
        
            
                
            
        

    
	For most, the sun is a life giver, providing warmth and light. For Norton Horton, victim of the Tokeru virus, sunlight causes his skin to rot—and all the sunblock in the world can’t help him. 

	 

	 

	In the near future, Norton Horton, eighteen, resident of Bellingham, Washington, lives with a virus that causes his flesh to decay in sunlight. As a member of a newly designated class call Melters, jobs are scarce, and prejudice is rampant. 

	However, he’s given another chance when a friend from high school, Vanessa Ness, offers him a chance—through her father—of controlling his condition.

	Her father, Franklin Ness, is a researcher at Grimmer Industries, a company that has developed a new vaccine. Norton is the first recipient, and to his relief it works—but only for a week. Repeated injections are needed.

	While Norton enjoys his new life, he meets his ex-girlfriend, Denise. Denise is part of the Dwellers, those who’ve devolved into a half-human, half-beast combination, due to the virus. She still remembers him, and he vows to help her.

	Searching for a solution, he stumbles across Doctor Ness’s notes. To his horror, Norton finds out that he wasn’t the first recipient of the vaccine—the Dwellers were. Furthermore, due to Ness’s experiments, some of them have sunk even lower to a monstrous state that the press calls the Regressed.

	Ness and the army intend to use the Regressed as weapons to terrorize any enemy that threatens America, and they’ll kill to keep their secret safe. 

	With a newfound mission, Norton descends into the sewers, brings Denise out with the help of the vaccine, and together, they start their own private war to bring the truth to the people—or die trying.
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Chapter One: Life On The Streets

	 

	 

	Bellingham, Washington, the year—2060. Six PM. Two hours before sundown. My house, my room... September first.

	 

	“Norton, did you put your sunscreen on?” 

	My mother’s voice came from her bedroom. It lay across the hallway from my room, and I stopped dabbing on the sunscreen at her question. My routine of covering my face, neck, and hands was almost complete. A look in the full-length mirror told me... oh, wait, missed a spot... there. “Yes. All done, Mom.” 

	After wiping my hands on a tissue and chucking it in the garbage can next to my study desk, I peeked out my window to the backyard below. The sun was low in the sky, not yet ready to sink behind the horizon, but soon. Once it disappeared, things would be safe. My bedroom, small, old, and comfortable, was also safe. It was my castle, but unlike a king, I couldn’t earn money from it. 

	Trying to find a job in this environment was worse than difficult and three times as humiliating. We lived in Cornwall Park, a nice upscale neighborhood located twenty minutes south on foot from the downtown area—known as the Downtown District—and fifteen minutes from my old high school that lay due east. 

	But since I was out of school, I needed to work. Computer jobs were hard to come by. Anyway, an eighteen-year-old kid with my condition wasn’t going to get a full-time gig doing anything except cleaning the streets. In fact, that happened to be my current full-time job.

	“Norton, are you listening to me?” 

	My mother’s voice came again. Bedridden status or not, her voice remained strong. “Yes,” I called back, not wanting to shout, but her condition had made her partially deaf. I was lucky. Deafness hadn’t set in—yet. “Yes!”

	She followed up question number two by asking, “Neck wrap? Gloves? Boots?”

	“Yeah, Mom.” We’d been having the same conversation every night for the past year.

	“Have a good night.”

	I checked the time again—six-oh-seven. While the time wasn’t optimum, some things couldn’t be avoided. I’d slept for most of the day, getting my strength back, eating a few meals, and working out for an hour in our basement. Thank goodness for those old-fashioned barbells and dumbbells. The experts could keep their fancy machines. Sometimes, traditional methods worked best.

	While workouts were one thing, my job’s conditions had to be observed. For the past thirty minutes, I’d been prepping for my evening shift. Now, I was ready. 

	Covered from the neck down in my gray jumpsuit, my body was protected. Boots on, gloves, neck wrap—check. Before I left, I smeared on a little more sunscreen, just to be safe. It was Hiyakina 24, the strongest and most expensive UV blocker on the market. 

	Naturally, the government got its cut come tax time, and PharmNation—the biggest pharmaceutical powerhouse in the US—retained a massive percentage of its profits, too. People like me had to pay for it, so what else was new? 

	The government also wanted their share of the pie, but they sure as hell didn’t want to get involved in my life and my problems and my mother’s life and her problems any more than they had to.

