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Although this novel has been a brainchild of mine since the late nineties, I didn’t begin writing it until 2018, before we were faced with a global pandemic with the outbreak of COVID-19.

Any similarities between the actual virus and the ones created in my novel are purely coincidental, as are any similarities to real people, living or dead.

No character in this book is based on an actual person. They are all fictional characters, created and based exclusively on Biblical prophecy. Specifically, the book of Revelation and the coming of Apollyon, the Destroyer.

GNP

“But of that day and hour, no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, but my Father only.”

Matthew 24:36 KJV

“Be on the alert then, for you do not know the day nor the hour.”

Matthew 25:13 NIV

“And I looked, and behold, a pale horse. And its rider’s name was Death, and Hades followed him. And they were given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword and with famine and with pestilence and by wild beasts of the earth.

Revelation 6:8

For false christs and false prophets will arise and perform great signs and wonders, so as to lead astray, if possible, even the elect.

Matthew 24:24

EXORDIUM

June 6, 1966

Babylon, Massachusetts

6:06 p.m.

In the throes of childbirth, the young woman cried out, her piercing screams echoing through the long abandoned Catholic church sanctuary.

Tears ran from the corners of her eyes and puddled inside her ears.

“Hush, girl,” the hooded figure of a woman scolded. “It’ll all be over soon.”

“Please,” she pleaded, reaching out for the woman’s hand, but she quickly snatched it away. “Help me. I can’t take this pain anymore.”

She had no idea where she was, how she’d gotten there, or who the hooded woman was.

Her voice sounded familiar, but it couldn’t possibly be her. She would’ve never allowed this to happen.

The bare floor beneath her was hard, cold, and filthy. In the center of the room, a strange looking emblem had been sketched into the wooden floor, then outlined with bright red paint. Whatever the symbol was, a star perhaps, she was lying in the center of it.

She released an ear-piercing screech when her round belly tightened with contractions.

“You need to push, Angeline,” the woman instructed.

“I need to go to the hospital,” she cried. “I don’t think I can get him out by myself.”

“Yes, you can,” came a man’s voice. “And you will.”

Through tear-blurred eyes, Angeline raised her head and glanced around the room. Besides the man and woman next to her, five others cloaked in black robes and hoods gathered in a circle around them, individually standing on each of the star’s five points, engaged in an eerie type of ritualistic chanting. 

Even as her body wretched and twisted in pain, she wondered how she’d gotten to this point in her seventeen short years of life.

Still a virgin, she remained perplexed by how she’d become pregnant, never having been with a man. She’d had plenty of dreams about sex, however. Tons of them. And in every fantasy riddled dream, she’d gladly given herself to the dark stranger who called upon her, relished in his icy touch when he’d repeatedly told her how special she was and that through him, she’d fulfill a foretold prophecy.

But those were only dreams.

A girl couldn’t get pregnant from dreaming about having sexual intercourse.

Yet she had. That was the only explanation that could explain her current predicament.

After missing her second period, she’d confided in her mother, a staunch religious fanatic who found sin in everyone but herself.

When her laboratory tests revealed she was with child, her mother called her a whore and threw her out of the house with only the clothes on her back, unwilling to listen to or believe anything her daughter had to say.

She had nowhere to go, and no one she could depend on to help her.

Until the day she’d met Daidamia and Doyle Maximus while looking for food scraps inside a dumpster outside a grocery store. Saddened to see such a young girl in a dire predicament, with loving kindness, they’d opened their home and their hearts to her, providing her with the love and support she couldn’t get from her own mother. They’d clothed her, fed her, and provided her with safe shelter.

Daidamia accompanied her to all of her medical appointments, holding her hand and reassuring her along the way that she and her son would be fine and that she and Doyle would never abandon her.

The last thing she remembered before waking up in this damp, dank building, was Daidamia brewing her a cup of lemon tea to calm her nerves before being led to the car by Daidamia with Doyle at the wheel telling her they were enroute to the hospital.

Between their house and here, something awful went wrong. Had she been abducted? Where were Daidamia and Doyle? Why weren’t they there after promising not to leave her?

Angeline arched her back in agonizing pain as an overwhelming need to push befell her.

“I see the top of his head,” the woman said. “Keep pushing, Angeline.”

The quintet’s ominous chanting grew louder. 

The man who’d stood behind her was now lighting the red candles held by the chanters. When the last one was lit, he returned and stood at her side.

“One more hard push, child, and the arrival of our ruler will be complete.”

Angeline felt a gush of warm liquid puddle beneath her as she watched the woman lift the newborn into the air, his umbilical cord still attached.

With one swift snip from the large knife the man held, the lifeline between her and her son was severed.

“He’s not crying,” she said in a panicked voice. “Why isn’t he crying? Is he okay?”

“He’s perfect,” the woman cooed as she cleaned the infant and wrapped him in a blanket.

“Give me my baby,” Angeline pleaded. “I want to see my son.”

Angeline gasped when the woman lowered her hood and turned to face her. “He isn’t yours.”

“Daidamia?” She was confused. What did she mean he wasn’t hers? Of course, he was. She’d carried him for nine months, writhed in anguish to bring him into the world. He carried her blood in his veins.

Daidamia passed the baby to the hooded man. “Behold,” he shouted, holding the baby high in the air. “Our prince has finally arrived.”

“Your purpose has been fulfilled, Angeline,” Daidamia told her.

“What purpose?” Angeline asked, trying to sit up. She felt weak and lightheaded. Unable to remain upright, she dropped back onto the floor.

“You gave us the most precious gift we could’ve asked for.”

“He isn’t yours,” Angeline protested breathlessly. 

“In a way, you’re right,” Daidamia said. “The child isn’t mine alone. He belongs to the world.”

“Can I see him?”

“No.”

“He’s my son and I want to see him,” Angeline huffed. “Please. Just one look. I’ve waited so long.”

“No,” the man bellowed, lowering his hood. “The child is not yours.”

“Doyle?” Angeline whispered. “Why are you doing this to me? I thought you and Daidamia were my friends. You’ve been so kind to me.”

“Of course, we were kind to you,” Daidamia replied. “We knew you were carrying our savior. We couldn’t allow you to roam the streets uncared for. We had to watch over you and take care of you to make sure our savior was well taken care of.”

