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Introduction

One of the most popular yet troublesome questions asked a writer is the age-old “Where do you get your ideas?”

In spite of their protests to the contrary, most creative people know exactly when and where the flash of inspiration occurred. Unfortunately, by the time this question is eventually asked, the writer has usually moved on to several other major projects. Naturally, each new idea has since taken precedent in the storage banks of his imagination over whatever title a fan has just now happened to inquire about. Indeed, most of us can’t recall how many cups of coffee we had this morning, let alone have the ability to remember the moment of inspiration for a story or novel which may have been published months, if not years, ago.

For example, the stories you are about to read—though written expressly for this volume—are already nearly a year old from their conception. So who could be there to ask the classic question while the ideas were still freshly percolating through the writer’s brain?

Which is all by way of saying that when I was invited to edit a volume of NIGHT VISIONS, it was primarily because the publishers knew me by reputation. Not as an author (though I have published horror fiction), but as someone who has been interviewing other writers and filmmakers in the field since 1974.

Simply stated, I was given the unique opportunity to confer with three fabulous writers, and torture them if necessary to try and pry loose that age-old secret from them. Where do you get your ideas? is still what everyone wants to know, though few fans are brave or naive enough to openly inquire in public anymore. Hopefully, the “After-words” conducted at the end of each writer’s—and artist’s—contribution will shed some light on how and why these particular night visions came to be.

So turn down the lights and welcome to NIGHT VISIONS 7.

Stanley Wiater

Holyoke, Massachusetts

March 1989


RICHARD LAYMON


MOP UP

Flophouse Droolers

A live one came after Mike Phipps when he shouldered open the door of 214. This kind of thing had happened plenty of times before, but it still turned his stomach to warm jelly.

The drooler hadn’t been missed by the main force when it moved through. He’d been hit by something, all right. In the shimmering red fire glow from the tenement window, Mike could see that he was holding a bundle of his guts with one hand as he lurched past the end of the bed, raising a butcher knife that looked as if it had already been used on someone. “Commmme to papa,” the guy said, foam spraying from his mouth.

Mike groaned.

God, he hated this.

He gave the drooler a squirt.

The blast of fire from his flame thrower filled the room with light. The drooler, ablaze from head to toe, shrieked and staggered backward, dropping his knife, dropping his guts. His intestines spilled toward the floor, sizzling and snapping like sausage on a skillet. The end of the bed knocked his legs out from under him. He flopped onto the mattress.

By the light of the burning man, Mike scanned the room. Over near the open closet was sprawled a naked woman. She’d been head shot, probably by the main force. From the looks of her, the live one hadn’t been so far gone that he’d lost his appetite.

Mike gave her a squirt, shrouding her with flames.

He looked back at the bed. The fiery body seemed to be sinking into the mattress.

Backing into the corridor, he did a quick pivot to make sure there were no other live ones around. The smoky hallway fluttered with firelight from the doorways of the three other rooms where he’d already torched bodies. He ran past them, crouching low, eyes watering, the smoke bitter in his nostrils, dry in his throat.

His heart gave a sickening lurch as he started down the stairs and stepped on a drooler. He’d forgotten about this one. He’d passed it coming up, and planned to light it on the way out. But the damned thing had slipped his mind. When his boot came down on its shoulder, the body flipped onto its side, hurling Mike at the banister. The rail creaked and wobbled as his hip slammed against it. For a moment, he thought he was going over the top. But he rebounded off the banister and stumbled down several stairs, somehow missing the drooler’s legs, grunting each time the fuel tank pounded his back. With a quick grab of the rail, he managed to stop himself.

When he had his breath again, he turned around and gave the corpse a quick burst.

He trotted to the bottom of the stairs. He was tempted to skip the ground floor rooms. The last thing he needed was a run-in with another live one. Besides, the fire would take care of any leftovers down here.

You can’t be sure of that, he told himself. One could get buried under the rubble and never be touched by the flames. Might pass it on to somebody sooner or later.

Nobody would ever know it was Mike’s fault, but he didn’t want something like that on his conscience.

So he rushed down the dark, narrow corridor to its far end. Then he began working his way back toward the foyer, throwing open doors, stepping carefully into rooms, checking inside closets and bathrooms, behind furniture and under beds, finding plenty of dead droolers and torching each of them.

After the last room, he paused in the foyer. The top half of the stairway was a bright pyre. Its flames had already joined the conflagration at the opening to the second floor hallway.

