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T

his world is dying and anarchy is now our ruler. The disease started spreading about a month ago and I am one of the few survivors left. My name is Morgan Beckett and this is my story, or rather the beginning of it.

It was an early Monday morning, about one month ago as my car raced onto the highway joining the many lost souls on the raceway who were on their way to work. Morgan, you are going to be late again, I thought to myself as I sat in traffic staring at the clock as if I had the power to stop time. I was a little exhausted from partying past my bedtime.

I was on my way to work. I called it work, but I didn’t get paid for it—it was more of a volunteer job that I went to once a week. However, every week I seem to be late. Every second that I was forced to be bumper to bumper with all these jerks made my tension level rise even higher. Just then a black Chevy Tahoe came close to sideswiping me. Frustrated, I laid my hand on the horn. “Crazy ass drivers!” I never understood all this aggressive driving, especially just to get to work.

I got a good look at that asshole. He looked very intense and hell-bent on getting somewhere. I hated all those SUVs and the way they terrified all the other small vehicles on the worn-out and overused American roads. He had a “Proud To Be American” sticker on the back window. As if he was really doing anything useful to be proud of. He also had several other stickers that littered his bumper.

“Get out of the way, you old bitch!” he yelled as he tried to hit me.

Old bitch? Okay, besides being crazy, he was also blind. I am 27 years old and don’t look anything like an old bitty.

His yellow teeth jutted out of his twisted smile as I laid on the horn. What a jerk. I thought as he stared at me with cold blue eyes. It was a hateful stare, as if the hate was oozing right out of him. It was like putting your hand in an oven and having the heat attack your skin. It made my skin crawl. My stomach felt like there was nothing in it. Just then he hit the gas and tore off. My heart was racing in my chest. This is where my yoga classes came in handy as I took a few deep breaths to relax and regain my composure as I drove on I-95.

A few minutes later I heard the unmistakable sound of metal crunching against metal. Traffic came to a standstill and I could hear loud shouting.

“You elderly people are ruining our society!” a voice yelled. “You shouldn’t be on the roads. You old bags get out of the car and face your punishment!”

As I drove up I saw pieces of metal alongside the cement blocks that divided 95 North from 95 South. People had gotten out of their cars and were pointing.

One man yelled, “What the hell are you doing? Leave them alone, you crazy ass!”

I peered out the window to see the commotion. I could only hear the yelling so I stepped out of the car and watched the unthinkable.

Up ahead the crazed lunatic who had tried to run me off the road was screaming at a young couple. He was a scrawny man—about five-feet-ten and 160 pounds. He looked to be in his mid thirties. He had a goatee and his sandy hair was cut really short, as if he had tried to cut it himself. His clothes were in a desperate need of a washing. What the hell is he saying? I wondered as I inched closer to get a better view.

“AHH, AHH, they are everywhere! You hear me—everywhere!” he screamed.

A young man who was already out of his car turned to his wife, “Lock the door,” he demanded.

He was trying to sound stern, but it came across as a whimper. He turned to the lunatic.

“I’m not sure what drugs you are on, but my wife has already called the cops and they are on their way. Do you understand me?”

The lunatic looked around at the onlookers who had stopped to watch the spectacle.

“There are too many of them! Too many!” he said. “I know you are all trying to kill me!”

“What are you talking about?” asked the young man with a confused expression on his face.

The deranged man pulled a tire iron from behind his back.

“You are going to pay old man. All you old people are going to pay,” he said as he shifted his eyes to the onlookers.

Just then he raised the tire iron. Although the man tried to turn and run, it was too late. You could hear the cracking sound of the man’s skull as the lunatic brought it down right between the man’s eyes. The sound reminded me of when my dad chopped wood. The young man’s feet gave way beneath him. Blood began to spurt out of his head as he hit the roadway, his body doing a magical jig as the life drained from him.

I was staring at the dead man when I heard his wife scream. The sound of glass shattering filled my ears as the lunatic smashed the passenger side window with the tire iron.

“Hey old bitch, now it’s your turn,” he said to her with a sadistic grin.