	I opened my door and rapped my knuckles on her door. “Later, Mom.”

	“Have a good night, Nort.”

	Downstairs, in the kitchen, I grabbed my garbage bags—twenty in all—and then took my pick that leaned against the kitchen wall. Thankfully, I didn’t have to pay for either of those items. The local government did. 

	I grabbed my sunglasses and put them on. While the sun was still strong, it wasn’t as powerful as it had been at midday, and that worked best for me. I locked up and set off.

	The weather was cool but not uncomfortable. Only a few pedestrians—some of whom were my neighbors—were out. None of them paid any attention to me. My neighbors knew who I was, but they also had their reasons for not talking to me and made it a point not to talk to me unless it was absolutely necessary. 

	As I wandered down the quiet streets of suburban Bellingham, I wondered why my parents had named me Norton. Matt would have been a cool name. Parker, Carl, or even Harry would have been fine, too.

	But Norton? The name invited ridicule. Nort the Sport, Nort the Snort, Nort-Not-Snot... the list went on. Norton Horton, a few months past eighteen, virus survivor, and recluse by circumstance, not choice.

	As I neared downtown, I greeted a few more of my cleaning crew—John, Bernice, and five more people who were doing the same job I was. We went on first names only, even though some of us lived in the same neighborhood. They were similarly attired, wearing the same UV block, and they waved a friendly hello. 

	“Hey, Nort,” Bernice, a middle-aged lady, called as she came over. “How’s your mother doing?”

	“She’s still doing,” I replied. “Thanks for asking.”

	Bernice always called me Nort. When other people used it, it sounded like a curse. When she said it, it sounded almost cool. She offered a smile. “I’ll give you some multi-vitamins for her. They help. Here.”

	That was more than considerate. She handed over a small bottle, and I pocketed it. “Thanks, Bernice.”

	Bernice was one of the more decent people I knew. She and my mother were friends, although Bernice lived on the other side of the city. Bernice—Bernie for short—was skinny, almost wraith-like, and at first glance, she didn’t seem the type to do hard labor.

	I was wrong. She was a tireless worker with an indefatigable positive aura about her. She never took breaks, she did for other neighbors when they were too infirm to go out and shop, and she always had a good word for everyone.

	We kept walking, and soon we reached the downtown area where we’d be working that night. The streets were mostly empty, save for a few diehards who wanted to get some last-minute shopping in. 

	“Hey, everyone, get ready,” another voice called out. “Shift starts at seven, so you’ve got five minutes.”

	Max Livermore, our boss, stood ten feet away. A regular person, not like us, he lorded his position in life over everyone in our group and the others he oversaw. 

	Short and fat, in his mid-thirties and going bald, he had a habit of wearing badly cut suits and chewing on unlit cigars at the side of his mouth tough-guy style. He also had a bad case of body odor. Others who weren’t like us said that people with my condition always smelled of blood—it came with the territory of being what we were.

	In fact, we didn’t stink at all, but it was just another way for the regular population to differentiate themselves from us. And I hated being part of that differentiation equation.

	“Listen up,” Livermore said, interrupting my thoughts of how much I hated my life as of that moment. He took a cigar out of his breast pocket, bit off the end, and shoved it in the side of his mouth, speaking like an old-time actor and waving his hand at the mini mountains of refuse on the street. 

	“As you can see, we got us a shit-ton of garbage tonight, so pack it up, and be careful. Lots of disappearances recently, so don’t be a hero. You see something, you yell. Understood?”

	“Yes, sir,” we answered as one. 

	Bellingham used to be a safe place, but over the past couple of years, and especially over the past four months, things had gone downhill at a rapid pace. Livermore happened to be right. I checked the news every day. Seventeen people had been abducted in August. No one knew where they’d gone, not exactly, but everyone knew what had happened to them. They simply didn’t want to talk about it.

	“One more thing,” Livermore said. “No talking to regular people. You understand?”

	This time, we simply nodded. Our boss just had to play up the differences between the classes, those self-imposed classes by people who made the rules and denied everyone else... 

	“All right, then get to it.”

	Livermore’s comment brought me back—reluctantly—to the here and now. He rubbed his hands together, spit out a stream of cigar juice, and then he dismissed us. He had three other crews to supervise. At the same time, we knew our jobs, so we didn’t really need him around to tell us what to do. Off we went. 

