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  It wasn’t until later that Ramona realized how neatly it all fit together. Like pieces of a die-cut puzzle, everything simply fit into place in that purely seamless and smooth sort of way that fate managed when it wanted something to happen. Or it wanted people to suffer.


  Chazz was too drunk to drive by the time they hit Highway 8, only no one was saying so because although he was a real mellow, easy cat when he was sober, when he was drunk, he was mean as skunk piss and if you didn’t want that spraying into your eyes; you learned to keep your mouth shut and go with the flow like a turd being sucked down a toilet.


  Ramona knew all about that.


  “You missed the turn-off,” Creep pointed out, getting nervous because he had to cover the morning shift at Donut Den back in the city and five a.m. came real early once you passed the midnight hour.


  “I’m taking a shortcut,” Chazz told him, an edge to his voice cutting beneath his words like a razor. “So fuck off.”


  Lex giggled in the backseat and Soo-Lee did, too, because if Lex thought it was funny, then surely it was.


  Ramona reserved judgment. She was having trouble finding the humor in a situation where the drunken idiot behind the wheel didn’t have the good sense to hand over his keys or admit he was lost.


  “This’ll cut twenty minutes off the drive,” Chazz explained, taking the next right and almost putting the van in the ditch as the road curved sharply down a low hill. The rain was coming down in sheets and the pavement was greasy like it had been oiled with cooking spray.


  “You never mentioned a shortcut,” Ramona said.


  “I just thought of it.”


  “But you’ve taken it before?”


  “Of course I have.”


  Which was bullshit of course, Ramona knew. Chazz’s sense of direction was seriously challenged when he was sober let alone after ten beers and half-a-dozen Jager Bombs. He had no idea where he was going and with all that alcohol in his system, he couldn’t have pissed in a straight line let alone walked one. Any moment now, some hotshot sheriff’s deputy was going to come screaming out of the williwags with both flashers going and siren screaming.


  And I hope it happens soon, she thought, before he fucking kills us. Jail time and a suspended license is exactly what he deserves. Some time in a cage will do wonders for him.


  She lit a cigarette and mainly because she knew it would annoy Chazz, who was virulently anti-smoking inside his van. She could feel him tensing behind the wheel, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t dare because once he did, she was going to start riding him about the shortcut and exposing his inadequacies behind the wheel.


  “My old man’s gonna kill me if I lose another job,” Creep said.


  “You won’t lose your job,” Lex assured him. “The corporate gods of Donut Den will spare you because of your sheer wizardry with custard and powdered sugar.”


  “Piss off,” Creep said.


  Ramona sighed. Why Creep bothered opening his mouth at all was a mystery. Every time he did, Chazz got irritable and Lex got smart-assed. It was strictly a lose-lose situation.


  Chazz was leaning forward now, trying to see through the windshield as the rain fell harder and the wipers pumped back and forth manically.


  “Can’t see shit,” he said.


  In the back, Danielle said, “We were in this storm once and it was really bad and the next day my sister and I went looking around. The water was really deep and we saw this rat float by. And we were both like, OMG, that’s a rat, a fucking rat. Who knew we even had rats?”


  Ramona had to bite down on her lip because Danielle was such an incurable, inveterate airhead. She could almost hear everyone rolling their eyes.


  “Well, if we see any, we’ll let you know,” Lex said.


  Soo-Lee giggled.


  Ramona was leaning forward, too. She squinted her eyes as the van came down a hill and into a wooded valley. A green day-glo road sign passed in the murk. “Stokes,” she said. “We’re coming into some place called Stokes.” She turned to Chazz. “What sort place is it? You must have visited it the last time you took this shortcut.”


  Chazz gritted his teeth. “I don’t know. There’s lots of little fucking towns out here.”


  She was getting worried about a little more than Chazz’s denial or inebriation by that point, because the twisting road leading down into the valley had an easy two inches of rain covering it and it seemed to be getting deeper. Chazz brought them across a bridge that spanned a swollen river, cut down another curving hill, and the town opened up before them.


  Things happened in rapid succession then.