Angeline sobbed. They’d betrayed her, only taking her in so they could take her son away from her. When she recovered, she’d reclaim her son and run away to a place where they’d never find her. She wasn’t going to voluntarily hand over her child to them.

“What now?” she asked. “Will I return home with you?”

“You’ll be going home,” Doyle said. “But not with us.”

Doyle fell to his knees beside her as the chanting intensified.

She looked woefully into his eyes, knowing her life was over even before he brandished his dagger. She’d never see her son. He would never know who she was. Doyle and Daidamia were now his parents. 

“Thank you for blessing us with our long-awaited prince,” Doyle said before plunging the dagger deep into her heart. “You have made the most ultimate and crucial sacrifice for mankind.”

“I present to you,” Daidamia wailed proudly, holding the swaddled infant for all to see. “Lucius Belvedere Maximus. Our glorious and beloved Prince of Darkness. Blessed are we, for he is destined to become the greatest and most powerful force to ever inhabit the earth.”

“Welcome, my son,” Daidamia whispered to the infant. “In time, you will rule the world. Your destiny awaits you.”

“All hail Prince Lucius,” the group cheered. “All hail the Prince.”
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“I do solemnly swear or affirm that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States, and will, to the best of my ability preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States.”  Article II, Section I of the Constitution.

The swearing in of the newly elected President of the United States:

Lucius Belvedere Maximus

January 20, 2025
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THE BEGINNING OF THE END
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CHAPTER ONE
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Wuhan Tianhe International Airport, Wuhan, China - January 25, 2027

Noel Langford stepped out of the taxi that’d picked him up at his hotel, took his luggage from the porter, entered the airport, and headed to the ticket counter to check in for his flight back home to Bangor, Maine.

“No luggage, Mr. Langford?” the clerk asked.

“Just my carry-on,” he answered, wiping sweat from his brow as he watched the attractive Asian girl who spoke perfect English type his information into her computer, then print out his boarding pass.

“Your flight will depart at gate B16,” she said, sliding his ticket across the counter. “Thank you for visiting China. Enjoy your flight.”

Briefly, he considered grabbing a quick bite before boarding, but feeling a tad nauseous, decided against it. The last thing he wanted to do was puke his guts out on a plane while the other passengers watched with disgust, wondering what was wrong with him. He’d never suffered air sickness before, but the way he felt at the moment, this flight could be his first.

“I’ll take a large, sweet tea,” he said, stepping up to the counter of a fast-food restaurant inside the airport’s food court. Maybe the tea would settle his stomach and he’d start feeling better. Before checking out of his hotel, he’d taken a couple of aspirins for a mild headache, but they hadn’t kicked in yet. Currently, it was only a dull ache, so hopefully the aspirin would quell it before it grew into anguishing pain.

With his tea in hand, he casually walked toward the waiting area outside his departure gate, shocked at the number of travelers on his flight, recalling there’d been several empty seats on his trip there. This time, however, nearly every seat had been taken, mostly by Americans returning to the United States. Fortunately, there was an available seat on a couch next to the window overlooking the tarmac where his plane would arrive.

“Anyone sitting here?” he asked the elderly gentleman occupying the middle seat.

Looking up at him through coke-bottle thick glasses that made his eyes look five times too big, the old man smiled and said, “Nope. Go ahead. Have a seat.”

The flight home was long enough on a day when he felt fine, but he wasn’t looking forward to a twenty-nine-hour trip with three stops along the way, feeling as horrible as he did. When he’d felt a hint of a cold coming on the day before, he’d medicated himself with cold and flu medicine and laid around the hotel all day taking it easy. When he’d awakened that morning eager to get home, he’d felt worse than he had the day before. He now had a scratchy sore throat and nagging headache that was continually getting worse.

“This your first time in China?” the old man asked.

“Hmm?” Noel said, turning to face the man. He’d been so focused on his state of health that he hadn’t even heard what the man said.

“I asked if this was your first time visiting China?”

“No,” Noel answered. “I’ve been here a few times.”

“It was my first,” the old man said, his dentures slipping as he talked. “And my last. Hate to say it, but this has got to be the nastiest place I’ve ever been to.”

Noel didn’t object because the old man was right. Due to the elevated level of smog in the major cities, face masks were standard apparel there. Wearing one was a requirement unless one wished to choke to death on air pollution. 

“Cal Jackson,” the old man said, extending a gnarled, wrinkled hand.

“Noel Langford.”

“Nice to meet you, Noel. You here for business or pleasure?”

“Business.”

“Oh yeah?” Cal asked. “What kind of business?”

If he tried to explain to Cal exactly what he did in his line of work, they’d be sitting there for hours. “Pharmaceuticals,” he replied.

“This place was on my bucket list,” Cal said. “Been wanting to visit for over twenty years. Now that I’ve seen it, I can tell you I wasn’t missing much.”

“It’s different, that’s for sure,” Noel said, taking a sip of tea to soothe his aching throat.

“These people here will eat any damn thing, you know that?”

Noel chuckled. Again, the man was right.

“Went out to dinner last night at a restaurant that was purported to be one of the best in town. Or so the tourist map said. When I got the menu, I couldn’t read one damn word of it. It was written in Chinese. Looked like a damn tic-tac-toe grid. I didn’t know one thing from the other, so I just pointed to the first thing I saw. I’m telling you the honest to goodness truth, when that waitress brought my order, whatever the hell was in that bowl was still moving and while I sat there staring at it, I saw a tentacle slither over the side,” he said with a shake of his head. “Turns out I ordered live octopus.”

“Did you eat it?” Noel asked.

“Hell no, I didn’t eat it. I paid my bill and got the hell out of there and found a place that served hamburgers.”

“China Western Airlines, Flight 729 to Xiamen is now boarding at gate B16,” came the overhead announcement. “Please have your boarding passes ready.”

“That’s me,” Noel said, getting up from the couch. “Nice talking to you.”

“That’s my flight as well,” Cal said, using his cane to stand.

“Where you headed to?” Noel asked.

“Los Angeles. You?”

“Bangor.”

“A Mainer, eh?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Never been there,” Cal said. “Tell me something. Is it true that Maine gets several feet of snow every winter?”

Noel smiled. “As we Mainers like to say, Cal, does a bear shit in the woods?”

Cal laughed, nearly spitting out his false teeth. “I like a person with a good sense of humor.”