Feeling shaky but relieved, Mike pushed open the front door. He rushed out into the night.

Sarge, Ray, and Stinger, already done with their buildings, stood by the Land Rover in the middle of the street. Only Stinger still carried his flame thrower. He was busy taking the tank off his back as Mike approached.

Sarge was lighting a cigar.

Ray was using the front of his open fatigue shirt to wipe the grime and sweat off his face.

Doug was missing.

Mike turned around slowly as he pulled the straps off his shoulders. The street, flanked by burning shops and flophouses, was a junkyard of charred cars, broken glass and rubble blasted from buildings. Several bodies were scattered around—black, misshapen heaps on the pavement, some still smoldering. Mike had fired a couple of them, himself, during the Exterior Mop Up Phase.

But he saw nobody moving about.

No sign of Doug.

He eased his flame thrower down, stretched, and rubbed his shoulders.

“Having fun yet?” Stinger asked.

“Take a leap,” Mike said.

Stinger’s lean face grinned. “Got me a couple of livies over at the pawn shop.”

“Made his day,” Ray muttered. Ray, a baby-faced kid of nineteen, didn’t care for Stinger any more than the rest of them did.

“Yessir. They was both packin’ heat. Not as much as me, though.” Chuckling, he nudged his flame thrower with a boot. “Took out the fella, first. Gals can’t shoot worth shit, anyhow. Shoulda seen the tits on this one. Out to here, y’know? Gazoombas. She’s coming at me, butt naked, poppin’ caps, missing by a mile, these big old headlights bobbin’ around. So I let her have it, y’know? Zip zip. A dash here, a dash there. She starts floppin’ around with her tits on fire.”

“Shut up, huh?” Mike said. “I’m getting pretty sick and tired…”

“Hey man, hang on, haven’t got to the good part yet. So then I lay one right in her face.”

“Knock it off, Stinger,” Sarge said.

“Her fuckin’ head explodes. Explodes! Can you dig it? Got some on me.” He wiped his hand across a gob of goo on his shirt and swept it at Mike’s face.

Mike swatted the hand away.

“I said knock it off!” Sarge snapped.

Stinger laughed, shook his head, and rubbed off the mess on a leg of his fatigue pants.

“You’re having such a high old time,” Sarge told him, “suppose you go look for Doug.”

“Fuck that. Dickhead’s a pain in the ass.”

Sarge scowled at Stinger, squinting through gray shreds of cigar smoke. Then he took a final suck on the stub, plucked it from his mouth, tapped off a load of ash, and shot the cigar at Stinger’s face. Red sparks flew as the glowing tip shattered against the soldier’s cheekbone.

“Hey! Ow! Shit!” Stinger cried out, slapping away the embers and ash.

“Do what I tell you,” Sarge said.

“Jesus! I was gonna. Jesus!”

“On the double.”

“Yessir!” Stinger hefted his fuel tank, swinging it onto his back and shoving his arms through the straps. Crouching, he snatched up the squirter. “Which way’d he go?”

“He took the Carlton Hotel.”

“Well no wonder he ain’t back yet,” Stinger whined. “Look at that place!” The hotel, at the end of the block, was a square brick structure with four stories.

Mike scanned its upper windows. He saw no trace of fire. Doug would’ve started at the top and worked his way down. That was s.o.p. If he’d made it to the fourth floor, he must’ve found no droolers to torch.

But maybe Doug hadn’t made it that far.

Mike didn’t like Doug. But he liked even less the way the squad was getting whittled down. If they lost Doug, they’d be down to four men. Scuttlebutt had it that they wouldn’t be getting any replacements.

“Okay if I go with him?” he asked Sarge as Stinger headed for the distant street corner.

“Yeah. Go on. It’ll hurry things along.”

Mike picked up his weapon.

“While you’re in there, do the place.”

“Right.”

“Be careful,” Ray said.

“Bet on it.” He slapped the kid on the shoulder, then hurried to catch up with Stinger.

He joined the lanky soldier and walked beside him.

“Just don’t fuck with me, Phipps. Goddamn candy-ass pussy.”

“I may kill you, pal, but I’ll never fuck with you.”

Stinger laughed.

Mike followed him into the lobby of the hotel.

Sissy Suit

“Krugman!” Stinger yelled up the dark stairway. “Krugman, you shit, answer up!”

“He isn’t going to hear you,” Mike said.

“Oh, yeah. Worse pussy than you are.”