  They came in way too fast. It seemed like one moment the town was not even there and the next it opened like a flower, spreading its petals and engulfing them. Chazz hit the brakes, and the van skidded on the greasy pavement. It went to the left, then the right as he fought the wheel and worked the brake pedal.


  About the time it seemed like maybe he was going to get it under control, a shape stepped out in front.


  Ramona only saw it for a split-second: a vague, man-like shape with raised arms.


  Then the van hit it.


  They were only doing about thirty-miles-an-hour. Under ordinary circumstances, it was hardly a deadly speed, but certainly enough to break bones and cause concussions and all manner of nasty injuries. Purely from the sound of the impact—something that made Danielle scream like a little girl—Ramona was certain it was going to be ugly.


  And particularly when they rolled right over what they had hit with both sets of tires. Thump-thump, thump-thump.
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  “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” Chazz was saying, bumping his head repeatedly against the steering wheel. “I just killed a guy…I just fucking killed a guy.”


  In the back of his mind, he supposed he was waiting for one of them to disagree with him, but nobody was saying a thing. That made it worse. That made him practically want to scream.


  You could have listened to Ramona. Just for once you could have listened to her and let her drive.


  But he hadn’t.


  Hell, something in him just couldn’t. Admitting he couldn’t drive because he was fucked-up was like admitting he wasn’t a man. It would have been like handing her his balls. Here, you take these. I’m no good with them. And there was a dark, macho truth to that, he knew, and one that now sounded unbelievably childish and unbelievably stupid. They wouldn’t much care for it in court.


  Because he would be going to court.


  Drunk driving. Manslaughter. It meant doing time. If he only got five years, he’d be lucky. Five years in a goddamn state hole filled with animals that would all want something from him, if it wasn’t his ass, it would be money.


  “Maybe you should just drive away before someone comes,” Creep said.


  Which was exactly the sort of dumbass thing you expected Creep to say…but it was exactly what Chazz was thinking. Drive off, pretend it didn’t happen. He was actually considering it. As dangerous and reckless as it was, it made a certain amount of sense.


  He looked out through the windshield.


  Stokes was dead. He didn’t see so much as a single light on. Apparently, they were all sleeping. Nobody had been roused, and that was a good thing. If he drove off and drove off now, who’d be the wiser? Really, who’d be the wiser?


  “There’s no other way,” he said.


  The van had died when it skidded to a halt. He turned it over and the starter whined, but it did not catch. He tried it again, and that’s when Ramona grabbed his hand. “What the hell are you doing?” she asked him.


  God, he could feel her dark eyes boring into him.


  “I’m saving my ass,” he told her, trying to turn over the van again. “I’m trying to save all our asses.”


  “We’re not going anywhere,” she said.


  He knocked her hand aside. “Oh yes, we are.”


  She stared at him. “You’re going to leave the scene of an accident? Aren’t you in enough trouble as it is?”


  “Shut up,” he said.


  “You might want to listen to her,” Soo-Lee said. “If you leave the scene of an accident—”


  “Zip it,” Chazz told her.


  Lex sighed. “He won’t listen to reason. It’s like trying to get a monkey to stop eating its own shit.”


  “Oh God,” Danielle moaned.


  “All of you shut the fuck up!” Chazz told them.


  “Please, Chazz,” Ramona said. “Please, just listen for once, okay? Don’t make matters worse.”


  “Shut up, Ramona. I won’t tell you again.”


  “You won’t have to,” she said, opening her door and stepping out.


  “FUCK ARE YOU DOING, YOU STUPID BITCH?”


  “Here we go,” Creep said.


  Chazz beat his fists against the dashboard. “GET THE FUCK BACK IN HERE OR YOU’RE STAYING BEHIND!”


  Ramona didn’t bother justifying that with a reply, she slammed her door shut.


  Chazz unrolled his window. “Ramona! Get back in here! We have to go.”


  “I’m not going.”


  “Get in here or I’ll leave you behind! I swear to God I will!”


  “Then go,” she said. “And when the cops arrive, I’ll give them your name and address and the license of your van. Go ahead, Chazz, run from your fucking mistakes like you always do. Just see how far you get.”


  His jaw hung open. “I can’t believe you. After all we’ve been through.”


