can I help you?" He said through black crusty lips.


"I don't think so." Loris shuddered.


"Well, ok." And he backed on out muttering something about the Valley of the Shadow of Death.


"I have got to find Matt." Loris said and swung her bad leg down to the floor. It was not a walking cast. The pins in her leg scraped against the bone with each step. She toppled towards the door.


Claire had climbed on top of the hospital bed and was snuggled in her father's arms. She smelled like Ivory soap and wildflowers. She always did. Matt buried his face in her soft hair. Her little arms were so cold. I wonder what it's like to be so cold, he thought, I guess I'll find out now.


"Did you get the letter I wrote you?"


"I did, and I read it. I know it by heart." Her little face smiled back at him. "I love you my little bitty pretty one."


"I love you back, Daddy. Do you want to stand up now?"


"Are we leaving so soon?" Matt asked touching the linoleum tiles with his bare feet. Claire held him tight as the dizziness swept over him. "There's someone I really wanted you to meet."


"Then I won't leave just yet."


Loris dragged herself along on the walker she stole from room 210. That woman in the bed looked dead from fright anyway. Her cast was shredding along the toe but she paid it no mind at all. The door to Intensive Care was only a few yards away now. Not much longer.


A corpse came up behind her clucking like a chicken with blood spurting out of his mouth.


"Mr Tippit, get away from me, I don't have time for you right now."


"But, Miss Holt, I gotta repent to somebody. I've done wrong!"


"Well, take it up with God, Evan."


"God?" the boy said. "God!?" And he pulled her walker right out of her hands and started beating it against the wall. " Puck, puck-puck-puck-puck Puck!"


The door to Intensive care opened a crack to reveal a slender black woman on the floor, pulling herself along on with her bruised hands. A long battered cast on one leg.


"Loris!"


She looked up to see the man who should be her husband if all were right in this world, standing next to a little girl. They were both so pale and fair, and just as white as death.


"Oh, my God, I'm too late!" She burst into tears where she lay. Matt started towards her, but the room spun around him. Claire sat him back down on the edge of the bed.


"I'll help the lady, Daddy."


She went over to Loris. "My name's Claire Crower. My daddy loves you very much."


Loris stopped crying and pulled herself to a sitting position. "I'm Loris Holt and he's . . . he's. . ." There didn't seem to be any words.


"I know. I've been watching you two." Claire put her pale chilly hands under Loris's arms and pulled slightly. She was much stronger than she looked. "If you lean on me, I think you could stand."


"I think I might." Between the two of them they crossed the distance to the bed where Matt was sitting. Loris fell crying into his arms. "I love you Matt. I thought that would keep you alive. I truly did."


"I heard every word you said-- everyday. I couldn't make it back. I'm sorry. It was too far." 


His arms were trembling around her, soft warm arms. His heart thudding in his chest so loud. . . "Matt?" Loris looked up at his face, hollow-eyed, his breath warm on her cheek. "You're not dead."


"I'm not?"


Claire started to fade a little by the doorway. "I told you I'd bring you all the way back home, Daddy. Welcome home. I have to leave now."


"Oh, sweetheart, don't go!"


"These aren't my people. I just snuck in with the crowd. Momma will be missing me soon." She smiled at her father one last time. "I'll lock the doors tight. They'll go away by morning. You'll be safe then." And she was gone.


********


Day of the Dead Part 4


The taillights of the two Harleys up ahead were just what Buck was looking for as the night settled like a shroud over Trinity. He put the pedal to the Buckmobile and paced them handily. Maneuvering to pop the left bike off the road, Lucas noticed the glove compartment springing open and his gun swinging around. The safety catch flicked off and a bullet shot out into the head rest behind him.


"Gail, ain't you got more than one trick in you?" Buck leaned over and tried to roll down the window, the gun swiveled and shot at him again. The bikers swung out wide and flanked him. 