Normally, he could have told joke after joke, but not today. He barely felt like talking.

The two men boarded the plane together, but sat in different sections, which pleased Noel because he wasn’t interested in continuing a conversation. Cal was pleasant enough and could probably tell him some stories of his own, but he wasn’t up to engaging in chitchat. All he wanted to do was sit down, lean back, and close his eyes.

Assigned a window seat, Noel buckled his seatbelt and set the overhead air conditioner on high, letting the frigid air blow directly in his face. His headache was getting worse. So was the nausea. Once they were airborne and the flight attendant came around, he’d ask for a ginger ale and perhaps a pack of crackers. Salt was good for easing a queasy stomach.

Enroute to Los Angeles, the second stop in the flight, Noel’s head began throbbing. He’d never had such a painful headache before. And he felt hot. So, so hot, like he was on fire, burning him up inside. Dozens of sweat beads formed on his forehead, glistening against his skin. The air conditioner was already on high, but it wasn’t providing much comfort.

“Mister, are you okay?” the woman sitting beside him asked.

Noel glanced at her, seeing that she had a look of concern on her face.

“Not feeling too well,” Noel answered, closing his eyes and laying his head against the back rest. It was hard to breathe. A heaviness had settled in his chest. 

“I’m having a heart attack,” he thought. “In midair.”

“Shall I get the stewardess?” the woman asked.

Noel nodded, unable to speak, suddenly overcome by a breathtaking fit of coughing.

“Sir, please come with me.”

Noel gaped at the flight attendant who was summoning him, surprised to see she was his wife. Why was she onboard this flight? No, wait a minute, that couldn’t be. It’s not possible. There was no way in hell his wife could be on this plane, or any other plane. She was dead. And dead people don’t book flights to or from China.

“Sarah?” he gasped. “What are you doing here? When did you get back?”

“My name is Rachel, sir,” she said, reaching out her hand. “Please, come with me.”

Noel slowly reached out and grasped onto her, suddenly feeling euphoric, like he was floating on air as he followed her down the aisle.

Why were all the passengers wearing clown makeup? Everywhere he looked he saw red curly hair, yellow curly hair, orange curly hair. And huge red smiles. Why were they all laughing at him? When were all the psychedelic flowers painted on the walls of the plane? They weren’t there when he boarded. Someone had been quite busy artistically. Various shapes and sizes of multi-colored, hippy era flowers were everywhere, even on the windows and pull-down shades.

Where was he? Why had Sarah led him to a small corner space at the back of the plane and closed the curtain?

“Have a seat here, sir,” the helpful woman said, lowering a cushioned chair from the wall. “Captain,” she said, speaking into a megaphone. No, hold on a second, that’s not what those things are called. Telephone! That’s what she was talking on. “We have a medical emergency. I’ve isolated the gentleman from the other passengers.” Putting a hand over the speaker, she spoke to the other flight attendant who’d accompanied them to the restricted area. “Megan, go check the flight manifest and see if there’s a doctor on board. If so, get him back here immediately.” Speaking to the captain again, she said, “Sir, I’ve sent Megan to see if she can locate a doctor. I’ll keep you apprised.”

“Sir, can you tell me your name?”

“You know my name, Sarah,” he answered, slurring his words. His tongue felt like it’d swollen to the size of a baseball, making it difficult for him to speak properly. “We were married for thirty years.”

“Sir, my name is Rachel, not Sarah.”

If she didn’t know any better, she’d swear the man was drunk, except she knew he wasn’t. She’d seen him board the plane completely sober, and he hadn’t been served any alcoholic beverages. He was sweating profusely and having difficulty keeping his eyes open.

“Sir, don’t fall asleep. Do you know your name?”

He stared blankly at her, as though he found the simplest of questions too confusing to comprehend.

The curtain opened and Megan reappeared, followed by a middle-aged man with graying hair and a goatee.

“This is Dr. Graves,” Megan said. “And his name,” she said, pointing, “is Noel Langford.”

“Mr. Langford,” Dr. Graves said, squatting down in front of him. “Can you look at me?”

Noel’s head wobbled unsteadily as he tried focusing his attention on the doctor. Without warning, he broke into another brutal coughing spell, spittle flying from his mouth into the doctor’s face.

“Get him a glass of water,” the doctor said.

“I can’t breathe,” Noel said, clutching at his throat.

“This man is burning up with a fever,” Dr. Graves told Rachel. “I can feel the heat radiating off of him.”

Megan returned with the water and handed it to Dr. Graves.

“Here, Mr. Langford, sip on this,” the doctor said, holding the paper cup for him.

Noel reached for it but kept missing his grasp, forcing Dr. Graves to place it in his hand and guide it to his mouth. Noel choked on the first sip, coughing up the water and a good-sized chunk of bloody phlegm.

“Was he this sick when he boarded?”

“No,” Rachel answered. “When I checked his ticket at the door, he was fine.”

“Has he asked either of you for any medication, perhaps something for a headache or maybe a throat lozenge?”

“No.”

Noel slumped down in the chair, nearly sliding to the floor.

“Mr. Langford!” Dr. Graves said sharply, giving him a sturdy shake. “Please try to stay awake. When did you become ill?”

Noel glared at him with unmoving eyes, unable to respond.

“Are you certain he wasn’t unwell when he got onto this aircraft?” Dr. Graves asked.

“I’m positive,” Rachel replied. “I think I would’ve noticed a passenger as sick as this man and I would’ve reported it right away.”

“Has he said anything to you that would make you believe he wasn’t feeling well? Or has he been acting strangely? Has anyone reported any unusual behavior from him?”

“No, but he kept calling me Sarah although I told him repeatedly that my name is Rachel.”

“If his fever is as high as I believe it to be, he’s likely delusional and suffering from hallucinations.”

“From a fever?”

“An extremely high one can cause irreversible brain damage or death if not properly treated. Obviously, appropriate facilities aren’t available aboard an aircraft.”

Dr. Graves studied Noel momentarily, noticing a change in the color of his skin, especially around his mouth. He was turning cyanotic, indicating that he wasn’t receiving an adequate supply of oxygen. He had no medical supplies with him to treat a gravely ill patient, and airplanes weren’t outfitted with standard medical equipment. Without treatment and already being in grave danger, the outcome didn’t look good for Mr. Langford.