	I took off my sunglasses and started working. Clean the nasty. Livermore never toiled alongside us. He was a Mune, as in immune to what ailed us. Munes didn’t do any dirty work. They supervised the people who did. 

	Oh, yes, we had a special name for them. Everyone else had a special name for us—Melters. So far, nobody had figured out a better nickname, not that I liked being called a Melter. No one cared, really, but we had to have a name to identify ourselves to each other.

	Blame the virus for that. It was first diagnosed in twenty-fifty-eight, two years ago. No one knew how it started. It just did. Maybe it was the depletion of the ozone layer. Maybe it was due to chemicals in our food affecting our DNA, or it might have had something to do with a grand genetic shift. In the long run, it didn’t matter. 

	A virologist—Doctor Masashi Hashimoto—called it the Tokeru virus, as it first appeared in Japan. Tokeru was a Japanese verb. It meant to melt, and that’s what happened to the sufferers, roughly sixty percent of their population.

	It didn’t stop in that tiny island nation, though. Naturally, at first, everyone blamed the Japanese, but then it exploded in Russia. Others said it was a Chinese plot. Then they blamed the Israelis, the Syrians, and the Tongans. In short, they had to find a scapegoat.

	But for all the yelling and finger-pointing, everyone admitted that they didn’t know why the virus started or who or what started it. It was here, it existed, and it caused society to upend itself to the nth degree.

	It wasn’t like xeroderma pigmentosum. In that situation, the body couldn’t produce the melanin necessary to combat the sun’s rays. 

	For individuals affected by XP, as it was called for short, life expectancy was about forty years of age. Skin cancer was a terrible thing to endure. XP affected the brain in some cases. It also gave those afflicted cataracts. 

	Tokeru differed from XP in that only sunlight damaged them, but much more severely. With some people, it weakened their immune system and caused lethargy and overall fatigue. 

	Internal organ damage happened as well, and death occurred within a year. My mother suffered from those maladies, but she’d already outlived the doctor’s prognosis by a few months, so perhaps there was hope, after all.

	Roughly ten percent of the population suffered from the severest symptoms. But in every Melter, exposure to the sun caused the skin to burn and slough off in the space of a few seconds. Call that time-lapse photography horror—it was like watching an old horror movie where the victim melted like so much running candle wax.

	Initially, it was horrifying to see and experience, although I got used to seeing it and having it happen to me, and while the virus caused it, it was the sun that set it off. 

	House lights hurt, but they didn’t burn. The sun, though, that glorious yellow orb, made our skin literally melt wherever it was exposed. 

	And the hell of it all was, it didn’t hurt, and we didn’t die. Those who didn’t have sunblock walked around, bones with bits of flesh attached, hiding in alleyways, covering themselves with rags. They were the homeless Melters, and to see them was pitiful. Bones with exposed organs, shambling figures with eyeballs popping from their skulls. 

	In a miracle or curse—or both—of genetics, their exposed organs never spilled out. For some unknown reason, they stayed inside their ribcage and glistened as they moved. 

	In another macabre twist, those people whose skin had melted could still speak and work, but they were, as one newscaster put it, walking horrors, an invasion of the living dead.

	Once the light went away, in another macabre joke of our messed-up DNA, we healed. No, we weren’t vampires. We never drank blood. We couldn’t shape-shift or fly.

	We were human, yet the Munes shunned us. What were we going to call them, normals? Normies? Nah... Munes. Some of them hated us. Others pitied us. Either way, it sucked.

	And it had been going on for two years. The pharmaceutical companies tried to come up with a cure, or at least a stopgap. Retroviruses, gene therapy... nothing worked. In the interim, people lost their jobs, their friends and families, and sometimes, their lives.

	In my case, say goodbye to school. No one wanted to sit next to the incredible melting teen, and along with five hundred of my fellow students, I had to leave that important institution of learning and do my studying at home. I got my degree online, and then I went to work picking up trash. Some shift from normality, but there it was.

	My section was Canal Street to Verdon Street, three blocks. It wasn’t an overly large section to work in, and we always kept an eye out for trouble. Pick up the garbage, stick it in a bag, and keep moving. At the end of the night, we’d deposit our bags at a central dump. The non-Melter garbage detail would dispose of them in the morning.

	While my job was less than edifying, I consoled myself with the thought that I might see Vanessa Ness, who’d been a friend of mine in high school. 