  The truth was, he did believe her. This is exactly what he’d expected her to do when he needed her to stand with him. It wasn’t that she had high morals or steadfast ethics. No, it wasn’t that at all. She had been waiting for something like this. Waiting for a time when he needed her like never before so she could shit all over his parade.


  I told her I loved her, too. I actually told the bitch that.


  “Fuck you then,” he said.


  Even though he knew that she had him, he kept trying to start the van but it wasn’t happening. The distributor must have gotten wet and all he was doing now was wearing down the battery. The only thing to do was wait, but he couldn’t do that. He didn’t have the time to wait.


  He heard the side door of the van slide open.


  “What the fuck are you people doing?”


  What they were doing was apparent: they were getting out. Lex got out followed by Soo-Lee, Creep and Danielle. Fucking herd mentality. They were all just like Ramona; they couldn’t wait to hang him out to dry. Well, that was fine. They would need him, too, some day. That’s what he was going to wait for.


  As Creep walked by the open window, Chazz seized him by the arm. “I said, what the fuck are you doing?”


  Creep, with uncharacteristic defiance, yanked his arm away. “You ran somebody down. Don’t you think we should check and see if that somebody’s all right?”


  But the idea of that made Chazz practically deflate inside.
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  As he followed Ramona over to where the body lay in a crumpled heap, Lex knew that was what he loved about guys like Chazz: the bigger the muscles, the smaller the balls. He was a real force of nature out on the field—Christ, the guy had rushed for three touchdowns against those animals from Cardinal Sprague and that was beyond belief—but when it came down to it, he was a gutless coward. Things had always been too easy for him. He got by on his natural prowess, his athleticism and dark good looks. But none of that was going to buy him beans this time.


  Not that Lex was going to tell him that.


  Chazz was big. Chazz was powerful. Maybe he had a peanut for a brain, but he could kick serious ass and Lex had no interest in being on the wrong side of that. There would be no physical contest between them, because Chazz would have stomped him flat. Mentally, Lex knew he could have pared him down to shavings in a matter of moments, but physically, hah, forget it.


  Chazz was back by the van, grumbling.


  Soo-Lee was right behind Lex. Creep and Danielle were following her, but hesitantly, like they weren’t moving of their own volition, but being towed along by a string.


  When they got to the body, Lex said, “Is he…is he alive?”


  Ramona shrugged. “I’m not sure.”


  “Well, is he breathing?” Creep asked.


  But nobody could really say.


  It appeared to be a man, and he was facedown in the wet street. One arm was stretched out, the other tucked beneath him. One of his legs looked like it was broken at the knee, the foot turned nearly around on the ankle. If he was alive, then he was pretty broken up.


  Ramona jogged off and, after a few seconds of arguing with Chazz, returned with a flashlight.


  She shined it on the body.


  And immediately gasped.


  The guy was wearing a dark coat, gray woolen pants, and dirty brown shoes. He was hardly a fashion plate. Lex figured from the way he was dressed he might be a bum or a homeless person or something. His clothes were ragged, his shoes badly scuffed. It looked like he’d grabbed what he could find from a dumpster out back of St. Vinnie’s.


  Beyond that, he didn’t look so good.


  His body was terribly distorted—hips twisted, back hunched, head bent to the side at an unnatural angle. There was a rut in his lower back where he had been run over. One of his hands was smashed, marked by a clear tire tread.


  Lex didn’t know much about medicine, but even he knew that if this guy survived, he would never walk right again or even stand up.


  “Well?” Creep said. “Aren’t you going to check him?”


  The tone of his voice suggested that Lex would have to do it because there was no way in hell he was going to. The revulsion was thick under his words. Danielle wasn’t much better. She was mumbling nonsensical things and Lex was certain they were a jumbled version of the Lord’s Prayer.


  “Is he fucking dead or what?” Chazz said, coming up behind them.


  He was looking around nervously to see if any of the good folks of Stokes had come out to investigate yet. Lex figured that he was still planning on running.


  “Let’s just get out of here. I ain’t going to prison over this guy. No fucking way.”


  “Just calm down, you idiot,” Ramona told him. “I’ll tell them I was driving.”


  “You…hey, that might work,” Chazz said, brightening considerably. “It just might.”