“If what you’re saying is true, and I’ve no reason to doubt you, then whatever this man is suffering from is an illness that advances with a rapidity I’ve never seen before. As far as I know, there’s only one illness I can think of that’s capable of advancing that fast.”

“The flu?” Rachel asked.

“No,” Dr. Graves answered, rising from the floor. “A virus. If Mr. Langford deteriorated this quickly in only a couple of hours, I’d say it’s a rather deadly one.”

Rachel glanced at her co-worker with a look of concern. “A virus? Like a contagion?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“Then that means he’s potentially spread it to every person on this plane,” Rachel stated with alarm.

“That would be correct,” Dr. Graves said. “Even if he hasn’t been in direct contact with them. If it’s an airborne virus, it can and will easily pass through the ventilation system.”

“The air conditioning?” Megan asked absently.

“Yes.”

Noel belched loudly, sliding from his chair onto the floor, frothy white bubbles gurgling from his mouth.

“Oh, God!” Rachel exclaimed, taking a step backwards. “Is he... is he?”

“Yes,” Dr. Graves announced after checking for a pulse. “He’s dead.”

“I have to notify the captain,” Rachel said, picking up the phone.

“This man needs to be encased in a protective sheath and placed somewhere away from all these passengers until we land,” Dr. Graves said. “Even if that means putting him in the cargo hold. Just because Mr. Langford’s dead doesn’t mean the virus is. It’s better to be safe than sorry.”

“I’ll advise the captain of the situation and request his permission to stow him in cargo,” Rachel said.

Turning to Megan, Dr. Graves asked, “Are the two of you the only attendants on this flight?”

“Yes,” she answered.

“Dr. Graves?” Rachel said, putting her hand over the phone as she spoke. “The captain approved moving him, but we won’t be making an emergency landing.”

“That’s fine,” he answered. “There’s no reason to now.”

“The Captain said he’ll notify the authorities in Los Angeles and put them on alert.”

“Expect the plane to be quarantined,” Dr. Graves said. “And don’t be surprised when a medical crew comes aboard wearing hazmat suits.”

“Why would they do that?” Rachel asked.

“Precautionary measures,” Dr. Graves answered. “When the captain notifies the authorities in L.A. that an unexpected and suspicious death occurred in flight, they’ll want to know if the passenger was ill prior to his demise. The Captain is obligated to disclose Mr. Langford’s earlier condition to said authorities. When he does, they’ll take proper measures to treat the situation much in the same way they would a biological threat.”

“Because they don’t know what to expect, or what they might be dealing with?” Megan asked.

“Exactly. They’ll examine every passenger on board for even the minutest of symptoms similar to what Mr. Langford displayed. Anyone deplaning in L.A. will likely be relocated to a detainment facility where they’ll be held for a certain number of days. After the required amount of time in quarantine has ended, and if they show no symptoms of being ill, they’ll be released to go home. However, if they do show signs of sickness, they’ll be transported to a medical facility for treatment.”

“Can they legally do what you just described?” Rachel asked.

“Yes. You and you,” he said, pointing to her and Megan. “Me, and everyone else on this plane will be quarantined. Especially when they learn how rapidly Mr. Langford declined. I’m sure they’ll question you about his condition from the time he came aboard until the moment he died.”

“What kind of virus can kill someone that fast?” Rachel asked.

“I have no idea.”

Flashing red and blue lights from ambulances, fire rescue, and police cars were visible even before the plane touched down on the tarmac. Notified ahead of time, they were on standby at the terminal waiting for the aircraft to arrive.

While still taxiing, the captain’s voice came over the intercom.

“Ladies and gentlemen, please remain in your seats. Due to a medical emergency on this flight, disembarking will not be permitted until further notice.”

Passengers glanced nervously back and forth at each other, worried expressions on their faces, wondering how they’d missed an event as important as a medical emergency.

“L.A. County Fire Rescue has notified me that medical personnel will be coming aboard this aircraft. However, there’s no cause for alarm. I’ve been advised that this is standard protocol following an event such as ours. It may delay us in L.A. for an extended period while they gather the information they need. I assure you that once they’ve done so, and we’re cleared to proceed, I will get you all safely to your destinations. Again, please remain seated.”

Noel’s body was placed inside a black body bag, along with the mylar blanket he’d been covered with, loaded onto a stretcher, and wheeled away by two staff members from the coroner’s office while shocked passengers gasped in surprise as they watched the commotion through their windows.

Half an hour later, a white hazmat suit-wearing medical team boarded the plane and stood side by side next to the door.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” one man began, speaking through a glass-shielded helmet with a filtered breathing apparatus attached to it. “Don’t be alarmed by our apparel. It’s only precautionary. My name is Dr. Samuel Sizemore. I’m a virologist at L.A. County Regional. This other gentleman with me is Dr. Will Patten, also a virologist.”

In his hand, Dr. Patten held a silver aluminum suitcase. Placing it down on the seat, he opened it, but didn’t remove anything.

“I’m sure you’re all curious to know what’s going on, so I’ll do my best to tell you what I know so far. A passenger on this plane died under suspicious circumstances in flight. The report Dr. Patten and I received confirmed that the passenger was quite ill before expiring. Our job here is to ascertain whether there are others on board who are experiencing any symptoms similar to what the gentleman displayed. With your cooperation, we hope to complete our analysis swiftly and have you on your way.”

More gasps and curious whispers filled the aircraft, the passengers’ expressions changing from curiosity to fear as they listened to Dr. Sizemore explain their predicament. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that in order for biohazard suited doctors to come on board, they suspected whatever the man had died from was highly contagious.

“While we’re not exactly clear on his cause of death, because of the information we received regarding his rapid decline in health, followed by sudden death, we’ve both deduced that the gentleman was likely infected with a potent virus at the time of his death.”

As expected, his statement caused panic.

Several passengers rose from their seats and began making their way towards the front of the plane and would inevitably attempt to push their way past the doctors. If they’d been more observant, they would’ve known beforehand that doing so was an enormous waste of time since the door was closed and sealed shut. It would remain that way until everyone received medical clearance.

“Please return to your seats,” Dr. Sizemore shouted. “No one leaves this plane until I say so.”

“You can’t keep us here against our will!” a man yelled.

“I absolutely can, and I intend to. At least until I can affirm that none of you are a threat to others.”