"Hell with this!" He shoved open the driver's door with his left hand and batted the pistol out as it fired wildly. One shot cracked the windshield and another bullet went into a back tire. The car started to skid.


Gail rammed into his open door and tore it right off the hinges. 


"One year underground and you turn into a Goddamn Juvenile Delinquent. Not that black leather doesn't suit you." The lights on Cody's bike were shining in Buck's rear view mirror half blinding him.


Gail waved and pulled in front of the Crown Victoria as it lurched and ground the tire rim into the asphalt. Fog floated around her like chiffon. 


"Thanks for making it easy for me." 


Buck floored it and steered the car right at her. Peering through the crackled glass Lucas plowed through the mist draping Gail -- and straight into the stone cemetary wall. The Harley faded into the fog, its rider still waving and smiling like a Homecoming Queen. The steering wheel ripped into Lucas's chest and knocked the wind out of him. I should have spotted that coming, he thought, hugging his broken ribs for a moment before climbing out of the wreck. His whole body hurt so bad he was seeing double. 


Two tires slashed to bits, front axle crumpled like an accordian and fenders that looked like origami. The Crown Vic was totaled.


"You know, Gail, I might have been a bastard to you, but that is no reason to take it out on a damn fine automobile."


Buck peered over the bushes into the cemetary. It was rocking with graves buckling and opening up right and left. 


"Fuck it, this looks like the end of the road anyway." The Sheriff of Trinity climbed over the wall to meet his new constituency.


**********


It was long past dark when Caleb let himself into the front door of the Buck Mansion. It stayed pitch black even after he flicked the light switch a coupla times.


"Caleb?" Selena cried out from the second floor balcony, her body dim in the light of a single black candle. "For God's sake, it'd better be you, I've been worried sick."


"It's me, Miss Coombs." The little boy stepped forward into what light there was. He was all in fire engine red with little horns and a long pointy tail that swung a bit in the back. "There wasn't much trick or treating going on tonight." He looked in his bag, "Slim pickings. Mostly hard candy and fruit."


"Honey, don't you know there's dangerous dead people, roaming around out there."


"I saw one or two, they don't scare me much. Is that why you come by to see me?"


"Sheriff sent me, said you might protect me." Selena smiled down at him, he looked so damn cute, like a cherub from Hell.


"Well, I'll do my best." Caleb looked around in the gloom. "We better light up some more candles. How long's the power been out?"


"Bout an hour, There's some matches on that table. Those black candles don't give out much light though."


"They're just for effect, I suppose." 


There was a sudden thump from one of the rooms upstairs.


"Was that. . .?"


"Oh Caleb," Miss Coombs said glancing at the bedroom and edging over to the top of the stairs, "I'm very much afraid that was. . .someone at the door."


"Oh oh." Caleb looked up at his teacher standing at the tip of a long flight of sharp steep stairs and ran through a whole series of horrible possibilities. "Miss Coombs, I think it would be a real real good thing for you to take your shoes off now."


"My shoes?"


"Ladies tend to trip on high heels." He wrinkled up his forehead and Selena suddenly got his meaning.


"Hell with my shoes." Selena set down her candle on the floor, kicked her pumps aside and hoisted up her skirt. "Sorry honey, but silk stockings are awfully slippery." She rolled down her hose and began edging down the staircase in her bare feet. She could hear a horrible slithery sound behind her in the dark.


"I just don't want to see one more person in a coma."


"You ever see me there, Caleb, pull that damn plug right out of the wall." 


Half way down the stairs Selena stuck her toe into something incrediably vile, soft and crunchy.


"Christ on a Crutch!"


"What is it?"


"I don't know but it feels like vomit. With bones in it." 


"I caint see nothing. It's too dark."


"Shit, it bit me."


"I know what it is." Caleb said softly. "My brother."


"Gail's baby?" Selena's mind felt like it just ripped itself off like a balloon losing its string. "Oh my God. Oh My God." Her eyes glazed and her voice went soft and whispery like a little girl. "I'm sorry, Gail. I'm sorry, daddy. Please forgive me! Oh, Christ, I am most heartily sorry for my sins." 