They turned on flashlights and started climbing the stairs. Doug Krugman, an effete jerk who acted as if every other guy in the squad was no more endearing than an afterbirth, had a fear of contagion that prompted him to continue wearing his sissy suit long after everyone else had tossed theirs. Mike had kept his longer than anyone except Doug. He didn’t consider the protective garments to be sissy suits, but they were just too bulky and confining. And the head covering knocked out most of your vision. He’d decided he would rather take his chances with the virus than get himself blindsided by a live one. Or fall down a flight of stairs.

Which I nearly did anyhow, he thought, remembering the last place.

Stopping at the second-floor landing, Stinger again yelled, “Krugman!”

“Knock it off.”

“He mighta tooken off the headgear, dipshit.”

“Not Doug. So hold it down.”

“Scared I’ll wake the dead?”

“It’s not the dead I’m worried about.”

Mike heard a soft, nasal snort. “Wouldn’t be no fun, we didn’t run into some livies now ’n then. Know what I mean, sweetums?”

Mike didn’t bother to answer.

As they climbed toward the third floor, Stinger said, “Booger at twelve o’clock.”

“Hold fire.”

“Yeah yeah.”

They reached the landing and hit the drooler with their flashlight beams. He was a kid, maybe sixteen, slumped against the wall with an axe across his legs. He wore his Fruit of the Looms, and nothing else. Someone had stitched him with an M-16, poking a trail straight up his front groin to forehead. As if for the fun of it, his eyes had been shot out.

Stinger laughed softly. “Guess what? I’m not the only guy with a sense of humor.”

“Let’s split up,” Mike said. “You take this floor, I’ll take the top.”

“Don’t like my company?”

“Just don’t go torching anyone till I’m down.”

“Can’t make no promises. I run into a livie…”

“Use your pistol.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

“All depends where you shoot ’em,” Mike said.

“Ha! Good one. Hope for you yet, dickhead.”

Mike stepped over the outstretched legs of the drooler, and shined his flashlight up the last flight of stairs. The area looked clear. He started to climb.

He felt a little guilty about his last remark to Stinger. Like stooping to the creep’s level. Better that, though, than to leave him down there thinking it might be amusing to set the place on fire.

The bastard might do it, anyway.

Probably fire escapes up here someplace, Mike told himself.

Stinger’d better pray he doesn’t make me use one.

Nearing the top of the stairs, Mike switched off his flashlight. He climbed the final steps, crept across the landing, and leaned through a doorway. As he’d expected, the corridor glowed faintly—light from the burning neighborhood that came in through the room windows. Several doors had been left open by the soldiers of the main force, so that patches of murky, rust-colored light trembled in the hallway. Not much, but enough to see by.

Mike clipped the flashlight to his web belt, glad he wouldn’t need to use it.

He stepped into the hallway, took a shaky breath, and tried to decide whether to start here or at the far end. There were points in favor of both methods. If you torched them in the rooms as you went along, you took a chance of fire spreading into the corridor and blocking your escape. That was its downside. Its upside was that it pretty much removed the chance of a live one getting you from the rear.

The first order of business is finding Doug, he reminded himself.

So he made up his mind to check each room as he went along, hold off on squirting any droolers he might find, and take care of them on the way back.

Where the hell is that guy?

He stepped into the first room. A female drooler lay spread-eagled on the floor at the foot of the bed, her face shot away.

Like most of them, she was naked.

All they wanted to do, once the virus nailed them, was fuck and kill and eat each other.

The damn germ must’ve been invented by a guy like Stinger, Mike thought.

Stingerovski.

Huffing out a soft laugh at his crummy joke, Mike stepped past the sprawled body. He used his flashlight to check the bathroom and under the bed. No other droolers. No Doug.

As he headed for the door, glancing all around, the pale beam of his light swept across the body and his heart gave a kick when something moved down there. He whirled. He gazed at the corpse.

It couldn’t have moved. The poor gal was as dead as dead can be. What he’d seen must’ve been a shadow cast by her body as the light passed over it.

Nothing more.

But he stared at her chest, half expecting it to rise and fall with her breathing.

If she sits up, he thought, I’m gonna throw a heart attack.

But her chest appeared motionless.

She had a small freckle above her left nipple.

The same as Merideth.

She looked like Merideth.

Feeling hot and sick, Mike realized that the dead woman appeared to be in her early twenties. Her hair, spread out against the floor, was long and blond. She had Merideth’s slim build, small breasts… and that freckle.