	We’d lost touch after I’d been forced to leave, but during our school days, she mentioned that she sometimes went to a coffee shop called The Bottomless Cup to organize her thoughts, as she put it. Said coffee shop happened to be in the area where I worked.

	Vanessa had long brown hair, brown eyes, and a sylphlike figure. Most of the guys thought she was hot, although I wasn’t interested in her that way. Friendship was where it was at for us, and that was cool. 

	While picking up garbage, I happened across the shop. It was usually crowded, but not tonight. Since the virus had made its unwelcome appearance, many patrons stayed away. They were afraid of catching it. 

	Stupid—according to the experts, the virus only affected those who were predisposed to it. A person couldn’t catch it if someone spat on them. Lucky them—they were Munes. My mother and I got the short end of the immunity stick. 

	As I speared the paper and cans with my stick and stuffed them into my garbage bag, I thought about the coffee shop. They had good coffee and tea... and a bigoted owner. He’d put up a sign. No Melters Allowed.

	Go in, some people would say. It’s night, and no one will know. 

	Yeah, they would. The sunscreen—thick, chalky white, and with an antiseptic smell—was one giveaway. 

	Number two was an aversion to light. In my case, it hurt, but it didn’t burn. All the same, I winced in the presence of lightbulbs. Even flashlight beams hurt.

	Number three was the mark, a red streak that encircled the neck. Bible thumpers called it the mark of Cain. If a Mune saw it on a Melter inside a no-Melters-allowed store, they’d call the police. Depending on which city, the police would make the poor bastard stand outside at midday. Good luck in getting any human rights group to help.

	They didn’t.

	So, here I was, doing my job. As I worked, a few police cruisers drove by on the alert for any trouble, trouble meaning Munes smacking Melters around. Social order hadn’t broken down entirely, but there’d been a lot of hate crimes against people like me. The average non-Melter couldn’t understand or didn’t want to. I wasn’t sure which. 

	I glanced through the window to see if Vanessa had come. Sure enough, she was making her way toward her seat, walking with a slow, hesitant manner, her long, dark hair hanging straight and true down the sides of her head.

	Fashion had never interested me. Vanessa was the same. She wore loose-fitting slacks and blouses all the time, and never put on makeup... it was like she was trying to be invisible. Whatever she was doing, it worked. No one bothered looking at her, and I doubt she cared.

	And now, here I was, standing like some perv outside the window and hoping she wouldn’t shriek if she saw me... 

	“Hey, Melter, pick this shit up.”

	At the sound of the voice, deep and insistent, I turned around. Usually people left me alone, but sometimes, someone just had to say something. Naturally, it would have to be tonight. 

	A big man in his thirties, maybe six-three and three-hundred-something pounds, stood a short distance away, kicking garbage at me. “Go on,” he said with a smirk on his round Humpty-Dumpty face. “Pick it up, burn victim.”

	Although I was shorter than he was by around three inches and weighed around a hundred-forty pounds less, I was armed. For a nanosecond, an image of me skewering him ran through my head. Jail would have been worth it... but no. I had a mother to support, and jail wasn’t on my to-do list. 

	“Why, sure thing,” I said. “Should I put it in your car, or would you like to take it home in a bag, sir?”

	Sarcasm—achieved—as his face turned red under the lamplight. “Screw you, Melter,” he sputtered. “I oughta call the cops. You wanna go to jail, kid?”

	To underscore his message, he stabbed a fat finger in my direction. For once, I decided to call his bluff. I’d been insulted before, called every filthy name under the moon. Not now. “You want me to give you the number? I assume that you can count to ten?”

	Fat Guy said nothing. We simply stared at each other, and then a light feminine voice said, “Hey, knock it off. He’s just doing his job.”

	Both of us swiveled around to see Vanessa standing in the doorway. She took a few steps toward us and then stopped to squint in my direction, as if she was trying to see under the sunscreen. “You look familiar. Norton Horton, is that you?”

	“Yeah, that’s me,” I answered, hating the sound of my name. It usually came with a smartass remark attached, and yes, I hated that aspect of social interaction, too. “We took Social Studies together. Nice to see you again, Vanessa.”

	“Yeah.” She nodded and offered a warm smile as if greeting an old friend. “Listen, come in and have some coffee, and—”

	“Uh, I’m not welcome in there,” I replied, pointing at my chest and then at the sign with a sense of supreme resignation. “Melter.”