  “Good idea,” Lex said. “Let your girlfriend do the time for you.”


  “You better shut up,” Chazz told him.


  Lex shrugged. “I wonder if it’s true what they say.”


  Chazz narrowed his eyes. “What?”


  “All that stuff about prison rape.”


  “You motherfucker—”


  Lex knew he’d pushed it too far with that one. Chazz came right at him and he would have had him, too, if Ramona hadn’t gotten between them and told them both to knock it the fuck off. She was a petite thing, but when she got pissed, she was filled with black, seeping venom.


  “Lex?” she said. “Check his pulse.”


  He kneeled down next to the body. In the beam of the flashlight he couldn’t see any blood or other fluids leaking from it. The pavement was wet but only with rain. The others were all watching him, pressing in, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. Christ, he felt like he was about to be lynched.


  They trust me to do this. An engineering major for chrissake. Why not Danielle? She’s studying nursing.


  But he knew the answer to that.


  Danielle was a basket case on a good day and today was not a good day. Sighing, he reached down to the guy’s extended, smashed hand. It looked like a withered funeral lily. Very pale, almost white as if it was fake or something. Remembering how they did such things on TV, Lex placed his fore- and middle fingers together and reached them beneath the guy’s wrist.


  And yanked them back.


  “What?” Chazz said.


  But he wasn’t even sure himself. The guy’s wrist did not feel like skin at all, more like rubber. Cool rubber. It wasn’t right. Lex had never touched a corpse before, but he had a pretty good idea that they did not feel like that.


  Swallowing, he touched the wrist with an extended finger.


  No, that wasn’t right. It was like rubber, but it was definitely not rubber. It felt like some kind of plastic…soft, yielding, doughy. He had the feeling that if he jabbed his finger into this guy, it would leave an indentation that would not push itself back out.


  “I don’t know what the hell’s going on here,” he said. “But that ain’t skin.”
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  Soo-Lee reached down and took Lex by the arm, pulling him away from the body and to his feet. It was an impulsive action and she was not even conscious of doing so. The only thing she was aware of was the fact that there was something very wrong here.


  “Well, somebody’s gotta check him,” Creep said.


  “How about you?” Lex suggested.


  “Fuck that.”


  Soo-Lee looked from the body to the houses and buildings, all of which were black and silent. No, none of this was right. The whole damn town looked like a set from a movie. That was insane and it made no sense whatever, but that’s what she was thinking.


  Everything’s artificial here. Nothing’s real.


  A creeping dread had gotten beneath her skin now and she started to tremble minutely. She badly wanted to take Lex by the arm and run as fast and far away from this place as they possibly could. She tried to speak, but her mouth was dry as sand.


  “Listen,” she said when she finally got her voice working. “I think Chazz is right. I think we need to drive out of here right now.”


  “At last, some common sense,” Chazz said.


  “We can’t leave the scene of an accident,” Ramona reminded them. “Now let’s just figure out if this guy is okay or not. Can we all agree on that?”


  Lex nodded. “Of course, but I’m telling you right now there’s something weird about that body. I’m not touching it.”


  Soo-Lee held on to him tightly as if to guarantee that.


  Everyone stood there a moment. Nobody said a thing. They all waited around like mourners, staring at what was sprawled at their feet as if what Lex had said was not perfectly ridiculous, but made a certain amount of sense. In fact, they all backed away a bit in case the body moved.


  “Well, somebody needs to do something,” Creep said.


  “Let’s just go,” Danielle suggested.


  “Oh, you people,” Ramona sighed.


  She stepped away from them and whipped out her iPhone. She dialed 911. Soo-Lee held her breath. She was certain it wouldn’t work, certain they wouldn’t get a signal way out here. That’s how things worked in horror movies and she was nearly convinced that they had stepped into one, somehow and someway.


  But it worked.


  Ramona told the operator that they had a man down in the street. He had been hit by a car and they weren’t sure if he was alive or not, just unconscious. She answered a series of questions and then she told them where they were.


  “Stokes,” she said. “Just off Highway Eight. S-T-O-K-E-S. Yes, Stokes.”


  Here it comes, Soo-Lee thought. Here comes the bad part.