“I’m getting off this plane!” another man shouted, pushing his way forward.

“No, sir, you’re not. Dr. Patten?”

Dr. Patten reached into the silver suitcase and pulled out a device resembling an oversized laser gun.

“What Dr. Patten is holding in his hand is a rapid-fire injection gun filled with a highly effective sedative that will render one unconscious within a matter of seconds,” Dr. Sizemore warned the man. “Neither of us would prefer to resort to physical force, but if you attempt to barge your way through us intending to exit this plane, you will leave us with no other choice. What will it be, sir? Would you rather return to your seat or have a nice, long nap?”

Reluctantly, the man turned away, mumbling as he made his way back to his seat.

“Now that that issue is settled, allow me to explain what Dr. Patten and myself will be doing. It’s quite simple, really, and non-intrusive. As I said before, the more willing all of you are to cooperate, the faster we can finish. Does everyone understand?”

A chorus of yeses echoed through the aircraft. Everyone was eager to move on and get this over with.

“I’ll be handing each one of you a questionnaire asking you a variation of questions. Things like where you’ve been for the last week, activities you’ve partaken in, what foods you’ve eaten. Once you’re finished, we’ll collect the questionnaires and review your answers. I cannot stress to you enough the importance of being completely honest when giving your answers. Understood?”

Everyone nodded.

“Good. Before we begin, by a show of hands, is anyone aboard this aircraft feeling sick at the moment? That includes nausea, headache, sore throat, fever. Anyone?”

No one raised their hands.

“I know you may all be feeling somewhat frightened at the moment, and that’s perfectly normal, considering the circumstances. Seeing that none of you are reporting any sicknesses, I feel confident there’s nothing to worry about right now. Hopefully, once you complete your questionnaires, I can clear everyone and allow this plane to continue on without further delay.”

Dr. Sizemore gave a quick smile at the eruption of applause. “Thought you might like that.”

While the passengers completed their paperwork, Dr. Sizemore checked the tablet he was holding to see if he’d received any information alerting him to a possible viral outbreak, but there wasn’t one. If there were any others infected with whatever Mr. Langford had, the cases hadn’t been reported yet, leading Dr. Sizemore to believe that Mr. Langford’s case was an isolated incident and his illness not a viral infection at all, but a possible food allergy to cuisine ingested while in Wuhan that resulted in his death. Prospects of what food it might’ve been were endless considering that just about anything that moved was viewed as consumable, including live bats.

Mr. Langford’s body was transported to the L.A. County Medical Examiner’s Office with a warning to proceed with caution while conducting the autopsy, and a recommendation to wear full hazardous protective gear while doing it. Whether the coroner followed the advice was his own choice.

Dr. Sizemore also requested that a full toxicology panel be performed, including specific testing for the presence of poisons. If what Rachel, the flight attendant had told him was true, something had killed the man quickly, and if it wasn’t viral, then it must be biological. Within a few days, he should have a copy of the report on his desk. Maybe then he’d have a definitive answer. 

Upon completion of assessing the questionnaires, Dr. Sizemore discovered that most of the passengers had been to the same place as Mr. Langford, and several of them had visited the same sites and eaten at the same restaurants, yet none of them reported or showed any symptoms of having contracted an illness, leading Dr. Sizemore to conclude that Mr. Langford’s case was, in fact, an isolated incident. Therefore, there was no cause to delay the plane and its crew any longer.

Flight 729 was cleared for travel.

Next stop, Philadelphia.

Even if Dr. Sizemore had not given clearance for travel, he nor anyone else could’ve stopped what was looming in the near future.

It would remain unclear where or how Noel Langford contracted his mysterious illness, but in the short span of time from the onset of infection until he died aboard Flight 729, he infected the hotel staff, the cab driver, the ticketing agent, and every single passenger on the plane.

Every one of them would carry the virus home to their friends and loved ones, all of whom would continue to spread it to every person they came in contact with.

Thus, the domino effect had begun for the gift that would keep on giving... and giving... and giving.

SIX MONTHS LATER

JULY 2027
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CHAPTER TWO
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At the exact same moment that Jim Hardy was preparing to begin the day’s wheat harvest and Estella, his wife of forty years, was striking a match to light the burner on her old gas stove to begin her fifth day of canning vegetables, fruits, and jellies to sell at the annual Clairmont County bazaar in Cedar’s Grove, Oklahoma, over fourteen hundred miles away in Canal Point, Florida, Ben Donaldson was engaged in a battle with his conscious, trying to determine whether he and his family should evacuate from the state and head north to escape the monstrous hurricane heading their way, or take his chances and ride it out like he’d done during every other storm he’d been through. Earnestly weighing the pros and cons of both, he faced making a crucial decision, and he needed to choose quickly before he found himself in the dire predicament of having Mother Nature do it for him.

In Widow’s Peak, Washington, Dr. Jacob Underwood, Geologist and Volcanologist, was working in the field, collecting water samples, recording atmospheric measurements, and comparing his current seismology data to the printout his boss, Herb Winwood, had given him before sending him out on assignment to monitor what he determined to be disturbing volcanic activity from Mount Cereubus, never realizing as he packed his suitcase and gathered all his expensive and necessary equipment, it would be his last time ever having to do so.  

Harvey Wiseman, in Benedict, Maine, cursed beneath his breath as he carried an arm full of firewood into his living room and dumped it onto the growing heap on the floor beside the fireplace hearth, frowning as he stared at the wood, trying to decide if he should bring in a couple more armfuls before the heavy snow fell. “Snow, my ass,” he grunted. “Who the hell ever heard of a snowstorm in July?” When he’d first heard the report last week, he’d phoned the news station and politely told them that their meteorologists needed to lay off the whacky tobacky and sloe gin because they were talking pure bullshit by telling their viewers to prepare for a blizzard in the summer. The lady on the phone laughed at him, then politely assured him what the station had reported was factual. And once he replaced his trusty old Stetson with his thinking cap, he’d realized she might just be right because June hadn’t delivered any warm days, like it normally did, and July hadn’t been too promising so far. To a Mainer, sixty degrees was a hell of a lot warmer than the sub-zero temperatures the winter months brought. “You dumb sum’bitches better be right about this,” he huffed as he headed back outside. “I’m gonna be madder’n a wet hen if I’ve done all this work for nothing.”