	God, at that moment, I despised my status in society. Vanessa blinked in confusion, and then she swiveled her head around to look at the sign. “Oh, sorry... lots of the other kids got sick. It’s, uh, you got a bad deal.”

	“Story of my life. It’s okay, Vanessa.”

	A look of sympathy shone in her eyes. While she sounded sympathetic, Fat Guy had been switching his gaze between us before he let out a braying laugh. “You and this guy, you know each other? Class reunion, right? He’s a friggin’ Melter, and you...”

	His voice trailed off when a howl rang out from a nearby manhole. Being around manholes was courting danger, and we backed away, saying, “Dwellers,” at the same time. This wasn’t good, not good at all, and as bad luck would have it, not a cop was in sight.

	People who were being polite said that our society consisted of two classes, the Munes and the Melters. But there was a third class, and we all knew it, with Mr. Fat Guy staring in horror at the manhole.

	“Dwellers,” he mumbled as the howl came again from somewhere down the street.

	Immediately, Vanessa tried to go back inside the restaurant, but the owner, a skinny guy my height and with a bad case of halitosis, had already locked it. 

	“Dixon, you bastard,” she exclaimed and kicked the door. She beat on the door but broke off before mutilating it when a scream for blood came from the night. “What in the hell are you doing? Let us in!”

	She continued to kick the door, while the fat guy glanced around nervously. “Oh, Jesus,” he said in a quivering voice. “This ain’t good.”

	No, it wasn’t. That scream signaled an imminent attack. When the virus divided our society, an offshoot of the Melters began, the Dwellers. 

	Small in numbers at first, their ranks soon swelled. Like us, they couldn’t tolerate sunlight, but their features also differed. We Melters retained our humanity. The Dwellers lost theirs. I’d never seen one up close, but from the various news reports, I’d heard everything, and none of it was good. 

	All of them had gray skin, partially from living underground, and partially from a mutation to the body’s melanin caused by the virus. The virus also caused the Dwellers to have elongated jaws and grow ultra-sharp teeth. 

	Additionally, they had greater speed and strength than the rest of us. Fingers like claws, and a total disregard for human life—those were the Dwellers, and even the bravest person around, not to mention the toughest, wouldn’t dream of messing with them.

	While that was bad enough, it was rumored that they were cannibals. I had no desire to find out. Fat Guy started shaking. “Man, it’s the Dwellers. I’m out of here.”

	He turned to run, but out of the shadows, another howl came, this one extremely close. A figure burst out of the night, a woman roughly five-six in height, skinny and clad in rags, with a wild afro and hunger in her eyes. 

	She was joined by another figure, a man who could have been twenty or sixty. He was also skinny and wearing next to nothing. He hung back, though, while the woman stopped to sniff the air and bare her teeth.

	Under the lamplight, she looked like an apparition come to claim someone’s soul. Maybe she was my age, but it was impossible to tell. With her long, skinny fingers extended, nails sharp and lethal looking, she seemed to be a cross between a cavewoman and wildcat, and she undulated her body as though to blend in with the night.

	In a sudden shift, she stopped and snarled at Vanessa, who shied back and squeaked, “Norton, be careful.”

	Yeah, I would, but for some reason, this Dweller didn’t scare me. In fact, she paused to eye me carefully. A harsh grunt escaped her lips, almost as though she was trying to speak and a short burst of language—”Nrtnnn”—came out. It sounded like she’d said my name, but that had to be impossible, didn’t it?

	On the other hand, lately, life on Earth had been kind of crazy. “Norton, do you know her?” Vanessa asked from the relative safety of the door. A note of fear was in her voice, and I didn’t blame her.

	As for the fat man, a smell of ammonia came from his direction. After all his big talk, he was even more scared than I was. “Norton?” Vanessa asked again.

	“I’m not sure,” I answered. I should have been scared out of my mind, and while my heart pounded wildly, I had the feeling that this Dweller wasn’t there to hurt me.

	In fact, she cocked her head and gazed at me, the feral quality in her eyes fading slowly. She looked familiar, altered features and all. And there was a funny crescent-shaped scar over her right eye... wait, yeah... we knew each other. 

