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CHAPTER ONE
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"Ron, it's time for dinner."

"I'll be right up, Mom. I'm about to level up."

He reached the next level on the video game that was his current time suck and headed upstairs to eat.

"I can't understand how you can spend so much time playing games by yourself down there," his mom said.

"We've had this talk before. I'm not by myself. I'm playing against people from all over the world. I just wiped out a squad of wizards from Bosnia," Ron tried to explain.

"You know what I mean, Ronald."

He knew she was pissed when she called him Ronald. If she added the middle name then it was a major cause for concern. Ron frequently fantasized about getting his own place but logically it didn't seem like a good idea. His Mom needed him, and it made sense to stay put. It wasn't like he didn't have his own space. A couple years ago he had the basement remodeled into a nice bachelor pad. It was as nice as any studio apartment and included free maid service. He helped his Mom out with things from time to time, but to be honest, he knew she did more for him than the other way around. It worked for them. If it ain't broke don't fix it, Ron thought.

"How's work?" she asked.

"Good. I got assigned to a new decryption project," Ron answered.

"What are you decrypting?"

"Mom. You know I can't talk about that. I work for the NSA."

"Yeah, yeah, big shot. So do you have any big plans for the weekend?" 

"Going to Glen's house tomorrow for an all-day classic sci-fi movie marathon."

"Any dates on the calendar?"

"No. Just the guys."

She was pretty sure Ron liked girls, and she held out hope that one day some woman would find him. There was no hope he'd find a woman on his own. She wasn't anxious to be a Grandma, but she wanted Ron to have someone to share his life with other than her. It had been several years since his dad died, and lately, she'd been thinking she might like to go on a date herself, but that wasn't going to happen as long as Ron lived in her basement.

"Here. Take one of these zinc pills," she said.

"Why?"

"The news has been full of stories about some kind of flu going around making lots of people sick. Zinc is supposed to help keep you healthy."

"I had my flu shot," he complained, swallowing the pill.

"Can't be too cautious these days. One of these days a pandemic will break out. If we're lucky it will leave enough people alive to keep society going."

"Been reading those plague books again, Mom?"

"Hey, it could happen. Why take the chance? Wouldn't you want to be one of the ones left to run things?"

"I'm not so sure. I guess it depends on who else is left and how tough things get."

"I think if something wipes out most of the population it would be best if the smart people like you were left in charge."

"Thanks, Mom"
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CHAPTER TWO
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"Ron and Glen, can I see you in my office?" Mr. Halley asked.

Ron and Glen locked their PCs and followed Mr. Halley down the hall. "I have a new assignment for you. It's a little different than what you usually work on," he said.

Mr. Halley went on to explain that there were concerns that the disease currently affecting several countries in Asia and Europe had been spread by a group of eco-terrorists. The NSA usually had no involvement with tracking disease outbreaks, but because of the suspected terrorist element, they were going to be involved in this one. Glen and Ron were to search and catalog all mentions of the disease known as the Zephyr virus. 

"My mom was just talking about Zephyr. I wish I could tell her we're tracking it. Maybe she'd be less paranoid about it," Ron told Glen over lunch in the cafeteria. 

"I'm surprised they're putting NSA resources on this. I wonder if it’s because of the potential threat or because of the group they think is behind it?" Glen asked.

"Hard to know at this point,” Ron said.

Ron spent the rest of the workweek reading and cataloging every shred of information he could find on Zephyr. The virus started on a small island in Indonesia. Twenty-three people lived on the island, but when the weekly supply boat docked, it found only two people alive. The two survivors were transported to a hospital on the mainland. One never regained consciousness. The other survivor recovered and told a chilling story of how the disease struck the isolated community. One morning a couple of residents were feeling as though they were coming down with a cold or the flu. No one thought it was anything serious. Within three days twenty-one people were dead. The supply boat captain's report supported the story. When he visited the island one week, everything was normal. On his next visit, he found the bodies of the dead residents and the two survivors, both very ill. 