Tania Brock was in Rafael’s Point, California, a freshman college student studying to get a degree in Criminal Justice so she could pursue her dream job of working for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, a career she’d committed herself to achieving ever since she was a little girl and had watched her first episode of Twin Peaks. Agent Dale Cooper had been her inspiration, and through his character, had portrayed, in her opinion, what a real F.B.I. agent should look and act like. That he was handsome, suave, and debonair had meant nothing to her then, but once she’d reached adolescence then adulthood, she’d viewed Agent Cooper in a whole new light. Love and respect for law and order, and the desire to catch criminals and put them in jail where they belonged were the two main motives that’d driven her to her decision. Wearing cool black pants suits and flashing a shiny badge in the faces of law breakers would merely be enjoyable and rewarding benefits of the job. She only hoped she would eventually become as good of an agent as Cooper had been. As she leaned against the trunk of a tree on the main campus of the university, a book on deviant behavior opened on her lap, she wasn’t aware that she was on the brink of experiencing her first, and only, earthquake, and that her lifelong dreams would never be fulfilled.

Pastor Maximillian Erwin sat at his desk in the rectory of the Visionary Southern Baptist Church in Cedartown, Georgia, reviewing and editing the sermon he planned to deliver during the next Sunday service. The book of Revelations and the end of times had been weighing heavily on his mind for the past several weeks and he felt compelled to preach about it, to instill the word of God in every heart of the members of his congregation, knowing full well that although many of them attended every church service, few had fully turned their lives and hearts over to Christ. Revelation 3:16 was the verse that continually played inside his head. “So, because you are lukewarm, neither hot nor cold, I am about to spit you out of my mouth.” In his heart, Pastor Erwin knew exactly what that verse meant. Trying to explain it to his parishioners in a fashion they’d understand and live by could propose more of a challenge than he might expect, however. What Pastor Erwin wasn’t aware of while preparing his sermon was why he was being compelled so strongly to deliver the message. Within a few short days, he would come to know why.

None of these people knew each other and were unaware of each other’s existence. They’d never met, had no chance encounters, and never would. Not one of them knew they were only a handful of bit actors that’d been chosen to take part in a play that would eventually reveal the greater scheme of things. They were all mere pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that, once put together with every single piece placed properly, would create an entire and explicable picture of the grand finale that was taking shape.

Neither were they aware of the woes of all the others or the impending tragedies they were on the brink of experiencing. Survivors the world over would remain the same complete and utter strangers in the aftermath of events as they were before their inception.

If everyone involved had been forewarned of the ultimate plan, most of them still wouldn’t have believed, or accepted, the truth, because human nature tells one to discard and forget about that which does not fit into their personal belief systems. Or that which is too horrifying and painful to acknowledge. And it can be stated with precise certainty that, given a choice, none would have voluntarily participated. 

And then there are those who knew the day would come eventually, a finite class of people who had heard about it in church for most of their lives, yet still dismissed the possibility that it could ever happen during their lifetimes.

Until it did.

By then, it was too late to do anything to change the outcome.

Their only goal would become simple and singular.

A fight for survival.
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CHAPTER THREE
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West Lawn of the White House, Washington, DC

Sue Mason took a deep breath and held her head high as she entered the West Wing of the White House and glided down the blue carpeted hallway to her desk situated outside the Oval Office.

“Good morning, George,” she said cheerfully to the Secret Service Agent posted outside her boss’s office door, aware his job didn’t permit him to engage in casual conversation with her. She didn’t even know his proper name because he wore no identification badge. None of the Secret Service agents did. The ones she was familiar with she recognized by face, not by name. From the first day she’d seen him at his post she’d called him George, and since he hadn’t protested or corrected her, she’d been calling him that ever since. It was more important than ever that she follow her normal routine today, just as she’d done every morning for the past two years, acting as if the day were as typical as any other.

Except that it wasn’t. This day was going to turn out like none anyone had ever seen before. Even if she wanted to change her mind and turn back, it was too late. She’d already prepared the packages containing copies of incriminating documents against Lucius Maximus that were going to journalists of her choosing. The ones she trusted and knew would go public with the dark secrets behind the Maximus administration. Fay Bennett at the Washington Chronicle would receive hers within a couple of days, as would Greta Turnbull at the Worldwide News Agency, and Gail Peters at World at A Glance newspaper. She’d also stashed an extra copy of all the papers in a safe deposit box at her bank, and no one other than her and the bank manager had a key.

She’d been contemplating sending the material for several months, deciding the time had come to follow through with her intentions after learning about Maximus’ decision to ignore the threat of a possible deadly pandemic that had the capability of becoming an E.L.E.–extinction level event. Ignoring the advice of scientists and specialists who’d dealt with outbreaks before, Maximus, being the narcissistic, sociopathic, know-it-all asshole that he was, had made it clear to them and everyone else in the meetings that it was him who made the decisions, and if they knew what was best for them and their medical and professional futures, they’d do well to listen to him and follow his orders instead of acting on their own instincts.

“Sir, you understand that if this virus crosses into the United States from China, it has the potential to kill millions of Americans?” That was one of the first questions proposed to him by Dr. Anthony Foster, an immunologist with the Arlington Research Institute for the Study of Viral Diseases, at the first administrative meeting held after learning of a viral outbreak in China that could become a threat to America. “To ignore our advice and not take precautions to protect American citizens is the equivalent of committing mass murder. It would be nothing short of negligible homicide.”

That was the moment she’d seen how truly vile Maximus was, when his evil persona reared its ugly head and rose to the surface, brilliantly displayed for all to see.

Maximus’ face turned a bright shade of purplish red, the veins in his neck bulging so profusely that they appeared to be on the verge of exploding. His dark eyes raged with fury as he slammed a heavy fist down onto the table. “Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to? Don’t you fucking ever make baseless allegations like that against me again!” he hissed, spittle flying from his mouth. “If you even so much as think it, I’ll personally make sure that your medical license is nothing more than a worthless piece of paper, and by the time I’m finished with you, you’ll be begging for a cook’s job at a local hamburger joint. Do I make myself clear?”

Dr. Foster nodded, his jaws twitching in anger, wanting to respond but knowing better than to further anger the president.

“I’m sorry,” Maximus sneered. “I didn’t hear you.”

“Yes,” Dr. Foster said.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, sir, Mr. President.”