The lunatics’ grin was like those cat clocks that hang on the wall with a grin from ear to ear with their eyes bulging out. He pulled the woman out of the car. Although she was screaming, “Please someone help me,” there was nothing anybody could do for her. This whole grisly scene took only a matter of minutes. Before anybody truly realized what was happening, the young couple lay dead.

By this time the state troopers had arrived.

“Get down! Get down!” they yelled at the crowd.

I was not a fan of gun-toting cops. That whole “I am in power” thing just never sat well with me.

Still holding the tire iron, the lunatic yelled, “Well, look at this—we got some old retired pigs. Well pigs, I got something for you!”

He dropped the tire iron and ran towards his car hysterically laughing.

“Freeze, now!” the cops bellowed.

The lunatic reached into the car and came out shooting. If the crowd was not shocked earlier, this random shooting now drove people into frenzy.

“Die every last one of you!” the madman screamed.

I knew I should have run for cover but this was so surreal. I had to see how it played out. The events today were way too bizarre for me to miss. Some would call it a character flaw, but I was definitely a thrill seeker. I got that sense of adventure from my dad. He was a military man. In addition to teaching me how to shoot different types of guns, my dad also taught me various forms of martial arts. He would say a girl had to defend herself from the vermin that prey on people, especially the ones that prey on the female gender.

I spotted the lunatic reloading his gun. Damn how much ammo does he have? I wondered. There was a young woman trying to get back in her car. The lunatic aimed his gun at her and shot her right in the back. Still hysterically laughing, he then shot a middle-aged man as he tried to cover his daughter like a blanket in hopes of protecting her. She could not have been more than five years old. Her father saved her life but he couldn’t save his own. He literally lost his head.

The lunatic began to charge towards the cops. One of the cops unloaded a bullet right into the maniac’s chest, but he remained standing.

“I will kill you!” he yelled as blood spurted out of his mouth.

Finally, the lunatic got what he deserved—a bullet hole to the head. I had never seen someone kill another person other than on television and television doesn’t do death justice. I would never forget the look of fear on the young couple’s faces, the young girl crying for her father, the man getting his head blown off or the face of the man uttering nonsensical sentences.

Cars started taking off after the shooting. As insanity erupted, I shifted my gears savagely. Riding down the emergency lane, I almost hit not one but a few cars on my escape from the mayhem. As I was already late for work, I decided not to go in. Besides it was just volunteer work, and if there was ever an excuse not to go in, this was definitely a good one. I laughed out loud but it was a very nervous laugh.

“I need to get to a bar,” I said out loud as I wiped the tears running down my face.

Those images kept playing in my head like a horror movie scene set on repeat. Damn, the bars are not open yet, I thought. I decided to go home and have few shots of Jack. It wasn’t really a ladies drink but when you want quick results there is nothing better than straight Jack.
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“H

i Walter, going to be working late again?” asked the woman standing outside Walter Beckett’s office door.

“Yes, I will be working late. See you tomorrow, Susan,” he replied, waving before she shut his door.

With her slightly curly, medium length brown hair, deep-set brown eyes and contagious smile Walter could not help but notice how attractive she looked tonight. There had been obvious attraction between Walter and Susan for a couple of months but neither of them had acted upon it. Although Susan Riley was a scientist she was not the geek type. Before they crossed paths Walter had heard about Susan’s accomplishments in the field of internal medicine. Susan is currently working on the same floor as Walter. She is working on a new heart medicine.

Her body is phat, he thought to himself. Using the word phat made him laugh out loud. Not the typical vocabulary of a scientist—especially not from a doctor who graduated from Johns Hopkins like himself. I like to pride myself on things that are hip. This thought made him start laughing again. Deep down Walter knew there was an attraction between them but his lack of self-esteem was always there to sabotage him.
Okay maybe you should ask her out sometime, he thought. You know she is attracted to you, don’t you? He pondered the question for a moment. The whole dating-a-co-worker thing always gave him anxiety. What if it didn’t work out? What if she thought I was too geeky? Maybe she would think of me as the nerd of all nerds. Not to mention I’m also a level above her. The sexual harassment implications were endless. Oh, come on, Walter.

Just then there was a knock at the door.

“Come in,” he called.

The door opened, revealing Susan.