With the face demolished, there was no way…

It’s not her, Mike told himself. Impossible. She was in Sacramento when Black Widow hit.

But she’s just as dead as this woman. Probably sprawled out naked and shot in her apartment…

He knew that. She’d had no more chance than anyone else who didn’t have protective gear when the strike took place. He’d been living with the knowledge, trying to do his job, trying to keep her death hidden in a back corner of his mind.

He wished he hadn’t come into this room.

He wished he hadn’t taken a closer look at this corpse.

His throat tightened. The body blurred as tears filled his eyes. Switching off his flashlight, he backed away. His shoulder bumped the doorframe. He staggered into the corridor, turned away and flinched as a dark shape moved through the shadows down the hallway.

He brought up his flame thrower.

Suddenly he realized the vague figure was a man in a sissy suit.

“Doug!”

A gloved hand waved a greeting at him.

“Jeez, man, what’ve you been doing up here? We figured they must’ve gotten you.”

Doug didn’t answer. The lenses of his headgear shimmered golden for a moment as he strode past the doorway of the next room down. The glow of distant firelight fluttered on the camouflage pattern of his suit.

He had no flame thrower. His gun belt was gone.

“Where’re your weapons?” Mike asked. “What’s going on?”

A muffled sound of laughter came from him.

Mike felt a chill spread up his back.

“Take that thing off and talk to me,” he said.

More laughter.

“Doug, stop being an asshole and…”

In a voice that sounded as if it came from inside a tight box, Doug said, “Okay, okay.” A stride away from Mike, he halted. With gloved hands, he reached up and tore at the seal of his mask.

He lifted the hood off his head.

He grinned and laughed, slobber flowing down his chin.

Mike thought, Quit kidding around.

Then he thought, He’s turned into a drooler.

Then he knew, It’s not Doug.

A live one who just bore a vague resemblance to the guy.

He thought, Oh shit! and tried to swing up the muzzle of his flame thrower as the laughing drooler rammed the headgear into his face and shoved him. He stumbled backward. He crashed to the floor, the tank slamming into his spine. The drooler kicked the weapon from his hands. It tumbled across the hallway until the fuel hose jerked it to a stop and it dropped. Mike tried to sit up, saw a kick coming at his face, and turned his head so the blow only clipped his cheek. It was enough to knock him back.

The drooler stomped on his belly. His breath blasted out.

The infected man flopped down on him, straddling his hips, ripping open his fatigue shirt. Mike went for his pistol, but a knee blocked his way. He landed a punch that snapped the drooler’s head sideways. The guy didn’t seem bothered, though. Chuckling softly, he rubbed and slobbered on Mike’s chest. Then he clutched Mike’s shoulders and lunged toward his face, the germ-rich saliva splashing a trail up his chest and throat and chin. Clamping his lips tight, Mike punched both thumbs into the man’s eyes.

The eyeballs popped, splashing warm fluid down his thumbs and wrists.

The drooler shrieked.

Thumbs deep inside the sockets, Mike clutched the sides of the drooler’s face and hurled him sideways. Scrambling to his knees, he jerked out his Beretta and put three 9mm slugs into the man’s head.

Hot Split

Mike tried not to panic. Keeping his mouth shut and panting through his nose, he threw off the straps of the fuel tank and yanked his shirt off. With the back of his shirt, he scrubbed the foamy spittle off his mouth and cheeks, his chin, his neck and chest. He wiped spit and blood and viscous fluid off his hands and forearms.

I’ll be okay, he told himself.

He didn’t think he had any breaks in his skin.

If the stuff doesn’t get into your bloodstream… What do they know? Maybe it only has to get in your mouth. Nobody knows shit.

Snatching up his sidearm, Mike glanced through the doorway at the body of the woman who looked like Meredith. He didn’t want to go in there. So he ran to the next room. He fumbled the flashlight off his belt, switched it on and rushed in.

Looked empty.

He raced to the bathroom door and threw it open. A skinny, naked drooler lay sprawled over the side of the tub—feet on the floor, butt on the edge of the tub, back bent, shoulders and head resting on the bloody enamel of the tub’s bottom. His arms were flung out, and a straight razor lay near his right hand. He’d been hit in the chest with something better than an M-16. Probably an assault shotgun.

Crouching beside the body, Mike twisted a faucet handle. Water splashed from the spout.

Works!