She was wavering like she would topple any minute. And Caleb was afraid he'd be pulling that plug sooner than he feared.


"Shut up Selena, we got no time for this!"


He sounded so much like his father, it slapped the madness right out of Selena's head. "What did you say?"


"I'm sorry, Miss Coombs, to talk to you like that, but you were kinda hysterical."


"So I was, honey." As long as Buck was here, in some form, she could handle just about anything. "What happened to the baby?"


"I don't know, can't you feel it?"


Selena looked down at the step in front of her and the huge bloated face of Gail's baby lunged at her, it's giant eyes bulging, mouth grinding over sharp little teeth.


"Christ, it can fly!"


"Yup,"agreed Caleb, "Just like them cockroaches." He waved the candle stick at it. "Cmon down here, I'm the one you're looking for."


The fetus turned towards the boy, its tiny fingers clenching, and flew over the lighted candle into the darkness behind the stairs. Selena hurried down the steps while the getting was good.


"Jesus! This is it," she said as she rushed into the study, the only light coming from the red flames of the fireplace. "I've seen a lot of things and been a lot of places with Buck but this is the rock bottom of the pit. I swear to God I'm taking the veil."


"Taking the whut?" Caleb walked over with his black candle dripping all over his hand. She could see a shape hovering over his head. Selena reached behind her for something. The poker just slipped into her hand.


"I'm going to be a nun, Caleb." She said slowly, raising the poker to position.


"You don't want to do that, Miss Coombs."


"Caleb, honey, what I want . . is for you to duck RIGHT NOW!"


She swung out with the poker and caught the little demon baby full on. It screamed, flew through the air and landed with an awful thud. Selena walked over to it and poked it a bit.


"Darling, I don't think you should see this." She ground the rest of the thing to bits. Only when it was jelly did it stop squirming. "But I do wish I'd left my shoes on."


Caleb brought a damp towel for Selena to clean her toes in front of the fire. He leaned in to her shoulder and sighed, her arm tight around him, his red pointy ears tickling her neck. "You aren't really gonna become a nun, are you?"


"If I thought I could find a convent that would take me, I just might."


"I don't think my Daddy would go for you leaving town."


"Well, some men like a girl to play a little hard to get." She smiled a little at the thought. "Don't worry, honey, you're not losing me. They don't make habits out of spandex yet."


***********


DAY OF THE DEAD


PART 5


Meanwhile back at the graveyard:


Buck leaned against a sycamore and poked at Doc Narrone's jabbering corpse swinging it back and forth from the lowest branch. Most of the inhabitants of the cemetary were lurching about in various states of disrepair. Hardly a whole body among em.


"Damn, this party is low rent!" Lucas let the laugh tear through him like barbed wire. "Except for one sterling example."


Merly was perched on a vast sarcophagus wearing what looked like a silver bathing suit, bright scales of armor skimming her torso like brittle light. A sheer skirt split in the middle to show silver net stockings running the length of her long white legs. No grey flesh, not a sign of decay. Somebody was displaying the incorruptibility of Grace tonight. She shone like a star, which was a good thing as there was no moon in the sky.


Buck whistled low and appreciatively. "What an outfit, looks like someone ripped you off a Rolls Royce."


"I see the guest of honor has arrived." Merly smiled sweetly.


Buck nodded Hi to the crew. Cody and Gail with knives and chains straight out of West Side Story, Father Tilden fondling a big heavy crucifix, Judge Jacobson snapping some long sharp hedge clippers, Ol Miz Bowen holding a knife she didn't intend to slice a pig-picking cake with.


"This should end your reign of terror in Trinity, Buck." Merly said. "Everybody's seen your chickens coming home to roost. You'll never be able to cover this up."