“That’s better,” Maximus gloated. “Now, let me see if I can ask you a question that you might have an answer to, since you’re such a hotshot viral expert.”

While attendees in the meeting had laughed to appease Maximus, she’d sat in silence cringing through the entire humiliating episode, taking minutes and adding side notes, her loathing for the man growing deeper by the second.

“Is it or is it not true that a virus, any type of virus, has no cure and must be dealt with by allowing it to run its course, and when it’s finished, it’ll simply die?”

“Generally speaking, yes, but...” At that point, she’d made a note that Dr. Foster had wanted to add something further to his statement about the particular virus they were dealing with, but Maximus cut him off and wouldn’t allow him to say anything else, feeling it was an important note to make since she’d likely never have the chance to ask Dr. Foster what he was going to say. Chances of him ever attending another meeting were slim. 

Like everyone else who’d ever crossed or dared to stand up to Maximus, Dr. Foster would soon be history as far as his administrative post went.

It was what Maximus said next that prompted her to decide to go public with what she knew about him.

“Nope, nope, nope,” Maximus protested, holding a hand up to stop him. “There are no buts. A virus is a virus, regardless of where it originated from. If people die, they die. That’s life. It is what it is. Deal with it. I’m of the opinion that the threat simply isn’t serious enough to warrant shutting down the world, as you and your cohorts have suggested,” Maximus said to Dr. Foster. “What good would that do if they’re going to die anyway?” he added with a light chuckle. “With that said, you will follow my orders and do as I say. News of a virus possibly entering the country is not to be made public. The less people know about it, the better off they are, especially for an event that would cause panic and chaos. Any further information or reports regarding the progress of the virus are to come to me directly, with no copies forwarded to any other department. Does everyone understand?”

Every person sitting at the table glanced back and forth at each other, nervous and unsettled by his bizarre request, yet all agreeing to his demand, exhibiting what obedient puppets they truly were. “Yes,” they all said in unison.

“I think we can all agree that some things are better left unknown,” he added. “This is one of those things.”

Had she understood him correctly? Had the President of the United States just said that citizens were not to be made aware of a possible impending health crisis that could cost them their lives? Why would he choose to remain silent about such an important and dangerous issue? She was astonished to hear him make such an irresponsible remark, but she’d heard him say it and had taken the minutes to prove it.

She’d hoped she was wrong about the feeling she’d had after he’d made that statement. To her, it seemed as though he actually wanted the virus to spread and kill innocent bystanders. Who, in their right mind, would push to advance such a tragedy?

The most powerful man on earth refused to take precautions to keep safe those who he’d sworn to protect. Instead of seeking a way to prevent devastation, he wanted all information about the virus quashed and wouldn’t even allow voices of reason to speak.

One thing she was sure of was that while Maximus might very well be able to keep his staff quiet, he could never silence the media, no matter how many times he complained about their dishonesty and bias towards him. And they’d find out about this, too. When they did, they’d all do what the president had refused to do. Warn the American people of an impending viral threat.

To her knowledge, Dr. Foster nor any of the other scientists involved in collecting the virus data had suggested shutting down the world, as Maximus had put it. What they had suggested was imposing a travel ban to prevent the possibility of foreign travelers from entering the states and spreading the virus. They’d also recommended issuing health alerts advising the public of a potential outbreak and how to take precautions against infection. Everything they’d suggested sounded reasonable to her, but Maximus disagreed, objecting to even the slightest of recommendations.

“If adults have to be told to wash their hands and practice good personal hygiene, then their problem is much worse than any virus ever could be,” he’d stated.

He was hell-bent on keeping the news of a deadly viral spread out of the public domain, and not one of his cabinet members protested or objected to his careless decision. She found that not only appalling, but disheartening. Screw them all, she’d decided. If you won’t tell the public, then I will.

She supposed she shouldn’t have expected anything less out of the man. He was completely devoid of any kind of human emotion. Ruthless, heartless, and soulless with no compassion, empathy, or sympathy for anyone.

In the two and a half years he’d been in office, he’d either changed or completely nixed multiple programs and events. National Day of Prayer no longer existed. Praying inside or anywhere near the White House was prohibited. Anyone caught doing so would be terminated from their position immediately. Conversations about religious beliefs had been banned. Employees weren’t even allowed to have any kind of spiritual keepsakes in their offices. No Bibles. No angel statues. Nothing. Lucius Maximus scoffed at anyone who dared to proclaim Christianity, laughing at them and mocking them. He was practically anti everything, unless it was a cause that benefited him personally.

He could talk a friendly game and speak the words that people wanted to hear, but the center of his world was himself. The man didn’t even like animals, for crying out loud, and had repeatedly voiced his disdain about domesticated pets, claiming that he couldn’t understand why anyone would allow the filthy vermin inside their homes, pissing and shitting all over the floor and carpet, or shedding on their furniture.

Sometimes she swore the man ate fire and brimstone for dinner, and the indigestion it gave him came forth with vile and bitter words.

“Sue,” he shouted over the loud stir of voices. “These minutes are for the file only. They’re not to be disseminated to anyone.”

She’d nodded in stunned agreement, pretending to be as uncaring as he was all while knowing what she had to do.

Was she scared? Hell yes she was. Her heart was racing as fast as a thoroughbred heading into the final lap of the Kentucky Derby. But to know what she knew and not make it public would be extremely dangerous, deadly, and quite frankly, would make her no better of a person than Maximus and his team of evildoers. Not only would it be perilous for her, but for every person living on the planet, and she wanted absolutely no part in his devious plot to engage in mass destruction. 

Standing nearly seven feet tall, his appearance alone was intimidating. He always looked down his nose at everyone, considering them to be beneath him, and treated most as if they were nothing more than a bothersome dog turd stuck to the bottom of his shoe that needed to be scraped off on the nearest sidewalk curb.

He had his moments when he could be charming, but it was usually because he wanted something in return. Lucius Maximus never did a thing for anyone out of the goodness of his heart. That would be impossible considering he didn’t have one.