“Walter,” she said.

Walter was surprised to see her again.

“Hey Susan—how can I help you?”

She walked inside his office, inching closer to his desk.

“I’m going to be working late too. Would you like to grab something to eat later?”

He noticed she was a little nervous from the way she was rubbing her hands together. Okay, this has to be a sign, he thought. What I am thinking—I’m not superstitious.

She stared at him with those deep brown eyes.

“Absolutely. That sounds terrific,” he replied.

“Great. Stop by my cubicle when you’re ready,” she said.

“I will. See you later, Susan.”

She smiled as she closed the door behind her.

Did I sound desperate? Walter wondered. Okay, stop second-guessing yourself. You have a date. A date, I haven’t been on a date since…Wow…okay, let’s not think about your last date. Let’s refocus—what were you just working on? Walter scanned the office to see if anything jogged his memory. Right, I was looking into our latest product.

Working late was not unusual for Walter, but the last few weeks at Guilstar, the major pharmaceutical company based in Baltimore where he had worked on the Research and Development team for the last five years, had been even busier than usual. Walter’s team specialty was the study of the brain. He had always considered himself a person who loved to help humanity, so when Guilstar recruited him out of school it was a dream come true. When his team got approval from the Food and Drug Administration for Exhale, it propelled Walter into the hierarchy of the company.

Exhale had the ability to reverse the depression process. While there were already several products on the market that claimed to do this, Exhale stood head and shoulders above the rest. Not only did it not seem to have any side effects, but also it seemed to work naturally with the individual.

Walter a senior member on Dr. Strohm’s team, the creator of the drug, or, as he liked to call it, “special medicine” seeing that it implied well-being rather than the habit-forming connotation of the word “drug.” Before Strohm had arrived, Walter had actually headed up the team himself and had been working on the project for several years before “the mad scientist”—as Walter referred to Strohm in private—replaced him. A little professional jealousy never hurt anyone did it? Walter thought to himself as he glanced around his desk at a photo of his sister Morgan and himself.
Walter had been working with the formula C17H23FNO7*HCl*1/2H2O without much success when Dr. Strohm combined his formula with a new equation C6H5NCl2. With those formulas Exhale was born. Soon after the FDA approved it and the drug hit the market becoming an overnight success. As the stock prices of Guilstar skyrocketed, Doctor Strohm became incredibly wealthy due to the large amount of shares he had. Even though Walter had become rich, it didn’t make up for the fact that Dr. Strohm was credited as the miracle worker, especially since something about Strohm always nagged at Walter.
While Strohm had a background in the military, no one seemed to know what he had done other than the fact that it was classified. That terrified the hell out of Walter. Why would somebody who worked with classified information want to work for a public pharmaceutical company? Walter wondered. More of a drill sergeant in personality than a scientist, nobody questioned Strohm without suffering repercussions. His verbal lashings could make even the strongest men cower. However, there was no question about the fact that Strohm was a man who was in the know. Just exactly what he knew was what kept nagging at Walter, which is why he had been working such late nights. Concealing his snooping by telling his colleagues he was working on a project that in fact had already been finished. Walter was trying to figure out how Strohm had come up with his formula.

Walter thought the testing for Exhale should have been longer, but there was money and success to be had. The quickness of the FDA approval seemed odd, as if maybe someone was greasing his or her pockets. Even the President of the United States had given praise to Guilstar for Exhale. While Walter would not call himself a conspiracy theorist, there was something that just didn’t sit right with him about the whole thing.

I could well be overreacting, Walter thought as clicked open files scanning the contents of them. He stopped at a file that read lab results. Maybe it’s nothing. But he couldn’t stop himself from digging deeper. Recently he had come across some information that showed a possible breakdown in some of the chemical components. Since the release of Exhale had come so quickly it was too soon to tell if and how this would affect the people taking it.

Walter continued looking through some of the past lab’s results to see if he could find anything else.

“What’s this?” he said aloud, staring at the computer screen.

He had come across some information regarding some tests that he hadn’t even known had existed. As he had been part of the drug since its inception, he should have been aware of all tests that had been done. He typed in his password to find out more about it, only to have the words “ACCESS DENIED” flashes in response.