He grabbed the drooler by the ankles and yanked him out of the tub. The head made a nasty thump when it struck the floor. Mike dragged him from the bathroom, rushed back inside, and slammed the door. It bumped open. The doorframe was splintered, the latch plate hanging by one screw. Soldiers from the main force must’ve bashed the door open, coming for that guy.

Big deal, Mike thought. So you can’t lock it. The bastard slobbered all over you!

He set his flashlight on the edge of the sink so its beam lit the partly open door. Bending over the tub, he turned the water on full force. No hot, but he didn’t care. Lucky to have any water at all. He plucked up the shower knob. In seconds, a hard spray was rushing from the nozzle. He let it run to wash the drooler’s blood down the drain. While he waited, he picked up the straight razor and tossed it into the sink. Then he hurled his shirt into the tub and climbed in.

The water felt icy on his hot skin. It splattered his face, sent cold rivulets flowing down his body, soaked through his pants and made them heavy and clinging.

With a bar of soap from the dish beside the tub, he lathered his body.

He left the shower curtain open. He kept the automatic in his right hand. He watched the lighted door. He wondered if the soap and water would do any good.

Or was he already a walking dead man?

Yesterday, a live one bit Rogers. The little guy had kept it quiet, explaining his torn and bloody sleeve away by claiming he’d been cut on a broken window. They went about their business. Two hours later, when he didn’t come out of a liquor store, Ray had gone in after him. Ray returned looking as if the blood had been drained from his usually rosy cheeks. He’d found Rogers in the back room, humping a drooler. When he shouted, Rogers had turned his head and grinned, the tell-tale foam gushing from his mouth. One squirt took care of Rogers and the girl.

After Ray finished telling his story, Stinger had said, “You get all the luck, Raygun.”

I’ll blow my brains out, Mike told himself, before I end up like Rogers.

I’ll know one way or the other in a couple hours.

Thinking about that, heat seemed to pulse through his body and he had a hard time catching a breath.

I’m probably all right.

Jesus, what if I’ve got it?

He rinsed off the suds. Watching the door, he soaped himself again.

How do you know if you’ve got it? he wondered. All of a sudden, you just start feeling horny for no good reason?

When Stinger starts looking good to me…

He heard himself laugh. It sounded a bit mad.

Maybe it’s when you start laughing at shit that isn’t funny.

God, he thought, I’ll be like one of them. When it hits, maybe I’ll like it. Maybe I won’t want to kill myself, just everyone else.

Mike let the spray wash the soap off his face, then turned his back to the shower. He raised his Beretta in front of his face. He could barely see it.

Go ahead, he thought.

But what if I’m not infected?

What if you are? You want to risk it? What if it hits you and you take out Sarge or Ray?

He tipped the barrel downward to make sure it had no water in it.

What, scared it’ll blow up in your hand?

He opened his mouth wide. He inserted the muzzle. He clamped it between his teeth.

Oh shit, he thought. I don’t want to do this.

Merideth’s dead. And Mom and Dad. The whole country’s fucked. Maybe the whole world, by now. Or pretty soon. Nobody around but droolers and soldiers. Even if you get out of this mess in one piece, what’s left?

Come on, find one good reason not to blow your head off. Better make it a good one.

Okay. What about Sarge and Ray? Stinger can take a leap as far as I care. But what about Sarge and Ray? They’re my friends. How’re they going to feel, I go AWOL on them? What if they run into some bad shit and need me?

I’ll go back out there. Tell them what happened. Tell them to drop me if I turn haywire.

Mike eased the pistol out of his mouth. He slipped it into his holster and sagged beneath the cold spray, shivering and gasping for air.

Hider

Dropping to a crouch, Mike drew his sidearm, pivoted and swung the gun toward the bathroom doorway where Stinger stood in the bright beam of the flashlight.

“It’s only me from across the sea, dickbrain.”

“Jesus.”

“How’d you guess?”

Mike stood up. He put away his gun and bent under the spray to shut the water off.

“What the fuck are you doing in here?” Stinger asked.

“I got drooled on. Did you see the guy in the hallway?”

“Doug?”

“That’s not Doug.”

“Could’ve fooled me. Course, there wasn’t much face to go by.”

“Must’ve killed Doug and taken his suit.” Mike bent to pick up his shirt, then decided against it.

“And he gotcha, huh?”

“He didn’t get me. It’s not like Rogers. He just yucked me up, so I showered off.”

“Yeah?”

As Mike climbed out of the tub, Stinger unclipped his own flashlight and stepped the rest of the way into the bathroom.