  Ramona was clearly getting agitated. “Listen, I’m not an idiot. The sign said Stokes.” She held the iPhone away from her ear, looking at the others. “Didn’t it say Stokes?”


  But nobody was sure. She had been the one who’d seen it.


  “That’s what you said. Stokes,” Lex told her.


  Everyone was standing there in a little knot, pressed together out of some nameless anxiety as Ramona argued with the 911 operator. Soo-Lee had nearly relaxed, thinking Ramona was bringing civilization and safety to them in the form of cops and paramedics.


  But that wasn’t the case.


  “They’re saying there is no fucking Stokes,” Ramona said, more than a little exasperated. “They never heard of a town called Stokes.”


  Lex shrugged. “Fuck it. They should be able to track your signal with GPS.”


  “Yeah,” Creep said. “They should be triangulating you right now.”


  They won’t find this place, Soo-Lee thought.


  Ramona finally lost it. “Just fucking get here, will you?”


  Chazz laughed nervously. “See? They don’t give a fuck, so why should we?”


  “Somebody’s still got to check that body,” Lex said.
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  “Oh, for godsake,” Ramona sighed.


  She stepped forward and crouched down. She mumbled something under her breath about the poor guy being hurt and how she couldn’t believe everyone was acting like this. But despite her common sense, concern, and daring, they all sensed the hesitation in her words and the hesitation in her movements when she reached out to touch the body. It was like she was sticking her fingers under a shelf where an especially large spider had crawled.


  She grasped the wrist and pulled her hand away.


  “See?” Lex said. “Maybe it’s an artificial limb or something.”


  “Get it over with already,” Chazz snapped, getting frustrated and more than a little pissed-off—two of his most common moods—but not daring to come any closer.


  Ramona felt like a kid on a dare.


  The others were waiting for her to touch the body again as if it was some dead thing they’d found stuffed in a sewer pipe. Sucking in a breath between clenched teeth, she touched the wrist again. Lex was right: it wasn’t skin. It was more like rubber or vinyl, oddly smooth and soft to the touch. She had an insane idea that she could have kneaded it in her fingers, pressed it into any shape she wanted.


  She felt around, feeling ill in the pit of her belly, trying to find a pulse.


  The skin of the wrist, if skin it was, felt cold before but now it was feeling warm, practically hot with life. Then she found something else. Something that made her yank her hand away.


  There was a clear seam between the hand and wrist.


  It wasn’t a cut or an injury, it was a seam as if the hand and arm were some kind of prosthetics, artificial parts joined together. She turned to tell the others about it, but something happened that sealed her lips shut.


  A siren.


  She heard a siren.


  But it wasn’t from any ambulance or police car. No, this was loud and cutting, a constant droning that rose and fell like a World War II-era air raid siren. It was a shocking, unnerving sound as it reverberated through the streets, echoing across the dark little town, bouncing off rooftops and down narrow alleyways.


  Danielle sobbed, but nobody accused her of being a drama queen or a wimp; everyone was as scared as she was. They were rooted to the spot. Hands went up to ears as the droning grew louder and louder, but nobody bolted or ran because there was nowhere to bolt or run to.


  Ramona herself was shaking.


  The siren had a very primeval sound to it like the roaring of some prehistoric beast. Her mind vainly searched for an explanation, but there simply wasn’t one. It wasn’t a shift whistle or a fire siren. It was bigger than that, louder than that, more menacing than that.


  “What the fuck?” Chazz cried out, but they could barely even hear him.


  Then it cut out and the only indication that it had even been, was the constant ringing in their ears like they’d just sat through a set with Metallica.


  All of them were looking up toward the sky, the rooftops, maybe expecting something big, something really big to come ghosting down like a mother ship and abduct them in a beam of light.


  Ramona heard a clicking.


  Click-click, clicka-clicka-click.


  It was coming from the man Chazz had run down. There was a weird clicking sound coming from him, coming from inside him. He started to tremble, then shake, thumping and thrashing on the pavement. He reminded her of one of the dummies from that old Herbie Hancock “Rockit” video…it was like his brain was going haywire. His legs were kicking, his hands slapping, his body twisting, his face hammering against the pavement.


  She pulled away from him, her guts white with fear.