“Access denied?” but I have the highest-level clearance,” he said. “Let me try again—maybe it was a user error,” he said to himself.

“ACCESS DENIED,” flashed again.

Now what? He thought. The laboratory facilities underground has a testing area. It has a couple security guards down there. I can access the laboratory and take a look at these tests. He was in such a hurry he almost forgot to bring his badge.

On his way to the elevators, he passed Susan’s cubicle where she was working at her desk.

“Susan?” he said standing next to her desk.

She looked up from a pile of papers.

“Yes, Walter?”

“I’m going down to the labs to check on some tests. I’ll be back soon.”

“Okay,” she replied. “Are you okay? You look a little exhausted.”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Are you sure you’re alright?”

She looked concerned, which made him like her all the more.

“I’ll let you know when I come back up. It’s probably nothing.”

He could tell that she could read him pretty well, so there was no use completely lying to her. He wanted to see what was down there first before overreacting and seeming completely irrational.

As he headed over to the elevator, he couldn’t help looking over his shoulder a few times. He wasn’t sure exactly why, but something didn’t feel right. Walter pressed the elevator button and waited anxiously for its arrival. As the elevator light lit up and beeped signaling its arrival Walter looked again down both sides of the hallway before stepping into the elevator.

The elevator ride seemed like an eternity. Act tough, he thought to himself as he eyed the security cameras. Act like you know what you are doing and don’t look suspicious. Finally he reached the sub-level of the lab where two security guards stood at the main entrance. Since when did the guards start carrying guns? He wondered. Luckily he recognized both of them.

“Hey Carl, hey Mike—what’s going on? What’s up with the guns?”

“Just a new security measure, Dr. Beckett,” Carl replied.

Mike remained silent, staring at Walter.

“Who authorized such extreme measures?” Walter asked.

“Dr. Strohm, sir,” Carl answered.

“I should have guessed. Well, I just need to get some samples from area C,” Walter said as he started over to the lab.

Area C was the largest and most secure of the underground labs at Guilstar. Through the large glass windows could be seen several computers and robotic equipment to handle dangerous experiments. There were lab coats hanging on a wall that was adjacent to four large cylindrical tubes where hazard test were performed.

“I’m sorry, sir, but you no longer have authorization to enter area C,” Carl said.

“What do you mean I don’t have access? I was in area C just a couple of days ago! Then tell me who does have authorization to enter area C?”

“That’s classified sir.”

“Classified!” Walter shouted. “This is a pharmaceutical company—not a military operation!”

“Dr. Beckett, these are our orders. If you have further questions, talk to your boss.”

The way Carl said “your boss” was such a subtle hint that Walter almost missed it. Of course Strohm was behind this. Sensing that he was close to overstepping his boundaries Walter tried to play it off.

“Sorry for the misunderstanding,” he said. “I must not have read some of the updates in my email. It was probably explained there. See you later, gentlemen.”

“See you later, Dr. Beckett,” Carl replied.

Even though Mike nodded his head, once again he kept quiet, instead just staring at Walter as if he was a potential thief.

It was obvious to Walter that Mike was carefully guarding something. One false move and he’d probably shoot my head off, Walter thought. Even though the gun was pointed down, he could see that Mike had a finger on the trigger, not to mention a curled-up smile that said, “Make my day.” Walter got the distinct feeling that Mike would like nothing more than to shoot him Dirty Harry–style, which made Walter’s stomach lurch as if something was about to burst out of it.

The ride up in the elevator seemed even longer than the ride down. He wasn’t sure what he was going to find, but these strange events reinforced his conspiracy theory and he was anxious to get back upstairs and talk to Susan about it. Although he didn’t really know her, he did not have many friends at the company. Being a workaholic tended to do that. Somehow he knew that it would be safe to confide in her. It was something in her eyes that was welcoming.

Walter glanced at the security cameras in the elevator not noticing the beads of sweat that accumulated on his forehead. I hope I played that off well, thinking back at his interaction with the security guards Mike and Carl. Walter watched as the lights on the elevator buttons light up as it passed each floor. Finally the elevator stopped with a bell ring and the doors eased open.
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