The beam hit Mike’s face. He squinted and turned away. “Don’t mind if I check you out, do you?”

“For what? Bite marks?”

“That. Broken skin.”

“What if you find something? You going to torch me?”

“Yep.” The beam swept slowly down Mike’s body. “Turn around.”

He did.

“Drop your pants.”

“Not for you, pal.” He turned around slowly and squinted against the glare of Stinger’s light. The muzzle of the flame thrower was pointing at his chest. “Maybe the guy did get me with his spit. I don’t know. I guess there’s a chance of it. So how about you keep an eye on me? If I start acting weird, take me down.”

“Maybe I oughta just do it now.” In the glow of the flashlight on the sink, Mike saw a grin tilt the corners of Stinger’s mouth.

“Maybe you should,” he said. “No replacements coming, though. It’ll just be you, Sarge and Ray. You three and the droolers.”

For a few moments, Stinger didn’t move. Then he lowered the muzzle of the flame thrower. “I can wait,” he said. He backed through the doorway.

Mike rinsed off his flashlight at the sink, dried it on a leg of his pants, and followed Stinger to the corridor. They made their way toward the far end, Mike checking the rooms on the left, Stinger taking those on the right.

Mike found plenty of dead droolers, but no Doug. He had two rooms to go when Stinger called, “Got him.”

He rushed across the hallway. Stinger was standing over the body.

Doug lay on his back between the bed and an open closet. The top of his head was caved in. His shirt had been ripped open. His pants were down around his knees. Here and there, his skin was caked with white glop. Strips of his flesh had been torn off. Chunks of him were gone.

“Who says this ain’t a picnic?” Stinger said.

“Shut up.”

Doug’s flame thrower and gun belt were a few yards to the right of the body. They looked as if they’d been in the drooler’s way, and he’d flung them.

Mike stepped over to the cast-off gear. With his flashlight, he checked for drool. Then he hefted the flame thrower, slung its tank onto his bare back, and worked his arms through the straps. He fastened Doug’s web belt around his waist, just above his own belt, then slid the buckle to the rear so that the holster rested against his left hip.

“You’re takin’ all that stuff, go on and help yourself to his dog tags.”

“Why don’t you.”

“I’m not touchin’ that fucker. Be glad to torch him, though.”

“I’ll do it,” Mike muttered. Stepping close to the body, he shined his light down. The dog tags were embedded in the bloody mess that was left of Doug’s neck. Mike put his flashlight away and shifted the flame thrower to his left hand. Crouching, he took out his knife. He cut off a patch of Doug’s shirt, sheathed the knife, and wrapped his hand in the fabric.

“What a pussy.”

With his covered hand, he fished the dog tags out of the gore and yanked, breaking the chain. He left them wrapped in the square of shirt. He shoved them into his pocket.

As he backed away, Stinger sent a stream of fire into Doug’s bloody groin.

“You rotten…”

Laughing, Stinger hit the body with a full dose that wrapped it in flame. “Happy trails, asshole.”

Mike, staggering backward, had his pistol halfway out of the holster when he thought, I can’t shoot him for being a maggot.

He wondered if his urge to kill the son of a bitch was an early symptom. Jamming the pistol back down tight into the holster, he turned away and rushed from the room.

Seconds later, Stinger joined him in the hallway. “You got a problem?”

Mike glared at him.

“Okay, let’s move it. We got us four stories worth of droolers need squirting.”

They took care of the rooms at the end of the corridor, then made their way back toward the stairs, racing from room to room, entering those they’d already checked and torching the corpses. Mike came to the one with the body that looked like Merideth. He didn’t focus on her, just fired a quick stream through the doorway.

He grabbed a strap of the flame thrower he’d discarded after nailing the drooler in the sissy suit. Hefting it beside him, he watched Stinger torch the guy. Then they rushed down the stairs.

At the third-floor landing, he dropped the spare weapon beside the dead drooler who had the axe. He raced down the hallway after Stinger. They split up and charged through the rooms, leaving fiery bodies behind. Mike lugged the extra flame thrower down the stairs to the second floor. He left it on the landing, and picked it up again after they’d flamed every body on that level of the hotel. He lugged it down to the first floor and left it near the foot of the stairs.

“You take care of the hall,” Stinger gasped. “I’ll see what we’ve got in the lobby.”

Mike didn’t like that idea. Alone, it would take him twice as long to hit each room. Twice as long, with three stories of hotel above him. Ten to fifteen fires on each story. All of them growing.