  Then he started to rise.


  Still making that weird clicking noise, he got to his knees. His head was bent over to his right shoulder, the hair hanging off to the side as if his scalp had been nearly peeled free. His spine was horribly twisted, his hips nearly sideways, one arm obviously broken as was one leg.


  He stood up.


  He was facing away from them, balancing himself on his good leg, the other horribly crippled, broken in several places, the foot jutting out at an unnatural angle. As he stood, Ramona heard those clicking sounds. And as freakish as they were, they were nothing in comparison to the series of creaking and cracking noises as he pulled himself up uneasily.


  Lex said, “Listen, mister, you better stay down. The ambulance is coming and—”


  That’s when the guy turned his head and looked at them.


  His back was to them…but his head swiveled completely around on his neck until it was facing backward. His face was a contorted thing of some white puttylike material, not a face at all but a mask. It had no eyes, only empty sockets where they might be placed.


  Danielle screamed, and she wasn’t the only one.


  Creep, Lex, and Soo-Lee nearly went over in a heap as they tried to backpedal away and got tangled in each other’s legs. Danielle folded-up and went to her knees. Chazz slowly backed away.


  Ramona fought to her feet. The flashlight shook in her hand, creating a strobing image of the broken man as he looked back at them. With more groanings and minute snappings, he turned completely around to face them, bringing his head around.


  It had to be a mask.


  It was some guy wearing a mask, she thought, but it rang hollow. He turned his fucking head completely around. He started in her direction, dragging himself forward, his head bouncing on his broken neck. His face was no mask because masks could not grin and he was grinning at her with a lewd, puppetlike smile, making a grating sound in his throat as he tried to speak.


  He held out one hand to her, the smashed one, and it looked like a bloodless, crushed starfish.


  In all the commotion, no one heard the door of the van slam shut.
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  Everyone scattered.


  Chazz shouted out to them to get in the damn van, but they were horrified and something inside them demanded that they run, that they run like hell. There was no thought behind it. There was only instinct, cool and unreasoning survival instinct.


  “HEY!” Chazz called out again. “OVER HERE! WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU GOING?”


  Lex and Soo-Lee led the charge, Creep pulling Danielle along with him. All of them ran flat out to the end of the street and darted around the corner, disappearing.


  Ramona was slowly backing away from the thing that was bearing down on her with its painful, damaged stride. Its body was wrenched to the side, one shoulder humped up higher than the other, its head bouncing around. It was making some awful scraping sound that might have been a voice.


  “Ramona!” Chazz cried. “Over here! C’mon! C’mon! Over here!”


  In the back of his mind, he knew that this was one of those defining moments in life where a man either proved himself a man or he spent the rest of his years squatting to pee. The freak bearing down on Ramona was not a big guy…but he was weird and fucked-up and disturbed. Chazz figured he could have flattened him, but he wasn’t about to do that.


  No way in hell.


  If that thing got its hands on him and put that white grinning face in his own, it would be too much. He would faint. He would go right down. He would crawl under the van and start sucking his fucking thumb and even all his muscles and machismo on the gridiron could not change that fact.


  “C’mon!” he cried again.


  Ramona was keeping her distance from the broken man, but if she tripped and fell, he would have her. And Chazz had the worst feeling that he would not be able to help her. That he would scream and run. He would not be able to stop himself from doing so.


  “Get over here! Get in the fucking van, you dumb bitch!”


  Sometimes, he figured, a good insult got somebody’s attention all that much quicker. And it worked. She turned away from the thing stalking her and jogged over to him. Chazz, feeling chivalrous, grabbed the passenger-side door and opened it for her.


  She was nearly to him.


  Then, not four feet away, she skidded to a halt and backed away, tripping and falling on her ass. Chazz, grumbling under his breath, made to go help her up—actually, he was thinking of grabbing her by the hair and throwing her into the van—but then something touched his arm.


  Something soft and warm.


  With a cry, he turned and saw another one of those things sitting in the passenger seat. In the glow of the dome light, he saw it was a woman…or a grim mockery of the same. Her face was white like the man’s, set with tiny cracks like an antique vase. She was bald like a mannequin without a wig and had no eyebrows. She had blank white eyes like boiled eggs. She was naked, her breasts—lacking nipples—were pert and artificial looking.