When she’d applied for the position of Administrative Assistant to the President of the United States, she’d done so with a mixture of hope, pleasure, and gratitude, hoping she’d be chosen to fill the position, happy and grateful for the opportunity to apply because it would be an honor to serve her country, even if it were in such a meager position as a secretary. In the beginning, she’d known little about Lucius Maximus, except that before running for office, he’d been a successful entrepreneur and self-made billionaire who owned hundreds of expensive commercial and rental properties. “Great,” she’d thought. “He’s not a politician. Maybe he can do for this country what no other president has done.” She’d certainly gotten that part right. Except what he’d done wasn’t a positive thing, nor was it for the betterment of the country and its people as a whole.

One of her job responsibilities was to attend meetings in the oval office, take minutes, then transcribe them. It was during those meetings that she’d learned more about Maximus than she’d cared to know, telling herself early on that he was the type of person who’d deny making statements that he’d actually made, so it was important for her to have bona fide proof to support her allegations. He’d also made plenty of extremely questionable decisions, with the help of his equally cruel cabinet members, which were deeply disturbing and could’ve had a detrimental effect on the safety and well-being of the American people. Sometimes, they had, like the one she considered the last straw for her in his never-ending reign of cruelty. It was his lack of care and concern and nonchalant attitude that pushed her to decide to go public with everything she knew about him.

Whenever she’d taken minutes, she’d written them in shorthand because no one other than her could read them, making side notes to herself to add as emphasis whenever she typed the transcriptions. Instead of taking the risk of being caught with an unauthorized flash drive, she’d begun emailing copies of all minutes, memorandums, and letters to her private email account. From home, she printed them then deleted the digital copies, erasing any trail she may have left behind.

For two years she’d sat in on meetings, listening to Maximus and his cabinet engage in sexist and racist conversations, keeping her mouth shut and her ears open because, God forbid, anyone should ever call out Lucius Maximus about wrongdoing. Other than Dr. Foster, she’d seen it happen one other time, and witnessing both events had been enough to convince her that not only was he a vile and vindictive person but also an immoral and callous man.

Topics of discussion in some of those meetings stood out more than others because of the subject, such as the meeting on border security that she recalled.

Maximus and all of his administrative team sat around the oblong oak table, their yellow legal pads in front of them for jotting down important points of the meeting. 

“What’s the first topic of discussion?” Maximus asked.

Tony Spencer, his senior policy advisor, spoke up. “We need to talk about construction of a border wall.”

Maximus leaned forward and crossed his arms on top of the table. “There’s nothing to discuss,” he stated flatly. “A wall isn’t necessary. To begin construction on one would be a tremendous waste of taxpayer dollars, wouldn’t you agree?”

“No, sir, I wouldn’t consider it a waste of money at all,” Tony replied bravely. “Something has to be done to stop illegal border crossings and I feel that a border wall is our best strategy.”

With his usual condescending sneer, Maximus stared coldly at Tony. “You feel, do you? Let me ask you something, Tony. Do we, or do we not, have border patrol agents?”

“We do, sir.”

“Are the agents armed?”

“Yes, sir, they are.”

“With real guns and real bullets?”

Tony laughed, an action one did not take with Lucius Maximus. “Are you serious?”

Without emotion, Maximus replied, “Do I look like I’m joking?”

“No, sir, I suppose you don’t. Yes, Mr. President, the guns and bullets are real.”

“There’s your answer.”

“I beg your pardon?” Tony asked, frowning.

“I’ll explain how simple it is. Pay attention, you might learn something.” Maximus glanced from member to member, making sure everyone was listening to him before continuing. “The duty of a border agent is to monitor illegal crossings. Their job is to make sure none happen. The solution is to eliminate the problem at the point of occurrence. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Tony stared at Maximus with wide-eyed disbelief. “If I’m understanding you correctly, sir, you’re saying that the border patrol agents should fire their weapons at immigrants caught crossing the border into the United States.”

Maximus clapped slowly. “Well, give you a red lollipop, you were paying attention.”

“Sir, these are human beings we’re talking about,” Tony argued. “Most of them come here seeking asylum while waiting to obtain a legal path to citizenship. All they want is to have a chance at a better life.”

“Then they can seek it somewhere else,” Maximus declared. “Not here.”

Chief of Staff, Garrett Blake, spoke. “Sir, you can’t simply shoot people on sight for illegal crossing. Murder is against the law, no matter who you are. You really should reconsider your decision.”

Maximus did not fare well at being confronted. “Tell you what, Tony. Make sure the order states that the agents are hereby authorized to shoot to kill. As far as I’m concerned, they can blow the fuckers into a million pieces. That’s the best solution. I’d hate to have a bunch of maimed fuckers filing lawsuits against our government.”

Tony shook his head. 

“Is that gesture one of incredulity, or are you refusing to follow my orders?” Maximus asked.

“Sir, you do realize that several of the immigrants will have children with them?”

“What’s your point?”

“What do we do about the children?”

“Same as the parents,” Maximus replied. “It’s not the responsibility of the United States to raise their illegitimate bastards for free. Is that clear enough for you?”

“Indeed it is, sir,” Garrett answered tartly.

“What’s next on the agenda?” Maximus asked as casually as if he were asking for a slice of chocolate cake.

Every single person around the table sat in stunned silence, none of them brave enough to speak up or speak out about such immorality, fearful for their own political and financial futures.

She’d concluded that their choice to remain a part of his callous administration could be attributed to one or many things. Either they’d fallen victim to his monolithic ability to sway them into his ungodly circle, their own lust and desire for power and authority, that he possessed incriminating information he could use against them that would ruin them personally and politically should they betray him, or because they actually enjoyed being a part of his heartless administration. If the latter was the reason they stayed, then that meant they were all as equally corrupt as Maximus himself.

“Nothing,” Tony said, gathering his pen and pad and rising from the table. “Nothing else was scheduled. I thought this topic would be a much longer conversation. I guess I was wrong,” he said before exiting the conference room.

Neither Tony Spencer nor Garrett Blake attended another meeting.

Both men were fired and replaced that very afternoon by staff who were almost as cunning as Maximus himself.

Sue sat down at her desk and began preparing for the day’s activities like she did every other morning, except that this would be her last time doing so. When she left for the day, she would not be returning. She’d never deserted a job in her life without notice, but this was a walkout she’d never regret.

Come Monday, she expected the phone calls to start coming in from the journalists she’d be sending the documents to, wanting to verify their authenticity and confirm that she wanted to go public.

Her answer to both would be yes, but she didn’t want to be sitting at her desk inside the White House
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