	But before I could say anything, Mr. Fat Guy, he of the messy trousers, made a break for it. With his weight and clumsiness, not to mention his fear, he tripped over his own feet. “Oh, hell,” he cried. “Man, this isn’t happening!”

	Snarls of rage came from the Dwellers. The man-woman duo turned their attention from us to him, and they bounded after their prey. The woman snatched his collar and hurled him to the ground as though he was a stuffed toy.

	“Stay away from me,” he cried as he kicked out at her. “Stay the hell away!”

	Good luck with that. In a quick move, she grabbed his wrist and hauled him over to another manhole twenty feet away. Her companion grunted, jammed his fingers down the sides of the manhole cover, yanked it off, and then the woman tossed the huge man below. A cry for help came from him, followed by an eerie silence.

	The male Dweller gave another grunt and jumped in after their prey. As for the woman, she picked her head up to hiss at us, and then she descended into the lower depths, closing the lid behind her. Silence ruled, and the door behind Vanessa opened, with the owner poking his head out. “No danger?”

	“All clear, Mr. Dick,” Vanessa said without deigning to look at him. “Get lost.”

	“It’s Dixon.”

	She snapped out her reply. “Who cares? You’re slime, so get!”

	He got. Once the door closed, she said quietly, “Thanks for saving my butt. It’s nice to see you again, Norton.”

	I hadn’t done anything. “That’s okay. I, uh, was just doing my job.” I tried to hide the bitterness in my voice but didn’t quite succeed. 

	Vanessa took a step closer to me. “Are you looking for better work? I think I can get something for you. It pays twelve-fifty a week.”

	Was she serious? “Uh, not to be dense, but you mean twelve-hundred-fifty dollars a week, not twelve-fifty an hour, right?”

	“Right.”

	“Doing what?”

	Vanessa pulled a card from her pocket and handed it over. “My father works here. They’re always looking for night guards, and since you, er, have to work nights, you might fit in. I’ll tell him. Be there for an interview tomorrow night at eight.”

	With that, she hailed a yellow taxi and got in, waving goodbye as the cab drove off. Munes got the regular yellow taxis. Melters walked or occasionally took blue taxis. Getting into a yellow taxi wasn’t for my group. They had sensors that detected the virus. Disobeying the law meant imprisonment.

	I looked at the card. Grimmer Industries. Grimmer was a pharmaceutical subsidiary of PharmNation. That was all I knew, so I’d check it out later when I got home... 

	“Norton, are you okay?”

	I pivoted around at the sound of the voice. Bernie came on the run and stopped a couple of feet away, panting. “I heard... heard some commotion...”

	She waved her hand around her face, still breathing hard, and I put my hand on her shoulder. “Hey, I’m okay, Bernie. Just a couple of Dwellers. All safe now, and—”

	“Horton!”

	Oh, crap, it’s Livermore. He probably saw me with Vanessa.

	I turned around, only to find my boss facing me with a livid expression that lit up the night with a palpable sense of rage. “Yes, sir?”

	“Did I tell you not to engage with the other Munes?”

	He had me there. “Well, yes, sir, but we were attacked by two Dwellers, and the Mune—I mean, her name’s Vanessa—she and I went to school, and—”

	“Where are the Dwellers?”

	Call that a double-had-me-there-moment. “Where they dwell, sir?”

	Livermore ran his hand over his balding pate in a gesture of muted rage. “I try to keep my temper. I really do. Norton, I understand your situation with your mother, but breaking the rules... you know what I’m about to say.”

	I knew, but wouldn’t he listen to reason? Bernie cut in with, “Sir, Norton’s not the kind to lie, and—”

	“If you want to keep your job, Bernice, shut your mouth and go back to work,” Livermore said, spearing her with a look of supreme disapproval. “Now.”

	Her face fell, and she offered an expression of sympathy as she moved off. Oh, hell, the axe was about to fall, but I had to state my case. I repeated what had happened, and Livermore asked, “Were there any witnesses?”

	Wonderful, I had none. “Uh, well, the fat guy who was here got, uh, taken, and the other person took a taxi... somewhere.” The coffee shop owner hadn’t seen a thing, and dumbass me, I hadn’t even asked Vanessa for her address. 

	“Horton?”

	From his tone of voice, I knew what he was thinking. While I didn’t want to sound desperate, I couldn’t help it. “I didn’t do anything wrong, Mr. Livermore, that Dweller—”

	“You’re fired.” He sounded deceptively calm and took a cigar out of his pocket. This time, he lit it and blew a plume of smoke in the air. “Give me your equipment. Don’t bother turning in your uniform. Burn it.”