  He screamed.


  He wasn’t even aware that he had until it came ripping out of him with considerable volume and force. She had his arm. She was gripping it with considerable pressure, her sharp little fingers digging in deep. As he tried to pull clear of her, he saw one thing that nearly put him to his knees.


  Her hand.


  It wasn’t real.


  It wasn’t flesh-and-blood.


  Dear God, the fingers were perfectly white and perfectly smooth, tapering and feminine, though mottled as if they had been stored away in some moldering trunk for many years. But for all that, he saw that each finger was segmented—in place of the knuckles there were glassy ball joints.


  It took him maybe a split second to realize that.


  And by then, she had turned in the passenger seat. She only had one arm. Some kind of armature protruded from her shoulder where another might have been attached. Her breasts and belly were mottled like her fingers. Her cracked, white doll-like face was smiling at him, one corner of her mouth pulled up in a crooked grin of defilement.


  But the worst thing was that she had spread her legs to show him the hairless slit between her thighs.


  Chazz, vaguely aware that Ramona was crying out behind him, lost all control. The horror of the situation bottomed him right out. Everything inside him seemed to get sucked into some massive spiraling black hole and he screamed and went wild with rage. With every bit of strength he had, which was considerable, he yanked his arm away and the mannequin woman came with it, holding on tight. He flailed his arm around, trying to throw her and her body made a horrible clacking sound as if she was a jointed wooden doll. Her mouth was open in a wide toothless grin by that point and she was trying to wrap her legs around him. He saw all of this in ghosting, blurring images as he swung her back and forth.


  Finally, he threw her.


  She hit the ground and broke apart on impact, her arm clattering away from her body, one leg broken free beneath the knee. Her head rolled across the pavement like a ball, the jaws still opening and closing.


  Her hand was still clenching his forearm.


  Even divorced of her body, the fingers were still moving, squeezing and kneading his arm. He screamed again and tore it free, leaving four bleeding ruts in his flesh. Not only that, but a single white finger that still trembled like a dying insect.


  He was out of it by then.


  He was drenched with a cold/hot sweat, shaking and hysterical, making shrill moaning sounds in his throat. When Ramona tried to reach out for him, he knocked her aside, sent her sprawling to the pavement with his animal fury.


  Then he ran in a wild, blind flight.


  Because the pieces of the mannequin woman were not as dead as they should have been…they were still moving. And he was sure her decapitated head was calling his name.
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  When she hit the ground, Ramona was knocked unconscious.


  She was out of it no more than two or three minutes, but when she opened her eyes and looked around, Chazz was nowhere to be seen. A voice in the back of her head, the same one that had warned her away from him in the first place, said to her, he cold-cocked you. He knocked you on your ass so he could make his getaway. That’s the kind of person he is. I hope you’re really fucking happy with your choice in men.


  But she wasn’t.


  She never had been.


  Ever since she was fourteen, unfortunately, she seemed to choose the same type again and again, fulfilling some puerile fantasy of the perfect guy with the perfect body and the perfect face. But if there was one thing she’d learned again and again the hard way, it was that the better something looked on the outside, the less there was on the inside.


  This all passed through her mind upon waking, upon realizing that she had been abandoned.


  Get your ass moving, Ramona! You’re in danger!


  And oh yes, she was, she certainly was at that. It didn’t take her long to remember why. She got up, sitting there on her ass, a throbbing in the back of her head. Her fingers brushed over a knob of flesh that had risen almost cartoonlike under her long dark hair, which was matted with blood.


  I swear to God, Chazz, you’re going to regret this. One way or another, you’re really going to regret this, you asshole.


  And it was as that passed through her mind that reality inserted itself and she realized exactly why she was in terrible danger. The broken man. He had been after her…but she saw no sign of him now. But there was more than just him to contend with.


  The mannequin woman.


  She had still been alive, been animate, whatever you wanted to call it, after Chazz had knocked her to the ground in pieces.


  Very alert suddenly, Ramona looked around.


  Yes, the woman’s parts were still scattered, but they weren’t moving.