"I don't know." Lucas shrugged indolently. "I think it could all be explained by ergot poisoning, mass hallucinations, hippies in the water supply." He grinned wickedly. "Oh and those damn rock and roll satanists vandalising our historic cemetary." Leaning over, Lucas tossed a piece of marble, it hit Lowell and knocked another body part off where he could least afford to lose it.


"Just kill him and get it over with." Lowell yelled, holding himself.


"Well, you always were the impatient one weren't you, boy. I think your bosslady has an idea of playing with me first. I mean she is dressed for the part." Buck reached out and snapped Merly's garters.


"I'm not one of your whores."


"No? Whose whore are you?"


Gage bellowed and rushed at Buck with a massive shovel, the mother of all shovels, ready to split his head in. Merly's slender hand caught it, easily holding all that power back.


"This is not your fight."


"He killed my wife, my daughter, he took my son away and corrupted him. He led me to the destruction of the only woman I ever loved and the child that could have given our life meaning. Little girl, you don't tell me what to do."


"I have a dent in the back of my head from that same shovel that gives me all the rights in the world." Her father dropped his weapon and cried like a little child.


"I swear, Gage never had that much gift for gab in his whole life." Buck marvelled. "I guess in his case the pen really was mightier than the shovel."


"Very funny, Lucas, considering you're gonna die tonight." Merly said, her voice low and ominous.


"Don't expect those losers to do the deed. What a pathetic bunch of lowlifes you drug up from the depths, Merly."


"You're the one who sent them there."


"Just skimming out the gene pool, I deserve a medal really."


"You'll get what you deserve."


"You're gonna give it to me, I hope." His smile twisted his face with every ounce of dark charm he owned.


"Right now, Buck." Merly kicked out a long leg and toppled the sheriff of Trinity into one of the open graves. He fell on the top of a coffin marked William Hawkins, beloved husband and father.


"A coffin built for two, as I recall." Buck said as he brushed himself off. Wonder how the odd couple is doing." He lifted the lid to see Will strangling Fast Eddie, whose hands were still firmly duct taped together. " I think they're resolving their differences in an adult fashion."


Merly jumped into the grave, slamming the lid shut as she landed on it. She picked up Buck by his shoulders and threw him across the grave into the dirt wall. He clung to her arm dragging her with him, pulling her closer, in fact.


"They got Soloflex in heaven? You're pumped up, sweetheart."


Merly shoved Buck to the left, he pulled her with him. To the right, the same way. Every encounter tore open his chest wound and ran through him like the first flames of the fire that scarred him. He just pulled the pain in through his mangled ribs and stoked that furnace of rage he carried inside him.


Finally, Merly's blows landed her off center and he swung her around and up against the wall, his body crushing against her, his legs spreading hers, his hands around her shoulders and her neck.


"You can't strangle me again."


"Been there, done that!" He leaned forward and bit at her lips forcing his tongue in her mouth and his hand between her legs. His fingers found the top of her stockings and ripped them off.


She pushed him back with her fingers deep in his chest wound, her hands sticky with his blood. He held on tightly never letting her loose.


"Are you trying to rape me like you did my mother?"


"This ain't rape, Dollface. You've been wanting this for a long time, begging for it. Might I say dying for it?" Merly shoved him away to the dirt wall. He kept hold of her wrists squeezing them like handcuffs. "Face it, sweetheart, we were made for each other."


He started to pull her towards him and she rushed him instead, holding his head, twisting his shoulders, her face close as a cat's whisker.


They both held their breath and then Merly kissed him fiercely. He kissed her back, his tongue rooting into her mouth. Their mouths churned together for a fathomless moment. Merly pulled herself away and waited for him to fall as he had before in the church after he'd killed Father Tilden.


He just panted hard and grinned.


"Gonna take a lot more this time, Angelface, gonna have to take it all the way this time."


"If that's what'll do it."