Ron followed the report and found that a few days later the ship's captain and crew were dead, as were most of the hospital staff that had treated the lone survivor from the island. That was when the medical folks started investigating. Zephyr was identified and concern about the spread of the virus mounted. The newest information indicated the virus was previously unknown and believed to be man-made. So far, no cases had been reported in Western Europe or the US but within the past couple of weeks new cases had been diagnosed in South America. Researchers were scrambling to learn about the virus, but the fatality rate was listed at over ninety-five percent. There was currently no known cure, and there was still debate on how it was spread. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Unlike most viruses, Zephyr didn't spread slowly around the globe. The CDC didn't have time to study the disease in foreign countries, so they could prepare a response for the first cases in the US. From the original infection on the small Indonesian island, Zephyr spread around the globe like the wind. There was no time to ramp up. It was a world-wide pandemic within a month. 

The US had many plans for dealing with a pandemic. All of them proved woefully inadequate. Within a week of the first case reported on US soil, Zephyr had spread to every state. The death toll rose so quickly that the military had to be called in to deal with the bodies. There were no more funerals for the dead. No one would attend anyway. Everyone not infected was told to stay home. Non-military air travel was curtailed. Everyone was confined to their homes. Most were ill prepared to deal with a long-term quarantine. Preppers around the country made smug Facebook posts and tweeted about their wisdom in choosing to be prepared. 

The government continued to function, but martial law was declared. Supplies in many small towns quickly ran out. There was no one to make deliveries of food or medicines. The military was stretched to its limits as more and more soldiers took ill and didn't report for duty. 

Fights broke out over what few supplies could be found. Municipal water systems stopped working. The few doctors remaining at the CDC continued their efforts to find a cure, but there were too few of them to make any significant progress. In the end, Zephyr was almost an extinction level event. Some small pockets of people survived. As time progressed and the survivors reached out to understand who had survived, the picture became clear very quickly. Survival did not depend on health, genetics, diet, or climate. Survival depended on isolation from other people.

Early in the outbreak, Ron and Glen were sequestered at the NSA compound to continue their work tracking Zephyr. Fewer and fewer NSA staffers came to work each day, leaving only a small group of analysts and computer technicians who had chosen to stay on duty. These people were hard-core geeks. Even before the world went to hell, they had no friends and no social skills. They didn't play well with others. They were loners. That's what saved them. 

"Ron we're gonna have to find more supplies somehow," Glen said. "We've used all the water on this level and the one above us. The vending machines are empty."

"I'll check the supplies we pulled from all the desks and see what's left," Ron said.

Realizing the scope of the disaster, Ron and Glen searched every desk, office, and supply closet on their floor. They had gathered all the food and water they could find as well as things like batteries, flashlights, first aid stuff, and medicines. They cleared out two offices setting up one as storage and the other for sleeping. They gathered all the jackets, sweaters, and clothes people kept in their offices and used them for bedding. They were proud of their efforts and felt good about the supply stash, but there was no sign of anyone coming to the rescue after a few days. When their supplies ran low, they made another supply search on the floor above them. When the power went out, they were glad they had recharged everything possible early on in the crisis.  

Food from the adjacent floor was running low. They needed a long-term plan. They'd been able to communicate via email with a few people outside and had learned that no one would be coming to save them. They had to make a plan for their own survival. 

Ron and Glen were healthy and smart, but they were cautious. They set up one of the conference rooms for planning. Once a day one of them would power up a laptop to see if there was any new information.
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Ron and Glen realized that all the locks were electronic cipher locks that were set to unlock for safety when the power went out. Only the most secure vaults would default to locked status. Those could only be opened with an actual key. They suspected they'd find those keys in a security office somewhere in the building, but there was no point. Secure vaults wouldn't contain survival supplies.

So far, they hadn't worried about security, but now, they were thinking about it and realizing that if the doors were unlocked, they could encounter others who had taken refuge in the building. They decided to start their search on the first floor and attempt to lock all external exits or block them in some way. 

Their offices were on the fifth floor of a six-story building. In addition to the floors above ground, there were more levels below ground. The outside doors were unlocked as expected. They found the security office and a large key safe. They each took several keys. Ron found one labeled master key and used it to lock the front door. They locked other exits as they came across them during their search. There weren't many offices on the first floor so the search went quickly. They saw no need to move the corpses so they left them wherever they were found. Most people had stayed at home when they got sick, so there were few bodies to worry about. They found the medical office which had
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