	Silently, I handed the garbage bags and pick over, and then I turned around and walked home. I cursed my luck, cursed the pandemic, and kicked a few fire hydrants along the way. All I got was a bruised foot for my anger. On the way, I hoped that the job offer was good, and then I thought about the Dwellers who’d attacked us. 

	The man, no, I didn’t know him, but as for the girl, her name came back to me. Denise Munson... my ex-girlfriend. That had all been before the virus exploded. I was sure of it.

	And now, since I’d seen her after almost a year had passed, I had to know more.

	 


Chapter Two: On The New Job

	 

	 

	Silence and cool air wrapped themselves around me during my trip home, and I shivered in the chill. This year was colder than most, and low temperatures didn’t agree with me. Melter status or not, I wasn’t immune to temperature changes. Next time, I’d wear a windbreaker. 

	At my house, I walked dispiritedly up my front walk, only to pause when our neighbor, Mr. Edward Oswald, Junior, trundled out of his abode, carrying two huge bags of garbage under the light of the moon. 

	Watches weren’t my thing. Ever since my changeover from daylight-liver to night-dweller, my sense of time had turned upside down. I judged time by the moon’s position when it was out, rather than that of the sun. 

	By my calculation, it was only around eight, and I was hoping that I wouldn’t run into him, but no, he had to be here and keep my run of bad luck going. And tomorrow was Friday, trash day. More fun.

	A faint moue of disapproval adorned his flabby unshaven face. “What’s up with you, Norton?” he asked gruffly. Friendliness was something unknown to this person. “Condition getting you down?”

	He would have to say that. A man in his late forties, Oswald had a head of short brown hair and pasty skin that made him look like an uncooked dumpling... or a meatball... or something. On the short side of five-six and on the far side of two-eighty, guys like him didn’t walk. They waddled, and he had the balls to ask me about my condition?

	Angry thoughts that ran between kick-his-fat-butt and punch-his-lights-out swirled around my mind, but I only said, “Doing just fine. Thanks for asking.”

	I fumbled around in my pocket for my keys, unlocked the door, and went into the kitchen, shoes and all, to take out the garbage and deposit it at the curb. Mr. Chubster was still there, picking at his teeth. 

	“I want you to know something,” he began in a conversational manner and flicked some junk from his fingers. “I spoke to the zoning commission today. They said that maybe I had grounds to get you kicked out of your house. We did the same thing to the Wilsons, and guess what, you’re next.”

	I stared back at him. We’d had this conversation before, and invariably, after he insulted me, he’d also toss in a mean comment about minorities. That comment about the Wilsons... they’d been the first black family to move into our neighborhood. 

	After pressure and insults from the zoning committee and anonymous cranks, they moved away six months later. Oswald was the first to wave goodbye. Coupled with him being an insensitive asshat, he was also a bigot. Besides blacks, he didn’t care for Jews, Muslims, or anything that wasn’t white and Christian. 

	Oh, and he hated Catholics, too, just for good measure. Years back, a disaster of a president proclaimed America Number One slogans. That was a battle cry to anyone who was white and Christian and bigoted to join up with his cause. 

	Many did. Discrimination was alive and well in the US as well as elsewhere. In Oswald’s case, it wasn’t worth responding to his baiting tactics, although I did say, “You tried that before. You lost.”

	In fact, he’d already gone to the zoning commission two times. Entitlement was his middle name. It just so happened that he served on several committees, some concerning housing, some with zoning, and some on the board of education.

	Call that his late father’s legacy. The elder Oswald had been a politician, a wealthy one, and after he’d died, Junior inherited his riches. Oswald used his cash to invest quite wisely in the stock market, and he also had a few businesses around the city, software designers as well as restaurants. Call it a finger in every pie, and he loved to diversify his investments. 

	All that meant that he was obscenely rich, although he didn’t advertise his wealth. Instead, he used his position on various councils to get his way, mainly by keeping this section of Bellingham purely white. Case in point—the Wilsons. They’d been nice, but no one had helped them, and they’d moved, and that was life.

	Bellingham had always been roughly eighty-five percent white, to begin with, but he was aiming for a hundred percent. Oh, he never came out
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