She ripped the shreds of his shirt off his body and tore at his pants. His hands demolished the silver armor she was wearing. He bent over her breasts, glowing in the moonlight. She pushed him away. "I'm not interested in that."


"Hey, like Tina Turner says, we can do this nice." Buck pulled her whole body in front of him. "Or we can do this rough." Spread her legs with one smooth movement and took her. Merly cried out as Lucas lunged into her. "First time, darling? I'm flattered. Saving yourself for me."


"Better make it memorable, hadn't we?" Merly grabbed Buck and slammed him down on the coffin lid, leaning all her weight on his burned chest. Fast Eddie pushed up on the lid and got one rotting arm out to swat at the couple. Merly rocked and leaned to the left with a vengeance, Eddie's arm fell off in the dirt.


"Honey, you fuck harder than Selena, and that's saying some." Buck crushed her white arms to him, his mouth pressed into hers, his fingers threading through her black hair.


Merly took his lips into her mouth and bit down hard. He yanked her away with her hair. She thrust back even harder, grinding herself into his hips.


"We are more of a match, wouldn't you say?" She shouted as she rode his body. He kissed her again, tasting his own blood on her teeth.


"Much more." Buck gasped, his breath thready, pulling up every bit of energy he could dig out of the rage. "Reverend Coombs would certainly agree as would Bertie. If they could talk." The rhythm of their thrusting was pulling the dirt from the sides of the grave.


"Bertie?" Merly said, her hands clawing at his back, raising welts on his skin.


"Dead as a doornail." The girl stopped moving for a moment and Buck pulled her closer to him, the nipples on her breasts hard as rocks. "I think," he said, rolling over on top of her, matching his words to each lunge. "Counting the plague." She opened her eyes very wide. "Our body count-- is about equal." Their breath was coming together now, deep and harsh, "You got a priest." The girl's body was listening harder than her mind, she cried out and grabbed Buck tight. "I got a priest." He closed his eyes and listened to her cries. "I think we're a dead heat, Dollface." Wrapping the music of their coupling around him, Buck fell into her black tangled hair. Their limbs a mass of wet jelly sinking down in the dirt.


"What have I done?" Her fingers ran up and down his back, lingering around his neck.


"Never summon up something you can't control. I learned that one the hard way with that damn DeSalvo. It's a tough call sometimes."


There was only a little breath left in his body, not enough for any kind of resistance. Merly's fingers coiled around the back of his head, cradling the top of his spine.


"If you're looking to snap it, you'll never get a better chance." He kissed the hollow of her neck languidly.


"And then Caleb becomes you."


"Well, that is how it works. And after a good fuck is exactly how I wanted it. Mind you, I always thought it would be in a feather bed." He leaned back to look her in the eye, his own were twinkling. The scratches on his back, the wound on his chest were dripping blood, but Buck was having the time of his life. "Once again, you have totally surprised the hell out of me. Go for it, Angel-face! I think I'm in love!" He leaned forward, his hands around her face, and kissed her deeply and sweetly. Collapsing in sheer exhaustion against her body, his life was lying vulnerable, completely in her hands.


Merly watched him as he fell asleep. "What a hell of a thought."


Dawn broke like a silver slice of goodness over Trinity and the awful smell of the Dead left with that first pure light. Lucas was lying on top of Will Hawkin's co-op coffin, tapping at the edge of the wood with Fast Eddie's arm, the torn ends of ducttape fluttering from the wrist bones. For the first time, his chest didn't bother him. He ran his hand along the smooth skin and curly hair and smiled. He'd not had this much fun on Halloween for ages. "Damn, Merlyn Ann, you sure know how to show a man a good time, I'll give you that."


Pure joy rushed through him and he flung Eddie's arm high up in to the brand new daylight and watched the bones separated and clatter down in among the tombs.


An image of Merly clad in celestial white, appeared like a flare in front of the pale sunlight. She was smiling. Her face celestial and radiant. "You'll give me more than that, Lucas. You're not the only one looking for an heir"


END