But the lobby needed to be done. There was an area behind the registration desk. There were at least two doors that he could see at a glance. Maybe more, off in the shadows.

“Okay,” he said, and dashed for the end of the corridor.

Don’t worry about the fire, he told himself. Right. Probably an inferno up there, by now.

But it won’t spread downward all that fast.

You hope.

I’m on the ground floor, he reminded himself. I can always bail out through a window.

And the door at the end of the hall was probably an emergency exit.

He stopped short of that one, and shouldered a room door hard so it slapped the wall behind it. Satisfied nobody was behind it, he entered. Nobody on the bed or floor. He pulled his flashlight and rushed to the bathroom. Clear. He dropped and shined the light under the bed. Clear.

He rushed across the hall and hit the next door. Male drooler slumped against the wall, one arm blown off, a pulpy chasm in the middle of his chest. Mike searched for others. None. He splashed the corpse with fire, and rushed out.

Ran to the next door. Hit it. Charged in. A pair on the bed. Still at it, obviously, when the troopers nailed them. An automatic had poked a large S into the guy’s bare rump and back. Mike couldn’t see much of the woman. Just her spread legs on each side of the guy and one arm stretched across the mattress.

The floor around the bed looked clear. He checked the closet and bathroom. No one. No need to check under the bed. If a drooler was down there, it would go up when he torched these two.

Mike wondered about the woman, though. If she’d been under this guy when the troopers barged in, where was she hit?

Stepping closer to the side of the bed, he checked her with his flashlight. Her head was turned the other way, the guy’s face resting on top of it. She had blond hair, very short. No head was visible. Mike began to wonder if she might be a male, after all. But he saw that her armpit was shaved. A woman, all right. Not much of her showed, the way she was mashed between the body and the mattress. Just her bare side. Still, he saw no evidence of wounds.

Her skin, glowing softly in the firelight from the window, looked warm and smooth.

He considered throwing the guy off her.

You want to see how she got it? he thought. Or you just want to check her out?

Come off it! She’s a drooler. She’s dead.

He realized he did want to look at her. There was a tight, growing heat in his groin.

It’s kicking in, he thought. Oh, shit! The bastard got me, all right. I’m a dead man.

All of a sudden, he didn’t feel horny anymore.

He felt as if his genitals were shriveling with cold.

Maybe there’s hope?

He heard himself let out a weird laugh.

He raised the flame thrower.

Someone made a faint, high whimper.

Mike gasped as the man’s head lifted.

A live one!

Before he could fire, he realized that the man hadn’t moved his head. The head beneath it was already facing his way.

Wisps of golden hair across the brow. Big, terrified eyes. A bruised cheekbone. Lips pressed tight together. Chin trembling.

The mouth opened. No foam spilled out.

“What’re you gonna do with that thing?” she asked in a tight, shaky voice.

She looked no older than twenty. She looked beautiful. She didn’t look like a drooler.

“You’re alive?” Mike muttered.

“So far. No thanks to the goddamn army.”

“Sorry. I…”

“You gonna kill me?”

“How can you be alive?”

“I’m a good hider.” She shoved the dead man. Mike stepped back fast as the corpse tumbled off the bed and hit the floor at his feet. He watched the woman sit up and swing her legs toward him. She had a slender body. One of her breasts had a smear of dried blood on the side. There was another stain on her belly, just above the gleaming curls of her pubic hair. Another on her left thigh. Mike watched the way her breasts jiggled slightly as she stood up. She pushed his flashlight aside. “You don’t have to inspect me, do you?”

“Sorry,” he muttered.

Crouching, she rolled the body away from the side of the bed. She got down on her knees and reached under the bed.

Mike gazed at the sleek curves of her back and rump.

He felt a hot swelling in his groin. This time, it didn’t throw him into a panic. It’s not Black Widow, he thought. Just healthy lust. Besides, it’s too soon. With Roger, it took a couple of hours.

The young woman dragged a small pile of clothing out from under the bed, got up and sat on the mattress. As she drew pink panties up her legs, she looked at Mike. “Come on, do you mind?”

He suddenly remembered something.

“Oh shit, we’ve gotta get out of here! The whole damn building’s going up in smoke.”

R.I.P.

He grabbed her arm and yanked her off the bed. She came up clutching some clothes to her belly. “Take it easy!” she blurted. She jerked her arm, and Mike let go. Crouching, she snatched a pair of sneakers off the floor.