  Her torso was about ten feet away, her leg off to the side, her arm off near her head, which lay there dead and sightless on the ground, jaws sprung. Her hand was over near the curb.


  Breathing hard, Ramona crouched there on all fours looking at the remains.


  A very rational voice in her head told her that the very idea of this doll-like thing actually being alive, actually moving after it was broken apart, was ludicrous. It wasn’t a person. It was some sort of machine and now it was broken. Like the man, it was broken.


  Oh, what kind of fucked-up nightmare is this anyway?


  And why the hell weren’t the police here by now? What the hell were they doing for godsake? Didn’t they realize this was a fucking emergency?


  She stood up, feeling dizzy and disoriented.


  She dug in the pocket of her leather coat and pulled out a pack of Marlboros and a lighter. The cigarette tasted good. Besides, Chazz wasn’t here to chide her about smoking and when she saw that piece of shit again, she was going to flick her ash at him and butt her cigarette right in his fucking eye.


  Where the hell were the others?


  Christ, the idea of being alone in this place was just too much.


  She stepped away from the shadow of the van and got up on the sidewalk. She took out her iPhone and called 911 again. It took her precious seconds to get through and all the while, she felt nervous. She had the most awful feeling she was not alone.


  “Listen, I don’t know what’s going on, but I called for an ambulance, for the police, over here in Stokes, and nobody has shown up. Yes, I know you don’t know where it is. Can’t you track my signal or something?”


  “Ma’am,” the operator said. “We’re having trouble with our equipment.”


  “So what am I supposed to do?”


  “You’re sure you haven’t made a mistake?”


  “Yes, I’m sure!”


  There was silence for a moment or two. “Ma’am, could you give me your exact whereabouts again?”


  Un-fucking-believable. “Stokes. S-T-O-K-E-S. I’m not from here and I don’t see any street signs. I’m just inside the town, just off Highway 8. If they come in on Highway 8, they’ll be right on top of me.”


  More silence. “Ma’am, there must be some kind of mistake.”


  “There’s no mistake! I can see the highway from where I’m standing and—”


  What the fuck?


  The highway was not there.


  She knew they had come in on it. They had just entered the outskirts of Stokes when Chazz hit that guy or whatever the hell he was. There was no doubt of that. She had seen the highway leading out when she was backing away from the broken man.


  But now there was no highway.


  The road led off to a dead end, two streets intersecting it. She saw nothing but a solid wall of houses down there. It was impossible. Her knees felt weak and her heart skipped in her chest. This couldn’t be happening. It wasn’t possible. The van was still there. She could see the skid marks. Everything was the same except the highway had disappeared.


  “Ma’am? Ma’am?” the operator was saying over the line.


  “Please…please hurry,” Ramona said. “I’m in Stokes and I’m in danger, I’m in terrible danger.”


  “Ma’am, please listen to me, okay? The only Stokes on Highway 8 burned to the ground back in the 1960s, I’m told,” the operator said with a curious dread beneath her words. “So you must be mistaken.”


  Ramona found that she could barely breathe. “Please…please just come after me. Oh, dear God…I know I’m in danger.”


  And she was. This was a nightmare. The highway brought them in, now it was gone. Mannequins walked. Reality was turned upside down and inside out. It would have been extremely easy to have a nervous breakdown and give up. Far too easy.


  She heard a clattering sound behind her.


  Her skin went cold, a needling fear spreading in waves from her belly to her chest. She turned around, breathless with terror.


  The mannequin woman…or her parts…were moving.


  The torso stood up, hovering there in midair, swinging back and forth as if it was connected to fine invisible wires high overhead. It balanced on one leg. As Ramona watched, the rest of it began to come together. The broken hand crawled over to the torso. The other leg followed suit, inching its way along as did the arm. The head rolled like a ball. And when they were near, they were drawn in place, again, as if unseen wires manipulated them.


  But even so, the mannequin woman was not whole.


  Not entirely.


  Her broken arm hung from its socket by cords as did her hand and leg, her head slumped forward on her neck.


  Ramona screamed.


  She wasn’t and had never been a screamer, but what she saw was like ice water thrown in her face and everything inside her vented itself.


  The mannequin woman dangled there, loose and
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