Mike raced to the door. The corridor was bright with fire from the rooms to the right. Some smoke, but not much. Should be no problem making it to the lobby.

He looked back. The woman, just behind him, was bent over and pulling her shoes on.

“Come on!”

She rushed up to him. He gave her a shove to help her through the doorway, then took a stride toward the corpse on the floor.

A good hider, he thought. Christ, how could anyone do that? Play dead under a drooler. Both of you in the raw.

He squirted the body, then turned to the doorway.

She was in the corridor, glimmering with firelight, a skirt or something clamped between her knees while she stretched up both arms and worked a T-shirt down over her head. Her face popped through the neck hole. “What’re we waiting for?” she asked, lowering the shirt. It was bloody, torn, and much too large for her. It hung off one shoulder. It draped her thighs like a short skirt.

Mike shook his head. He rushed past her, crossed to the next room and bashed its door open.

“I thought we were getting out of here.”

“I’ve got a job to do. Stay put.” He entered, checked the room, found no droolers, and returned to the hallway. Now, the woman had a skirt on. It looked like denim. Only a bit of it showed below her draping T-shirt.

She stayed beside him as he hurried to the next room. She waited while he went in. One drooler. He torched it. When he came out, flames were lapping out of the doorways down the hall.

“Shouldn’t we get going?” she asked. “I don’t exactly look forward to getting cooked.”

“We’ll be okay.” He left her and did the next room. Empty.

When he came out, the woman was gone.

He snapped his head to the left.

Spotted the faint white of her T-shirt. She was running. Almost to the lobby.

“Stop!” Mike shouted.

She kept running.

He raced after her.

So I let her have it, y’know? Zip, zip. A dash here, a dash there. She starts floppin’ around with her tits on fire.

Mike ran as hard as he could, hands squeezing the flame thrower, tank pounding his back, lungs aching as he gulped the smoky air, eyes watering.

“No!” he yelled, and wondered if she could hear him over the noise of the roaring, snapping flames. “Stop!”

Blinking his eyes clear, he saw the woman halt and turn around.

Not soon enough.

She was already beyond the start of the corridor, standing in the foyer.

Good as dead, Mike thought. If Stinger’s there.

Dashing closer, he expected a burst of fire to squirt out of the darkness and engulf her.

“STINGER!” he shouted. “DON’T HIT HER!”

Probably can’t hear me, anyway.

But the woman heard. She looked away from Mike for a moment, then hurried toward him.

They met in front of the last room before the lobby.

“I told you to wait!”

“I’m sorry. But the fire…”

“I know, I know.”

“There’s somebody else?”

“Yeah, a trigger-happy jerk. He’d zap you in a flash and enjoy it.”

“Oh.” She bared her teeth. A grimace as if she knew she’d done something stupid and wanted to kick herself for it.

“Get behind me and stay close.”

She nodded. She followed him into the lobby.

There was no sign of fire except for the glow behind them and brightness near the top of the stairs. The lobby looked just the same as when Mike had left Stinger there. Except for a door behind the registration counter. It had been shut. Now, it stood open.

“Stinger!” Mike yelled.

No answer. He heard only the roar of the fire at their backs and above them.

“Maybe he went outside,” the woman said.

Or ran into trouble, Mike thought. Doug’s kind of trouble.

Then a dim shape filled the upper part of the doorway that was visible beyond the counter. Fire bloomed. In its light, Mike saw Stinger back out of the room and turn around.

He wondered what Stinger had been doing in there before torching someone just now. Must’ve spent at it a long time. Better if I don’t know, he thought.

“It’s me,” he announced. “I’ve got a survivor with me, so take it easy.”

“You what?” The lean soldier braced a hand on the counter, swung himself up, scuttled across the top and leaped to the floor. He raised his flame thrower.

“She’s okay. She’s not a drooler.”

“Step aside.”

“I told you, she’s okay.”

“I’m not infected,” she said from behind Mike.

“Then you’re the only one, babe.” Striding closer, he said, “Let’s see ya.”

“Don’t even think about torching her, man.”

“Shut your face. Over here, hon.” He gestured with the muzzle of his flame thrower.

The woman stepped out from behind Mike and stood beside him. Her arms were raised high as if she knew how to behave like a prisoner.

Stinger blew through his pursed lips. Holding his flame thrower on the woman with his right hand, he used his left to unclip his flashlight.

From somewhere above them came a wrenching crash. Mike felt the floor shake
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